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“We who cannot love ourselves, cannot love anything
or anyone.”


 












Her Twenty-Fourth Death


 


To Julia, it felt as though her
unconscious mind was taking control - as though something familiar was guiding
her thoughts.  As though whatever, or whoever, was in control had been in this
terrible situation many times before, but she knew that to be impossible.


She would have remembered
surviving this kind of agony.  She would surely have remembered this futile
searching at the very edges of sanity in a desperate attempt to find peace.  But,
more importantly, she would have remembered these occasional warm feelings of
acceptance, these comforting feelings of achievement, these intoxicating
feelings of pleasure, and these unusually positive feelings of being at one
with her own mind for the very first time in this life.


Even in her anguish, Julia
wanted to experience more of this bizarrely redeeming partnership with
herself.  She needed to understand why the mind, which had betrayed her, lied
to her, hurt her, was now fighting on her behalf with grim determination.  Why
had it waited until this moment of miserable destruction to deliver the truth?


Warm, even happy, sensations
began to enter Julia’s mind as she found herself accepting and trusting her
ability to love for the very first time.  Also, for the very first time, she
felt comfortable acknowledging the immensity of her achievements.  Through a
memory cleansed of distortions, she looked at herself and saw the intelligence,
compassion, kindness and beauty that others had always seen, and this positive
state of being felt wonderful.


Instinctively, Julia began to understand
how this was the moment which came only once in each of her lifetimes - the
moment her mind was allowed to understand the truth; her only chance of making
this fleeting state of being permanent.  This is where she must search for some
kind of reference point, something fixed that she could take a bearing on.  If
she could mark this place, she may be able to preserve this optimistic state
forever but, even as she searched, something was changing.  She could feel
something tugging at her thoughts.   


As though coming from somewhere
in a faraway memory, something outside her dreamlike state felt real.  She
could smell sweet wine but it was more than wine alone.  It was wine on his
breath, smelt through her nostrils, in this cold, dank, dark stone chamber.  Or
were these sensations merely memories?  Could she feel a maddening prodding
sensation on her chest or was that also something from within her collected
thoughts?  Was anything happening to her now or were these sensations merely
phantoms passing through her pain-distorted mind?


The truth was, Julia could no
longer keep an idea steady long enough to place actions in time.  There was only
one way to confirm or deny the one nagging at her now.  Driven by the need to
understand something, anything, Julia marshaled every remaining ounce of
determination to center her mind in order to provoke a physical response.


From inside her thoughts, she
silently called to herself: ‘Eyes!’  ‘Open your eyes!’


Success.  She could feel things
changing.  Commands were being sent and received.  Instructions were being
obeyed, and when the lids of her eyes eventually fluttered apart, she could see
his mouth just inches away from her face.  In that instant, she understood why
she and no one else was lashed to this muck-encrusted table.


‘But you are crossing the great
ocean!’


She wanted to say the words, but
the connection between mind and speech had been completely lost.  Her torturers
had gone too far.  Julia’s body was close to death and its functioning parts
could no longer be relied upon to work.


The man, whose face still
hovered so provocatively close to Julia’s, smiled.  Even in the unreliable
light of two burning torches, she could tell it was a smile with absolutely no
pleasure, just a gloating, evil satisfaction.  It was intended to increase her
discomfort but failed in its task.  Her body was simply too damaged, and in the
way of nature, she was passing into painless darkness.


Julia felt no more suffering,
just a secure floating feeling of inner calm.  Wrapped in warmth, she felt
completely new.  Distant pounding offered wonderful feelings of security, which
felt both familiar and powerful.  She wanted to trust this state of being.  She
wanted to let her guard down, but she had been tricked by this safe place on at
least twenty-three prior occasions.  She knew full well this was merely a
prelude to more suffering.  She also knew why she must suffer, because this was
the moment of enlightenment.  The moment during each of her transitions when she
was allowed to remember her sins and why she had been cursed for committing
them.


Just as she had during each of
her previous reincarnations, Julia searched for the person who had condemned
her to this endless fate.  Just as she had during every single one of those
twenty-three transitions, she wanted to confess her sins and beg for
forgiveness, but that person was not there.  What is more, she knew the person
she sought would be waiting to hurt her somewhere along her next journey. 
Waiting to punish her for those same sins all over again.


 All Julia could do now, as she
waited for the inevitable new beginning, was search through her painful
memories and try to understand them.  If she could just find a clue?  Some
memory to explain how the deceptions were created?  The reason why she had allowed
herself to be misled into believing she was ugly and lazy and stupid and
worthless?  If she confronted her fears and looked deep enough, would she find the
precise moment her tormentor exacted revenge?  If she could arm herself with
that knowledge, would she be able to prevent it happening again in the next
life?


As though heralding a change, the
pounding within the warm, secure, darkness grew louder and faster.  Sensing time
was working against her, Julia cast her mind back to her last journey’s
beginnings in Italy, at a time when the Roman Empire was on the verge of
greatness.  There, among all of her experiences, was the vivid recollection of
her as a nine-year-old child sitting at the edge of her father’s olive grove,
and that is where she chose to begin her mental path to enlightenment.


Just as then, everything felt
completely real; sights could be seen, every touch felt, and smells breathed
in.  Even the rays of sunshine playing on her face felt warm as, in her mind’s
eye, she watched the victorious Roman legions marching proudly homewards along
the Via Aurelia.











Her Twenty-Third Beginning


 


Staring on in wonder,
nine-year-old Julia recalled the strangely familiar musk of the impulsive
cavalry horses straining at heavy leather bridles while their iron shod hooves
rattled on the old cobblestones.


Brilliant red cloaks played in the
wind behind mounted cavalrymen as their brightly plumed helmets reflected
flashes of sunlight through the branches of the olive trees.  It was a
spectacle made for the pleasure of an impressionable young girl and Julia drank
in every sound, every color and every scent.  Not a single sensation was allowed
to escape her razor sharp powers of observation.


As the magnificent horsemen
passed from sight, a vast column of legionaries marched by, bringing even more
sensory reminders as they came.  There were thousands of war-hardened men and
each one of them carried more equipment than Julia had ever seen.  Cooking pots
and bedding rolls, and axes and leather flasks hung behind them from long,
sturdy, forked poles that rested on each man’s shoulder.  The poles were bound by
rope to dangerous looking spears that pointed ominously back towards the place
they had so recently vanquished.


Under red woolen cloaks, great
curved shields, some oblong and others oval, somehow clung to each man’s back, while
metal helmets hung from armored breastplates.  Some of the men wore chainmail
instead of articulated plate, while others wore jerkins covered with small metal
shapes that reminded Julia of the layered feathers on a bird’s breast.


She noticed that some of the hanging
helmets had plumes but, like the body armor, not all plumes were the same.  The
few men with plumes who marched had bright red, stiff bristles on their helmets
which, had they been wearing them, would have crossed from ear-to-ear.  The
occasional men who rode along the column on horseback wore glorious red, black,
white or even multi colored feathers that ran from front to back.


Some of the soldiers had leather
purses hanging from their studded belts.  Others had hanging pickaxes or
shovels, and most had a variety of ornate, shiny, brass fittings attached to strips
of leather which hung in the place where men are most vulnerable.  The only
thing common to every man, marching or mounted, was the short sword attached to
the belt on the right hip and the dagger attached to the left.


Watching this passing mass of humanity
in total wonder, Julia could hardly comprehend how each man was rich enough to
own more possessions than her family kept in their tiny, one room hut.  Her
life would be greatly improved if she had access to part of their equipment,
and just one of those thick woolen cloaks would make winter nights so much more
tolerable for her and her parents.


Something about the procession
began to tug at Julia’s memory.  Something about the way these soldiers marched
ten abreast but in a single stride snagged her imagination.  Even though their
hobnails crashed on the stones, she could still hear the muffled crash of a million
brass tassels striking knee length woolen tunics.  Every slap in unison, like a
timekeeper for the endless procession.  Looking through the soldier’s legs as each
sandal-clad foot fell, she saw a clear tunnel of daylight opening then closing.
 Something about this regular pulse provided a secure floating feeling of inner
calm.


Something important was
happening in Julia’s mind, but the ideas, which felt a lot like clarity,
vanished when the perfect rhythm was corrupted by the appearance of hundreds of
very tall, very sad, and very bedraggled people walking by the side of the procession. 
One of the guards called them Germainians and for some reason they were all
shackled together with heavy chains.  All of them were strange, pale creatures
sprouting long blonde hair on their heads, while their bodies were draped in
animal pelts.  Even an inexperienced little girl like Julia could tell they
were a badly beaten people.


She was attempting to understand
the circumstances that could have brought these wild looking men, women and
children to their tragic predicament, when the sound of distant cheering
grabbed her attention away from the broken tribespeople.  She wondered what
could be causing the excitement and, even though she stood up to get a better
look, the cause of the revelry could not be seen.


Even on tiptoe, the commotion,
which was coming from somewhere towards the rear of the vast column, remained a
mystery as it traveled in a wave from man to man.  Suddenly, a soldier nearby
unsheathed his sword and struck it hard against the edge of his huge red and
gold shield.  The man next to him followed his lead, then another, then
another.  Soon every legionary was using his viciously sharp, yet wonderfully
shiny, weapon to make a cacophony of noise.


Recovering from her initial
surprise, Julia smiled as her fertile imagination turned thousands of shield-covered
soldiers into slow moving tortoises with heads, arms and legs protruding from
their shells.  Her smile grew even wider when one of the tortoises shouted
something.  Another tortoise followed the first tortoise’s lead, then a few,
then all of Julia’s tortoises crashed their blades while lifting a thunderous
chant which revealed the object of their adoration.


“Marius! Marius! Marius!”  They
shouted in a single voice as their beloved General Gaius Marius rode along the
column laughing and joking with his victorious troops.


Above the crescendo, Julia heard
his voice repeating over and over: “Well done my lads, you are true heroes of
Rome!”


Passing one of Julia’s tortoises,
who had a sideways red crest on his helmet, Gaius Marius slowed his horse to
match the pace of the marching column.  Julia could see that this particular
tortoise looked older than most of her other tortoises.


Leaning down, the general smiled
as he spoke to the battle-scarred veteran.  “How many years, Accius?”


“Twenty-four, General.”


“Just one more left to go, Centurion. 
What say you and I go and see where the senate have allocated your parcel of
land?”


The centurion looked as though
he may burst with pride as he replied: “This part of Italy looks good to me,
General.”


Gaius Marius laughed, then spoke
loud enough for as many of his men to hear as possible.  “Well then!  Why don’t
you and I go and get those lazy, good-for-nothing senators off their asses and
get them to allocate you some of this land!”


Sitting up tall in his four-pommel
saddle, Gaius Marius called out to those men too far away to hear his exchange
with the beaming centurion.  “What do you say, boys?  When your time comes,
where do you want your land?”


First one, then two, then all of
the soldiers close enough to hear their general started shouting: “Italy!” 
“Italy!”  “Italy!”


This soon became the new cry
adopted by all of the legionaries in the column.  Gaius Marius encouraged his
men to shout louder as he kicked his horse into action and set off towards the
head of his army.


Julia could hardly contain her
excitement.  She had been close enough to hear the words of Rome’s greatest
general; one of the two consuls of the Roman Republic; the most powerful man in
the world.  Someone who even she and her sheltered parents had heard of had
been close enough to reach out and touch.  She desperately wanted to tell
someone how close she had been and how marvelous he looked, but there was
simply no one to tell.


While lamenting her isolation,
Julia’s fleeting glimpse of euphoria was totally shattered by the always
needlessly venomous tone of her mother.  “Julia!  Come here you stupid
girl!  Stop daydreaming and finish your work!”


Even the downtrodden barbarians
looked up in shock.  Helpless men and women, even children, with nothing to
live for were looking upon Julia with sympathy as she was being yanked away
with sadistic force. 


As Julia stumbled from the
people in chains, she wept tears of desperation because her anguish was made so
much worse by the attentions of its pathetic audience.











Unnecessary cruelty


 


Until this moment, Julia had
given very little thought to her upbringing.  She had simply assumed every
child endured a foundation such as hers.  Having nothing to compare it with,
she never questioned her sad and lonely childhood, but the memory of the expressions
on the faces of those enslaved Germainians gave her parents’ vindictive malice form. 
It cried out to be stopped.  It was obviously extremely abusive and very wrong.


For the very first time, Julia
wanted to ask her parents why they did it.  But, even if she could have found
that kind of courage, they would not have been able to answer because they were
merely perpetuating generations of hurtful behavior.  They bullied Julia from
dawn till dusk because they had been bullied from dawn till dusk.  Their
destructive behavior had been thoughtlessly passed down to them by their
parents, their grandparents, and their great grandparents.  They did it because
that was simply all they knew.


They did not question why they
were never encouraging and always critical.  They did not query why they picked
on Julia’s appearance, her behavior, her ability, and anything she achieved. 
They did not stop to think how their criticism would become the self-disparaging
thoughts which shaped her life.  It simply made no sense for them, or Julia, to
question the people who were, and had been, their very measure of truth.  After
all, when parents and grandparents said “summer was hot” and “winter was cold”,
they were, without exception, hot and cold respectively.  When they said “fire
burns”, it burned and also hurt.  When they said “rain is wet”, it was never
anything other than wet.  These measures of truth extended to a million other
things, big and small, so why would Julia or her parents question any of the
horrible things said about them?


Just like her parents, these
years and years of nothing but negative messages, heaped one on top of the
other, served to mold Julia into the lonely, defensive, insecure creature she
became.  Starved of human affection, Julia naturally compensated by seeking
contact with other living things.  But forming emotional attachments to the
mice, cats, or squirrels that lived in the groves simply exposed her to another
kind of parental torment.  However hard she tried to conceal her little
secrets, both her mother and father positively reveled in hunting them down
simply to beat them to death with sticks.


The inevitable feelings of loss
taught Julia to associate love with pain at a very early age, but it was remembering
the loss of her only human companion that brought back vivid images of true
suffering.  Only when she revisited the death of her beloved baby brother did
Julia truly understand the source of her total fear of commitment.  Almost too
painful to think about, Robertus was a robust little boy who smiled constantly
and Julia had loved him completely from the moment of his difficult birth.


Spending all of her time caring
for him, raw instinct compelled Julia to protect the boy from the mental
persecution of her parents.  They had absolutely no objection to her carrying
the child in an old strip of calico sacking slung from her shoulder as she
tended the olive trees.  They simply did not care because they couldn’t be
bothered to invest more time in another brat themselves.  As they often said,
“We have wasted enough of our time raising you!”


When the fever passed through
the olive groves, it took Robertus and hope with it.  Days of nursing the
burning child could not prevent him from leaving, and as he passed away, Julia
lost the ability to trust love.  As far as her mother was concerned, this was
just one more thing Julia could not do right.  In a heartless attempt to end
the “blubbering”, she told her distraught daughter to “toughen up” and
"don’t be so sensitive”.


Her father said nothing as he
looked on with contempt.  He was simply angered by the loss of a potential
workhorse and the thought of having to sire another with a woman he hated.  For
the sensitive and innocent Julia, it merely served to confirm her belief that
she was incapable of achieving anything.


In an unfortunate case of very
poor timing, the olive merchant with the rough hands came on his annual buying
trip soon after Robertus’ passing.  Julia tried to hide from him but, as always,
he found her.  Knowing how determined he was, she had even placed her threadbare
picking blankets under a tree on the very boundary of their grove.  She hoped
it was far enough away from their mud, straw and dung-built storage shed.  She
hoped that he would not have the time to find her as she pulled the ripened
olives to the ground, but that was false hope.


While still wracked with the pain
of losing her baby brother, she tried to explain where the merchant had put his
hands, but her parents simply told her not to tell lies.  Unable to resist the
chance of delivering one more negative slight, her father added: “Why on earth
would a man of his standing want to touch an ugly Medusa like you?”


Although nothing could have been
further from the truth, Julia believed him completely.  Even though years of
working in the olive groves had built her a beautifully-formed, strong
sun-bronzed body.  And even though that most feminine body supported a beautiful
head with a clear-skinned face set with translucent blue eyes, long eyelashes, full
pink lips, and high cheek bones.  And even though all of that perfection was
framed sweetly by strawberry blond hair which flowed with a natural wave over
her shoulders, Julia’s mind was so distorted she simply could not see any of
it.


A soft brown birthmark was her
only real blemish, if it could be called a blemish.  Her mother said the
slightly darker band of skin, which looked like a broad shadow around her
wrist, “was the place where the Medusa clung to you during those miserable
hours of labor”.  Out of pure spite, she told Julia: “The Gorgon had tried to stop
me from spitting you out because you were just too stupid to be born.”


Along with the rest of her body
and mind, Julia learned to despise her ugly birthmark.  But the truth was, it
was one more delicate facet which added to her overall charm.  She was the kind
of woman who, had she been born in a city, would have commanded the sort of
attention that may have given her at least a chance of seeing herself as others
saw her.  But Julia’s mother and father simply had no use for a beautiful
daughter with a healthy self-esteem.  All they needed was a strong body to
harvest olives; a boy would have been far more practical and her father never
forgave Julia, or her mother, for denying him one.


Unfortunately for Julia, this deeply
flawed vision of herself meant she had absolutely no expectation of finding
love.  ‘How could she?’  ‘Who would want someone like her?’  And, cloistered in
her lonely olive grove, Julia would never learn to develop the feminine wiles
that beautiful woman usually acquire.


Susceptible and exposed, this
flawed vision was going to trick Julia into giving her heart, like a lamb to
the slaughter, to the very first man who showed an interest in her.  This same
flawed thinking was going to lead her all the way to Rome where her inherent genius
would lead to great wealth and power.  It would also lead her to corrupt that power
and, in time, it would lead her to bring the Roman Republic to its knees.  But
before all of these calamitous events could happen, she had to endure just a
few more lonely years of suffering in the olive groves.











Sulla


 


The day was already warm as
Julia left the hut at dawn.  In her 16 years of collecting water she had never
encountered another human being in the groves but on this day she was stopped
in her tracks by the sight of a stranger sitting alone by the well.  Much to
Julia’s fascination he stared into a square of white material as though it held
some magical meaning and she found the scene totally captivating.  He was older
than her but still beautiful to look at.  She stood motionless drinking in his
powerful presence with unknown parts of her mind coming to life.  His hair was
so soft and fine that it moved in the warm gusts of air like powder.  His
intelligent eyes were a very pale blue, his skin was also pale almost white and
the emotion that this extraordinary being awoke within Julia was pure pleasure.


Moving his head slightly he
caught her image in the corner of his eye and in a moment he was upon her.  The
fabric he held and the pail she carried were flung from their hands as his full
bodyweight collided with hers.  When her mind caught up with what was happening
Julia found herself lying on the hard earth with a dagger at her throat.


Speechless with tears welling in
her eyes she stared up at the Godlike being wondering if this would be her
end.  Until this moment Julia would have welcomed death as a means of escape
from her misery but not now.  She had glimpsed pleasure just for a second and
she wanted more.  It was hard to accept that the man who inspired her will to
live may also be the means of her death.  He stared deeply into her eyes with a
wisdom she had never before witnessed.  He could clearly see that Julia was no
assassin — her eyes were pure, innocent, unable to kill.  Releasing his grip he
moved the blade away from her throat and while standing, he helped her up in
one easy movement.


“Julia,” she babbled.  “I live a short distance from
here, I come here every day at this time to draw water for my family ...”


Touching her lips gently with
his hand, he stopped her in mid-sentence with a wonderfully disarming smile. 
Retrieving the abandoned pail, he walked to the well and filled it
effortlessly.  Bunching the purple edge of his white toga in one hand, the
stranger dipped it into the crystal clear water and gently wiped her face.  It
felt extraordinary.  Julia had never been touched in such a tender fashion and
when he spoke his voice seemed hypnotic.  She was unable to understand his
words but their rhythm inspired feelings of comfort, which continued even when
he switched effortlessly to her local dialect and spoke again.  “My name is
Sulla,” he said.  “Lucius Cornelius Sulla, at your service.”  Then making a
small gesture with his hand he pointed to a tree and added, “Sit with me.”


Julia walked willingly as he
took her arm and led her gently towards a very old olive tree.  Placing his
dagger on the ground as he sat Sulla brushed against something sharp in the
dust.  Lifting a small flint arrowhead he ran his thumb gently along the jagged
edge before tossing it away.  Holding out his empty hand he beckoned for Julia
to join him.


Although it was early in the
morning the shade from the heavily laden branches was very welcome and Julia
let herself be guided into the shadow by his side.  Completely overcome by the
importance of her newfound companion, Julia spoke hesitantly.  “You are Sulla
the great General.  I have heard of your many campaigns and I even saw you
once.  You were riding with the army of Gaius Marius.”


Looking thoughtfully into the
distance Sulla paused before saying in a soft almost menacing voice, “Yes Gaius
Marius.”  Then changing the subject he asked, “But what of you?  Tell me about
you and your life, Julia?”


“I have no life to speak of,” replied Julia
believing it absolutely, but he seemed genuinely interested so she went on to
explain her existence in the groves anyway.


As Julia spoke she observed his
interest and could not understand why.  Here was the great Sulla a full Senator
of Rome, the most powerful force in the world, talking to her a plain,
unintelligent peasant girl with nothing to offer; but it felt wonderful to
communicate with someone who showed an interest, so Julia simply sat without
moving for many hours.  Much of the time he spoke in a language which she could
not understand, but Julia was happy to simply follow the pulse of his voice
nonetheless.  At the end of his monolog, Sulla crumpled the white thing he had
been staring at earlier, into a ball; tossed it on the ground and offered Julia
his hand.


It had not been difficult for
Sulla to convince Julia to leave with him.  She seemed somehow resigned to the
fact that it was inevitable.  Habit told Julia to return to her family but when
he suggested they travel together she simply accepted his hand and wandered in
the direction he dictated.  Through the olive groves they walked until they
reached the old Roman road and there, by the trees which lined the Via Aurelia
stood a wonderfully ornate chariot with a giant black charioteer holding the
reins.  It was clear that both were possessions of great status and the horses
champing at the bit were the finest she had ever seen.  Behind the chariot
stood ten mounted officers in full military regalia and the bright red
horsehair plumage above their helmets reminded her of the army she watched in
this very place all those years before.


Julia could see that Sulla was
their hero and they loved him in the same way that Marius was loved by his
men.  She assumed that there must be a bond between fighting men something that
only military men who make wars together can understand.


Sulla seemed to give up looking
for whatever it was he had mislaid and helped her climb aboard.  As Julia
mounted the first vehicle she would ever travel in, she imagined her father
coming to look for her.  He would find the full pail of water standing in the
spot where Sulla left it; he would have no idea what happened because there
were signs of a struggle, but no dead body or blood trail.  A search of the
area would reveal no clues to her whereabouts and she believed her angry
parents would view the mystery as a mere inconvenience, nothing more than the
annoying loss of a hard worker.











Rome


 


The chariot was unaccustomed to
carrying three people and Julia’s extra weight made the noise of the
iron-rimmed wheels on cobblestones quite deafening.  Unmoved by his challenge,
the charioteer was magnificent and his concentration never wavered in the
slightest.  Standing holding the reins he seemed as a part of the vehicle
itself, moving in unison with every small lurch or bump.  Gleaming sweat
covered the pitch black stallions and where the bridles rubbed on their
well-muscled bodies, white foam formed to be blown away by the rushing wind. 
The ever-vigilant centurions rode ahead and behind at full pace, each horse frequently
whipped to maintain their exhausting tempo.


Absorbing much of Julia’s
involuntary movements Sulla grasped the front rail of the beautifully ornate
metal embossed carapace.  With powerful arms locking her sides, his mouth was
in gently contact with her ear as he explained what she was seeing while they
sped past villages, towns and villas.  No one had ever given explanations
before and his simple act of thoughtfulness encouraged her to place her trust
in his hands.  Julia was also very grateful for his attention, because with
every pace she was being taken away from her family.  She did not miss or feel
for her parents, but as detrimental as they had always been, they were the only
form of security she had ever known.


At the end of a hard day’s ride
the flickering lights of a major city came into view.  Hardly slowing, the
procession flashed through the city gates and inconceivably Julia was in Rome. 
Unable to sit down at any time during the journey she was exhausted and every
inch of her body ached from the battering inflicted by the unforgiving war
machine.  After rattling along the streets for some time the chariot stopped
outside a very large and well-lit home situated somewhere in one of the many
suburbs they had passed through since entering the city.  Sulla silently
dropped to the ground and the chariot, flanked by only two of the centurions,
carried on into the Roman night.  His sudden departure took Julia completely by
surprise because she had not heard any orders or seen any apparent signals to indicate
that this intricate maneuver was about to happen.


With feelings of panic growing
within, Julia had no idea what was to become of her.  The reason for her
impulsive departure was no longer standing behind her and she felt hopelessly
lost and deeply afraid.  Sulla had explained nothing about her destination
before dropping from the chariot and the driver showed no interest in his
master’s newfound companion.  His only concern was the navigation of his
vehicle through extremely narrow streets in the black of night and even after
stopping he said nothing.


The only sounds were those made
by wheels and hooves as the horses rocked back and forth in an attempt to cool
down.  Everything was abnormal, even the city smells were unfamiliar and Julia
felt completely disoriented.  By the light of a full moon she saw one of the
centurions drop to the cobblestoned street and bang loudly on a large wooden
door situated in a high wall.  The wall was one side of a house but in the
darkness Julia could not see the rest of the building.  She was not yet able to
comprehend Rome’s large even multistory buildings.  It was all too much for a
girl raised in a hut.


After a long wait, the door was
sheepishly opened and a pretty, motherly face illuminated by a flickering oil
lamp appeared.  The centurion conducted a brief conversation in the language
Julia could not understand; then returned to the chariot to make gestures which
seemed to indicate that she should step down.  Walking to where the women held
the door open, Julia was beckoned inside and as it closed behind her all
external noise ended with the snap of a bolt.


The chariot, the centurions, and
Sulla were all gone, almost as though they had never existed and the security
they represented was now totally removed.  The fear of being so completely on
her own overwhelmed Julia and just a hair’s breadth from screaming in total
panic she apprehensively followed the woman to a small silent chamber.  The
stranger made signs to indicate sleep and as her eyes adjusted to the light cast
from the hand-held lamp Julia saw something that she assumed to be a structure
made for sleeping on.  Too tired to think about anything, even her hunger,
Julia lay her head on the unfamiliar pillow and for no apparent reason, dreamed
of herself standing next to a handsome young man on the deck of a ship crossing
a deep blue ocean.











Learning


 


The next three years of this
country girl’s life was spent growing up in the strange house without any kind
of security.  Every day Julia fought back the feelings of panic which began on
the eve of her arrival.  She had not seen Sulla since the chariot ride; not
even a message had arrived and day after day, she longed for him to come back
to her.  The domestic slaves told her that Sulla’s sumptuous house was a secret
place which he used only as an escape.  He used to visit regularly but these
days he was always away from Rome, “In the East,” they said, “teaching upstart
kings and princes how painful rebellion against Rome could be.”


No one asked her to do anything
and the house slaves kept her fed and clothed in fine garments made of brightly
dyed wool and linen.  It seemed that all she was expected to do was wait.  As
time slowly passed Julia became more convinced that she was unattractive,
unintelligent and completely worthless.  Even the man who maintained her upkeep
couldn’t be bothered to contact her.  Every day she brooded over the terrifying
consequences of becoming homeless, never knowing how long she would be allowed
to live in Sulla’s house.  Her parents would never take her back; they must
surely hate her for leaving during the harvest and with absolutely no friends
or means of supporting herself, the only companions Julia could rely on were
her terrible insecurities.


To pass the endless hours and
take her mind away from the constant fear Julia developed an insatiable thirst
for knowledge.  Every moment of her time became dedicated to education, and the
senior house slave she now knew to be called Cecilia marveled at her ability to
learn.  Julia became fluent in Latin within months and because so much of her
time was spent with a knowledgeable Greek house slave her learning was swift. 
The peaceful old man who the other house slaves nicknamed Homer, after the
ancient Greek poet, had once been an educator and he enjoyed teaching such a
keen mind.  Within one year Julia had a grasp of many subjects and the ability
to read even the work of the real Homer in both Greek and Latin but as always
she could not give herself credit for what others saw as incredible achievements,
because for her it was so easy, surely anyone could do it.


Over time Julia’s Homer
explained the wonderful subtleties and meanings held within the scrolls which
contained stories from antiquity, and she became captivated by the accounts of
Jason and the Argonauts, the pharaohs and pyramids of Egypt, the Persian Empire
and even Greek philosophers like Plato and Socrates.  Books of all kinds were
consumed at a fantastic rate but Julia was always particularly interested in
the account of Alexander the Great’s conquest of the Persian Empire which
caused the death of its ruler, King Darius.  Julia was fascinated by accounts
of the great man’s trusted General, Ptolemy, who was known as a conniving man
who manipulated Alexander and his wife Roxane.  Homer told her that the
descendants of Ptolemy still ruled Egypt from the city of Alexandria and Julia
longed to see the wonderful library that her teacher had visited many years
before.


Of all the books Julia read her
favorite was Homer’s Iliad, which told the 1200-year-old story of the
conquest of an ancient city at the edge of the Aegean Sea by the name of Troy. 
It was a war that lasted ten years, cost thousands of lives, and destroyed the
Trojan civilization.  Her tutor explained that many Romans still believed that
they are the descendants of the fleeing survivors of Troy and Julia was
captivated by the heroic characters who had wonderful names like Agamemnon,
Hector, Paris, Ajax and Achilles.


There were so many extraordinary
individuals in the story which ended with a wooden horse full of Greek soldiers
who opened the gates of the city from within, but the character who intrigued
her most was Helen, whose beautiful face was said to have launched a thousand
ships.  She was the wife of Menelaus who sailed away with Paris, Prince of
Troy, and caused the Greeks to fight for lost honor.


Of all the passages in the old
book Julia felt compelled to read and re-read the lament which Homer had chosen
to finish his work.  In his final sentence he explains how Helen stood beside
the great warrior Hector's slain body and compared their misfortunes with the
words, “These tears of sorrow that I shed are both for you and for my miserable
self.  No one else is left.” It was the loneliness of Helen’s words, they
seemed to echo Julia’s fragile existence perfectly.











Joseph


 


Leaving the house had taken a
year, simply because Julia believed herself too plain for sophisticated Roman
society.  The ornate polished brass mirrors should have exposed the obvious lie
because Cecilia’s grooming had converted her appearance to that of a beautiful
Roman woman, but she could only interpret the image staring back at her in
accordance with the belief she held of herself.  Julia’s mother and father had
installed their negative messages so deeply, that even her dazzling reflection
in the highly polished metal could not dispel their myth.


Driven by curiosity and the
encouragement of Cecilia, Julia slowly found the courage to exit the front
door.  Infrequently at first, she gradually roamed further each day and her
confidence grew with every trip.  With each week that passed Julia learned to
tolerate the crowds while shopping with the housemaids and it was during these
excursions that she learned the idiosyncrasies of Rome and Romans.  In order to
get to the markets, Julia had to join the throng as it passed along the Forum
Romanum with its spectacular architecture which positively exuded power.  Homer
had explained that this short length of road, which stretched between the
Senate House and the Great Temple of Venus and Roma, was the very center of all
Roman authority.  He spoke of dignified Senators convening great meetings in
the white marble structure, which was also known as the Curia, to discuss and
agree actions which held consequences for the whole of the known world.


Outside the main building near
the beautiful marble steps where the golden milestone was set, Julia often let
the masses meander around her as she pondered the old distance marker which
signified the beginning of all roads out of Rome.  Legend had it that the
remains of Romulus the mythical founder of Rome, who was suckled by a she wolf,
lay under this stone, but Julia found it hard to imagine any of the wolves
which had passed near her family hut doing anything other than eating the child. 
She also found it impossible to grasp the organization and motivation required
to carve an inscription on every milestone throughout the Empire proclaiming
how far it was from this one.  Such a huge task boggled her still
unsophisticated peasant mind but it did dawn on Julia that this practice had
both a practical and a sinister motive.  To a Roman it was a measure of
distance; to an enemy it was a warning of impending doom.


Everything about city culture
was exhilarating and while Julia enjoyed the experiences she also found the
crowds somewhat overwhelming.  When it all became too stressful for a girl who
had spent the great majority of her life in the company of just two people,
Julia bolted for the sanctuary of a friendly jeweler’s shop which was situated
conveniently between Sulla’s home and the food markets.  It was a small shop in
which she felt safe enough to rest when the noisy streets became too much and
Julia enjoyed looking at the gold and silver adornments that were so
beautifully handcrafted and extravagantly priced.


One gold bangle in particular
stole her attention from the very moment the jeweler removed it from the
little, red felt pouch to show her.  Its effect on Julia could only be
described as breathtaking she seemed to know it intimately as though she had
been close to it somewhere before.  Julia was sure that she had never seen the
heavy gold amulet with its intricately raised lions’ heads but it looked so
incredibly familiar.  The jeweler watched in fascination as Julia slid his amulet
across her hand and on to her birthmark which fitted its shape perfectly. 
Neither of them spoke as Julia touched its beautifully smooth surface with the
love a mother has for a child, then gently sobbing for no apparent reason, she
sat staring into the beautifully raised feline heads set all around its wide
face.


The jeweler who had introduced
himself as Calpurnius left her alone for many hours because it seemed like the
respectful thing to do but his greedy instincts slowly niggled at him until he
could no longer resist the urge to close a sale.  Sitting down next to Julia he
pointed at one of the lions and explained how the most valuable piece in his
collection had been crafted by one of the finest goldsmiths in ancient Greece. 
“I acquired it from a deceased estate,” he said in the solemn voice he saved
for significant negotiations.  “It has a deliberately prohibitive price tag
because I am extremely reluctant to let it leave my collection,” then added
thoughtfully, “however as a trader I will let it go but only for a very high
price.”


Looking forward to asking her
Homer about amulets, Julia studied the jeweler’s pained expression.  She had
observed this underselling technique in other traders in Rome. Many of them
feigned reluctance to sell certain things, it was as though they were doing the
customer a favor and it made little sense to a girl with a sharp mind.  Surely
if a trader is in business to trade then he must trade.  If he says he is
reluctant, he must be lying and this simple string of logic led Julia to
conclude that all traders are liars who cannot be trusted; a cynical but safe
conclusion.


As she formulated her theory
about the morality of traders, Calpurnius went on to describe the processes
involved in making such a breathtaking object while Julia clutched it lovingly
in her pretty hands. “Look here,” he said, pointing at one of the lions, “see
how each individual hair in the mane is clearly defined?  That is the sign of a
true artisan.” Then taking it gently from Julia he rotated the amulet as he
explained, “The goldsmith first handcrafted an original of the work in
beeswax.  The wax original is then set in a box which is filled with gently
packed, very fine sand.  A rod which touched the wax original was also packed
in to the sand and when the mold was gently heated the wax melted and ran out
of the hole left by the rod.   The space left by the wax was then filled with
molten gold poured through the same hole.  The process assures that only this
one exists because the mold must be broken to retrieve the piece and the wax is
no more.  A copy can never be made for as long as one is in possession of the
original and that makes this object unique and incredibly valuable.”


As Calpurnius handed it back,
Julia reconnected with its energy which seemed to provide feelings of strength
and security.  She asked if he could also feel it but he just shrugged his
shoulders.  Looking closely at the six lion heads which surrounded the amulet’s
wide face, Julia noticed that all possessed the same intricate standard of
workmanship but each was different from the other.  She also became aware that
each lion possessed an individual personality and was surprised to realize that
they inspired the feelings of love which had not been felt since the death of
her brother Robertus.  Every face provoked the familiarity of a sibling and
even though she was unable to understand why this bangle had such a powerful
influence, Julia instinctively let down her guard and allowed herself to
connect with its power.


Two days a week at first, then
three, then five and eventually every day Julia returned to try on her “lions”
but much to her and Calpurnius’s constant frustration, had no money with which
to buy them.  As reluctant to part with the amulet as he was, the jeweler had done
his best to sell it.  During her earlier visits he even suggested a system of
payments but much to his amusement Julia did not even know what money was.


As her obsession with the amulet
grew, Calpurnius told Julia that her behavior was unhealthy, but nothing
dampened her enthusiasm.  She seemed fixated and completely unable to control
the urge to rekindle the feelings of sanctuary that only her lions could
bring.  Being a practical man he realized that her visits were not going to
stop, so eventually gave up trying to prevent her inevitable disappointment.


Having reconciled himself to her
constant attendance he justified her compulsion by saying, “Anyway what harm
can an eye-catching woman do in a jeweler’s shop?”


As always Julia’s dysfunctional
mind found a way to interpret his flattery in a negative way.  After all he was
a trader and she had seen traders telling ugly customers how beautiful they
looked, therefore traders could never be relied on to tell the truth.


Whenever she felt strong enough,
Julia made her way from the jeweler’s shop to the Cuppedenis market, which was
the most interesting bazaar in all of Rome.  Traders of every nationality
journeyed from all over the empire to do business at this place because it was
where all luxury goods, grown or manufactured were sold.


The aromas were sumptuous, the
languages exotic and the clothes worn by the foreigners spectacular to look
at.  Shimmering colors dyed into the different styles of garments were as
exciting as the strange talking birds tethered above many of the brightly
striped awning-covered tables which displayed the most wonderful wares and
Julia soon learned to enjoy walking from one fascinating stool to the next.


It was under the shade of gently
flapping canvas that she tried her first taste of exotic spices.  The short
somewhat ugly man with the knowing eyes, standing behind his table handed her a
small quantity of something he referred to as, “his precious pepper.” 
Remembering her embarrassment at the jeweler’s shop Julia explained that she
had no money but he wanted no payment in return for what turned out to be one
of his most expensive commodities.  Just for as long as she stood at his place
of business the Jewish man who introduced himself as Joseph would chat and
allow Julia to taste his interesting flavors.  Even while serving a customer he
was always happy enough just to talk and not about anything in particular, just
idle chatter seemed fine by him.


These visits eventually became a
regular ritual for Julia who always received a small amount of pepper or a
spice from places she had read about in her teacher’s books.  Never did any
money change hands and she always learned something new from the kind man who
seemed so trustworthy and dependable.  She thought of him as a wonderful man who
never seemed to mind how long she stayed by his stool, he was never negative or
condescending, just positive and happy to talk on any subject.


Over time Julia grew to confide
in her friend telling him the hidden intimacies of her childhood, even about
Robertus’ death and after three years of visiting his stall Julia felt a bond
had been forged between them.  He was without doubt a trader who could be
completely trusted and someone to who she could divulge her innermost fears and
secrets.


Building on the small element of
trust inspired by Joseph’s calm and supportive behavior, Julia began to look
for other encouraging influences in her life and when observed through secure
thoughts, it became obvious that the actions of Cecilia, Homer and even
Calpurnius were not something to be suspicious of, but the heartening acts of
friends.


This realization both shocked
and pleased Julia who understood that her fear of being hurt had prevented even
her supporters from penetrating her defenses.  Joseph had opened a door to a
world which Julia had no idea existed.  Some people could be trusted; life did
not have to be spent in sad anticipation of the next act of mental abuse and
her awakening made Julia laugh out loud as she walked home.


What a day.  The ability to
trust was going to change everything, Sulla would be home soon and Julia was
determined to impress him with her academic achievements.  Even her
assimilation into Roman society would please him and something as unattainable
as happiness now appeared possible.











Homecoming


 


With no warning Sulla walked in
and sat down on the couch opposite Julia as she quietly stitched her tapestry. 
His eyes stared out from the caked dust of a long road home.  Cecilia poured
him a goblet of wine and there he sat without speaking, just sipping and
looking at Julia.  Her heart pounded like a hammer in her chest and completely
unable to speak she stared back in excited shock.


He was still so handsome and the
love which had lain dormant for so long surged through her as he drained his goblet,
placed it on the floor by his foot, then stood and walked deliberately over to
the motionless form.  Julia’s needle was still poised exactly as it had been at
the moment he re-entered her life and as he lifted her effortlessly into his
powerful arms Julia feared her rapidly beating heart might fail.


It was not an act of love but
one of violence.  The pain as he penetrated her was an ugly thing and nothing
that took place that evening matched her girlish fantasy of love.  He had no
idea that she was a virgin and if he had bothered to think about it he would
not have cared.  Julia was stock, just like the cattle and sheep on any of his
many estates.  It would not even have occurred to him that his act of pure
masculine aggression would sever her final shred of trust and self-esteem. 
There was simply no time for irrelevant trivia, he had a report to deliver in
the Senate.


Cecilia had known what was about
to happen as she poured the wine.  She could see it in Sulla’s eyes.  She had
seen that look before and it resembled an animal driven by a very basic
instinct.  Standing patiently by the front door Cecilia could do nothing but
wait for Sulla to leave and the moment he silently passed her on his way out
she dashed to the sitting room to find Julia lying on the floor exactly where
he had left her.  The wretched girl had a look of complete shock on her face. 
Her pure white skirt made crimson with her own blood was lifted above her waist
and lay crumpled on her belly.  Kneeling down Cecilia moved the hem gently to
cover her blood stained loins.  This is how it had been for her years before
and her memory of humiliation was as clear as the day it happened.


Julia could remember nothing
after Sulla left her lying on the cold stone floor.  From the moment he took her
in his arms until the moment he left had been a few minutes, but to Julia it
seemed endless and ongoing.  Crying for many days, she wanted to die.  The only
reason she found the strength to survive was purely and simply due to the
kindness of Cecilia and her belief in the decency of Joseph.  Without these two
steadfast elements Julia would have quietly laid her head down and let go, but
faith gave her just enough courage to raise herself from her stupor and walk to
the Cuppedenis.  Julia trusted her true friend Joseph who always gave
dependable advice; he would know what to do.


Her arrival at the little spice
stall was accompanied by feelings of relief because Julia felt confident that
Joseph’s explanation would help extinguish the terrible pain within, but much
to her surprise and disappointment he looked deeply troubled himself.  He had
never been too busy to talk before but this day he hardly acknowledged her
presence.


“Is there a problem?” she asked with genuine
concern. “Can I help?”


“No there is nothing you can do,” said Joseph with
his eyes lowered and the sound of total dejection in his voice.


“What is it?” asked Julia trying to forget her own
pain in the interest of helping her dear friend.


“Nothing,” was all he said.


“Please.  Tell me.  If I can, I would like to help.”


While serving a customer Joseph
glanced at Julia.  Her sincerity was compelling.  “Six months ago there was an
uprising in my homeland of Judea,’ he explained without looking up from his
stall. “And whenever there is an uprising in the empire there are reprisals.  I
have only recently heard from others of my country that the rebellion was
unmercifully put down by the Roman Proconsul.  Now I have no idea what has
become of my wife and children or what will become of me, a Jew living in
Rome.’


Julia was shocked to hear that
Joseph had a wife and children because the man she thought of as a surrogate
father had never mentioned having a family.  Thinking back through her years of
talking to Joseph, Julia realized that the only information he had ever
volunteered was as a direct response to a question posed by her and as this
thought deepened she noticed a man standing at the stall who was furtively
touching a spice jar but looking intently at her.  What was different? Julia
realized that the change was in Joseph’s behavior.  He had not gestured for the
customer to purchase the spice as he usually did, so the man just stood
staring.  All too quickly Julia realized how Joseph had been using her as bait,
she was a freak, she knew that because people always stared.


She turned to look at Joseph at
the moment he raised his head, their eyes met and both knew what the other was
thinking.  Julia said nothing she simply turned and walked away.  There were no
more tears, what was happening was a confirmation of what she already knew deep
in her heart, no one can be genuinely trusted.











Sulla’s Parade


 


Victory parades were extremely
rare events given only to those who had won greatness for Rome and the only
time an army was allowed within the walls of the city.  Roman Senators believed
in the democratically elected Republic and hated raising one man above all
others but tradition dictated that Sulla must be given his day of honor so a
parade had been organized to welcome him home.  The Senators resented his
popularity as he rode proudly in the very chariot which had carried Julia to
Rome but were absolutely powerless to stop his army marching through the
crowd-lined streets.


Without so much as a thought for
the girl he had so recently crushed the great general looked towards the head
of the procession and watched his proud standard-bearers leading his column
through the heart of the city.  These lionskin-clad men carried silver eagles
mounted at the tips of stout wooden poles and everyone lining the route knew
that they were the bravest of the brave.  Each would rather die than lose the
standard entrusted to him and the combat-hardened legions that marched behind
would never suffer the intolerable ignominy of being one of only a handful of
legions too lose their regimental eagle in 500 years of wars.


Sulla loved the psychological
control his eagles gave him and despite his sacred oath to defend democracy he
considered them his personal instruments of war.  He had employed them to turn
the course of so many battles and their value could not be overstated. 
Thousands of his men had died following these inanimate pieces of metal into
impossible situations and their shaman-like power had snatched victory from the
jaws of defeat on so many occasions.  It was refreshing to know that he alone
controlled the influence they held over the faltering Republic’s greatest war
machine, these soldiers would defend him and his eagles or die to a man and the
power he held over Rome was intoxicating.


Sulla found it impossible to wipe
the smile from his face as he pondered how far he could take his megalomaniacal
desires.  Even the old slave who in the time-honored tradition stood in the
chariot behind him repeating, “Remember you are but a man not a God,” could not
dampen his elation.  Like a child who could no longer contain himself Sulla
laughed and shouted into the cacophony, “How many of you are going to die in
support of my Italian war?” and the black charioteer looked quizzically at his
general for clarification of the order.  Smiling broadly Sulla slapped his
trusted servant on the back and indicated that his words were not intended to
inspire any kind of action so the driver returned his attention to the panting
horses.  The modest slave may have heard Sulla’s indiscreet outburst but the
former could be put to death at the end of the parade anyway so Sulla turned to
give his crowd an even broader smile and laughed at the gullibility of his
sheep as they raised a spontaneous cheer.


This was the first day of his
victory procession and the population of Rome had come out in force to join in
the party which filled the city.  Sulla was pleasantly surprised to see that
the mood of the people had changed from tolerance to anger during his
three-year absence and the force of this transformation could be heard in the
voices of the multitude lining the streets.  They shouted the expected messages
of love and support for him but between the positive words were also unexpected
messages of hate for the Italian tribes.  Every man, women and child seemed to
be howling for a local war and they clearly wanted their hero Sulla to win it
for them.


“You have beaten these fools from the East!” shouted
one man.


“When are you going to teach the ungrateful Italians
the same lesson?” shouted another, sparking spontaneous cries of support from
the mob and Sulla marveled at the effectiveness of the plan he had so
impulsively put in place just hours before his departure three years earlier.


He had been reading the
Senatorial reports and knew that relations between the Italian tribes and Rome
were building to a critical stage.  He also knew that Romans could no longer
travel outside Rome for fear of attack and no one dared journey without a
military escort.  What he had not known however was the extent to which the
Roman population had swallowed his lies.  Sulla had expected the stories of
terrible massacres to provoke fear.  He had assumed that the almost weekly
atrocities would lead to a desire for peace and he had been preparing to push
the Senate into a war against the people’s will but this public outpouring of
hatred told him that Rome actually believed the tribes to be weak and they were
ready to fight.


It was a far better situation
than he could ever have hoped for and he was going to enjoy molding this naive
public opinion to suit his ends.  Sulla was going to subdue those insolent
tribes and get rich in the process but that was a matter for another day; now
it was time to enjoy the spectacle before him, Sulla was the name on everyone’s
lips and that made him smile as he waved at his adoring followers in an even
more spectacular fashion.


Following immediately behind
Sulla came the lumbering treasure wagons which crunched along the cobbles under
the sheer weight of their load.  The sight of so much affluence overwhelmed the
crowd and inspired them to cheer with all their hearts as each vehicle
passed.   Even though they were sturdy supply wagons they strained under the
mass of gold and silver ingots until the inevitable mechanical failure
happened.  It was the front wheel on the creaking wagon nearest Sulla which
gave up first and as it collapsed gold, silver and precious jewels spewed
everywhere.


Combined with the noise of the
terrible crash were the agonizing cries of a man who was nearly cut in half by
the falling wheel.  He was one of the many slaves employed to pick up horse
droppings who just happened to be in the wrong place when the accident
happened.  His cries incited the crowd to cheer even harder as the procession
ground to a halt and Sulla tried to hide his rage.


After a few brisk words to his
driver Sulla turned to entertain his audience while repairs were being made. 
The huge black charioteer dismounted, spoke to the centurion who commanded
Sulla’s personal bodyguard, then walked over to the distraught slave and
effortlessly cut the helpless man’s throat.  The sight of blood simultaneously
leaving so many parts of his body sent the spectators in to screams of
approval.  Sulla was always good under pressure and he continued to distract
the crowd with his antics while his bodyguard positioned themselves to prevent
the mob from helping themselves.


The booty in the wagon was
intended for the city treasury and his act of protection appeared to be
motivated by civic responsibility but nothing could be further from the truth. 
Tradition dictated that everyone involved in a Roman war received a bonus from
the spoils and a major part of the valuables being gathered up by the dung
slaves was earmarked for him.  Sulla’s legionaries who now worked to fix the wagon
would also be given a small share to fund the parcel of land they were given by
the state.  Officers received a larger amount in accordance with their rank but
the lion’s share went to the head of the army.  Sulla was now a much richer man
and he had no intention of letting the mob steal even a single denarius of his
hard-earned spoils.


The rebellious kings who
followed the treasure wagons were clearly relieved when the procession resumed
its progress because the delay had inspired the crowd to pelt them with
anything they could find including the horse droppings from all of the slave’s
buckets.  These once dignified potentates had brought disaster upon themselves
by revolting against Rome and they were clearly regretting their foolish
actions.  They had been allowed to dress in their full state regalia but their
bleeding wrists were bound by chains whilst a broken spear held their bent
elbows behind their stooped backs.  They were being made to walk in shame prior
to their painful execution later in the day and to make matters worse they were
now covered from head to toe in shit.  No other race of people could humiliate
quite like the Romans and these broken men were no longer eastern rulers but
mere examples being made for the benefit of other puppet Kings throughout the
Republic.


Passing along the Forum Romanum
Sulla turned to acknowledge the Senators standing on the white marble steps and
lifted a clenched fist to his breastplate in salute.  As he surveyed the men
who hated his popularity Sulla became shocked by the sight of Gaius Marius
standing awkwardly with the help of a young boy.  He had read reports of the
stroke which damaged his old adversary but what he saw astounded him, the
infirmity had robbed him of half his face and body.  Sulla instantly grasped
the meaning of this opportunity.  He realized that this was his moment, until
now he had languished in the shadow of the so-called “Father of Rome” always
the second-in-command to the great Gaius Marius but now he was old, crippled
and slowed by time.


Clearly trying to maintain both
his balance and his immense dignitas Marius was obviously very weak and
Sulla knew him well enough to know that inwardly he would be cursing his broken
body.  He was ready to be superseded as the first man in Rome and Sulla was
more than willing to take his place.


Returning his stare Sulla dipped
his head almost imperceptibly as he passed.  The crowd continued to cheer
because to everyone else the gloat was quite undetectable but Marius would
understand the meaning of his feigned respect.  Marius had been a lion once, a
fighting man, one of the best leaders Rome ever produced but now he was as a
broken down old fool who could no longer wield his power and wealth.


The men of the Senate watched
Sulla pass and worried about the power he wielded over both the army and the
people.  They hated leaving so much military might in one man’s hands because
Rome was a democratic Republic which killed its last king nearly five hundred
years before for abusing power.  The system of electing two new consuls every
year stopped ambitious men like Sulla from climbing to the top but his
popularity was becoming a threat to their order.  A way would usually be found
to prevent one man from controlling so much authority but Rome needed Sulla and
his army for the impending war with the Italian tribes so for a while at least,
they had to compromise.


It took two full days for the
triumph to pass through Rome and the Senators stood respectfully in the hot sun
throughout.  There were several marching bands in bright uniforms interspersed
by huge floats depicting victorious moments from Sulla’s conquests.  Actors
with exaggerated makeup portrayed scenes of the great General defeating the
Kings who had walked in shame.  The people watched in fascination as hundreds
of exotic animals snarled their way through the center of Rome the dangerous
ones in cages and the passive ones tethered to the wagons or led by slaves. 
All were destined to meet a bizarre death in the Circus Maximus and as is
always the case in Rome their end would be witnessed by a frantically cheering
mob.


Towards the end of the march
past came thousands of shackled men, women and children many of them carrying
babies some as black as coal.  The citizens of Rome had no sympathy for these
sad people who were destined to toil as slaves in homes, farms or mines because
folk like them were the very thing which allowed Roman society to function. 
Apart from the lucky few who would meet a dignified death as gladiators most of
them were destined to die as beasts of burden over many sad and painful years
of service.  Collectively they would fetch millions of sesterces at the slave
markets and much of that money would go to Sulla and as he thought about it he
could hardly wipe the smile from his face.











War


 


One month passed and the memory
of the homecoming parade was fading from the people’s minds.  Sulla attended
the Senate every day listening intently to the debates about war with the
Italian tribes, a few Senators were on the side of peace but the majority were
arrogant men who believed in the supreme power of Rome above all else and they
shouted for war.


Marius was also in the Senate
each day with half of his face drooping and his body supported by an unknown
young aristocratic boy by the name of Julius Caesar.  An advocate of peace on
this occasion Marius was trying to convince his fellow Senators not to enter a
war with the rest of Italy.  He spoke constantly about the benefits of reform. 
“Let them have Roman citizenship it will make us stronger in the long term,”
was his argument but a majority of the highborn men were deaf to his pleadings.


The pompous Senators were
convinced that the primitive Italians could not match the discipline and might
of Rome.  Sulla himself had told them that the tribes were factional, unable to
organize or even agree on anything.  It was Sulla who met with the tribes three
years earlier and the Senate had great faith in his report.


Frustrated by what he heard
Marius told them, “War was an obvious mistake.’ He believed that Italians were
exactly the same as Romans and he said so in the Senate. “We can’t expect them
to keep paying our taxes and sending their young men to fight in our armies
without giving them citizenship in return!”


“How dare you compare dignified Romans with Italian
riffraff!” shouted his opposition like the self-important men they were.


“Many of my own armies were made up of Italian
conscripts and they were excellent soldiers!” bellowed Marius.  “Sulla’s belief
that the Italian tribes cannot organize themselves for lack of great leadership
is simply wrong. I trained them I know how capable they are.”  Then pausing in
consideration Marius measured his next words against the consequences of their
meaning, “Sulla was my second-in-command for many years and he knows it too!”


The house erupted at the
implication.  “You are jealous of Sulla!” they shouted.  “You have a vendetta
against him!  What could he possible stand to gain?”  cried others.


The curious thing was Marius did
not understand Sulla’s motive.  He had not been able to ask him why he
deliberately misled the consuls after his now infamous parley with the Marsi
because he departed for war in the East on the very same day.  When he returned
after three years Sulla would not meet with him and when questioned in the
Senate he categorically denied any wrongdoing.  Marius knew he was lying but
could simply offer no proof.


Clearly frustrated with the
state of affairs, his own decrepit condition and Sulla’s connivances Marius
shouted, “You are all behaving like sheep!  You are being led headlong into a
war that we are ill prepared for!’


The Senators burst into floods
of laughter and guffaws when he added, “Sulla has lied to the Senate about the
strength of the tribes and mark my words well, sooner or later you will come
running to me for help!”


Sulla laughed along with the
others, he had won, the Senators wanted war, there was nothing Marius could do
to stop it and when the Senate sent word to the Italians that they had been
denied citizenship on the grounds of inferiority, an alliance of tribes led by
the Marsi declared war.  With great bravado the Senators fell about laughing
and joked about the stupidity of such a disorganized rabble provoking the power
of Rome.


When the Marsic war eventually
started it created celebration in Rome.  Armies marched through the streets
outside the city walls with drums beating and great circular trumpets
sounding.  The people waved and cheered because they had absolute confidence in
the information coming from the Senate.  This war would be well and truly over
in six months and Rome would soon put an end to the atrocities being leveled
upon expatriated Romans.


Marius insisted that he be
placed in charge of the army but as with his warnings all his demands were
ignored.  Laughing at Marius was now a common pastime in the Senate and the
place fairly broke up when he told them he intended to raise and fund his own
army.


“The old man must be mad,” they teased. “Save your
money for retirement our legions will crush the ‘ities’ like insects,” shouted
laughing Senators across the floor of the house and Marius could do nothing but
prepare for the carnage that he knew was about to be unleashed by their rank
stupidity.











Disaster


 


News of the first battle sent a
shockwave through Rome which was felt by everyone of its disbelieving
populace.  The army of Gaius Perperna had been defeated in a rocky gorge on the
Via Valeria, a busy road that stretched east from Rome to the seaport of
Aternum.  Four thousand Roman soldiers were killed and six thousand ran away
shamefully discarding their swords, helmets and armor as they went.  As always
in the Roman army decimation followed shame.  Each ten men drew lots. The loser
was then beaten to death by the nine who were closer than his brothers, thus
six hundred more legionaries followed the four thousand to their graves.


“Just very bad luck,” said the Senators to the
worried people who stood outside the Senate building.  “We have more men in the
field, fear not the next battle will be ours.”


Defeat was always bad for the
morale of Romans citizens but the next one proved devastating.  The news was
terrible in itself but its delivery method heightened the impact it had on the
population of Rome.  The Commander in Chief of the great army in the north
Publius Rutilius Lupus was returned to Rome with he and his officers tied
unceremoniously across the back of their horses and the combination of these
two terrible defeats shook the Senators out of their complacency.  Rome had
gone from having two state-funded armies in the north to none within a month. 
They all considered Sulla to be their best general but by way of clipping his
wings his army had been sent to deal with the Southern tribes so at this moment
nothing but the debilitated Marius stood between Rome and the vindictive Marsi.


It was lucky for Rome that
Marius had carried out his threat so laughed at in the Senate and funded his
own army.  Predicting the incompetence of the two northern generals Marius took
the precaution of training his ten thousand men while the others had ran off to
war completely unprepared.  It was Marius who found the carnage left by the
Marsi and it was very apparent that Lupus had simply walked his poorly trained
army headlong into a major defeat on a bridge over the fast flowing Velinus
River.  This patrician Roman was of such high caste he was simply unable to
believe that the Italian rebels posed a real threat and much like Perperna he
died because of his own stupidity.  Of the ten thousand ill-prepared and
unlucky soldiers unfortunate enough to be with him that day only 2000
survived.  Roman bodies were jammed against obstructions in the river; many
thousands of others had simply washed away.


Marius knew very well the
dramatic impact that sending the bodies of Lupus and his officers back to Rome
would have on the people.  He had performed his melodramatics as a way of
shaking them out of their complacency.  Even the slowest Senator would now be
forced to take him and the war seriously.  The Senate contained many blowhards
but the majority were not complete fools, they understood what Marius had done
and why he had done it.


“Why didn’t we place Marius in charge in the first
place?” shouted the very same Senators who had so callously jeered and booed
him.  They had ardently refused to give him a command but now they prayed to
their Gods for the old man to deliver a victory.  “This broken old fool”, as
they once referred to him, was all that stood to prevent the demise of
themselves, or even of Rome herself.


Now the citizens of Rome were coming
to the Senate every day.  They stood outside and badgered the unfortunate
Senators as they came and went.  The people wanted to know what was being done
to win this terrible war.  “Why did you not give the tribes Roman status?” they
shouted with passion in their voices.  “Because of you they will kill us all!”


How the Senators hated the
accursed mob they represented.  It was like herding a flight of birds following
first one breeze then another.  When they believed Rome would win
against the Italians they shouted for war but now that the conflict could
be lost not one of them could remember being an advocate of Roman dignitas. 
Now the people were all afraid and the Senators cursed Marius for making his
point so very well.  They had no choice but to fund the training of a further
ten thousand soldiers and make “The Father of Rome” head of the northern army. 
The people would have rebelled if the Senate hadn’t replaced the dead Lupus
with Marius but as always they found a way to spite the latter.  He was made
Joint Chief with Quintus Servilious Caepio a far lesser man and this further
splitting of the army was the Senate’s typically spiteful way of teaching
Marius a lesson for delivering Lupus home in such a provocative manner.


After the promotion of Marius,
Sulla’s dispatches to the Senate seethed with anger.  It was he who should have
been given the prestigious north.  Marius was an old slandering fool of a
broken man and as for Caepio he was a complete nincompoop.  Sulla was kicking
himself for being such a good general his strategy had been to build strong
fortifications and spend time training his new men.  He had wrongly assumed
that Perperna and Lupus would do the same giving him ample time to win in the
south and return to the north before all of the good land was taken.  His
extremely fit, well-disciplined army was ready to do his work but it was such a
great shame that the land he liberated for himself would be in the south and
not close to Rome as he had been planning for years.











Victory


 


A year after the war began
another disaster befell Rome when the hurriedly raised army of Caepio was
completely annihilated by the men of the Marsi.  Ten thousand fighting men, two
more full legions of Roman soldiers were butchered to a man.  Caepio’s head was
personally severed by the Marsi leader Quintus Poppaedius then mounted on a
spear to be paraded before the cheering Marsi army and this was simply too much
for Rome to bear.  Now absolutely no one had any doubt that this was a real war
and the stakes were as high as they could possibly be.  Marius was immediately
given complete control of the northern theatre and the men who cowered in the
Senate had to admit that he was still the best leader Rome had; now even his
enemies wanted him to defend them.


As each day passed Marius grew
stronger, looked younger and felt more alive.  War was good for him the Senate
was too slow fighting was not a democratic procedure he was in charge and he
possessed complete unshakeable confidence in his own ability to command an army
and win great victories in battle.


With the help of his 20-year-old
son Marius worked hard on repairing his stroke-damaged body regaining most of
the feeling in his leg and arm.  His face still hung limp on one side affecting
his speech slightly but his mind was always razor sharp.


After playing cat and mouse for
many months following the death of Caepio, Marius caught the Marsi in a perfect
trap.  His losses were small in comparison with the 15 000 Marsi dead and 5000
captured.  Their best legions were beaten and a very damaging psychological
blow had been struck against the Italians.


The evening after his victory
Marius supped with his officers to celebrate the battle and while laying on
their couches each told stories of valor whilst eating wonderful food and
drinking vast quantities of wine.


The talking laughing and even
singing went on late into the night and at the time of the explosion in his
brain none of the men who would have gladly given their life to save his even
knew that Marius was in danger.  The second stroke came when everyone was too
drunk to notice, all of his officers were laying in a stupor and looked to be
in exactly the same condition as their beloved General.


They found him in the morning
laying exactly as he had the night before.  Realizing what had happened the
senior legate sent for the physicians but the best the armies of Rome had to
offer could do nothing to cure his condition.  They could stem battlefield
bleeding from an artery after amputating mangled legs and arms but a malady of
the brain was completely beyond their field of expertise.  Other than making
him comfortable the surgeons could do Marius no discernible good so he was
returned to Rome for more specialized care.


His soldiers cried when they
heard the news, openly weeping without shame.  They all knew that Marius was
not just their best hope of survival he was the best hope for the survival of
Roman civilization.


Lying on his back in a wagon
drawn by four horses Marius was escorted by his proud cavalry.  They all desperately
wanted to reduce his discomfort by wrapping him in blankets and moving slowly
but despite their best efforts his journey could be nothing other than a
miserable one.


Gaius Marius the Younger or
Young Gaius as he was known collapsed in grief and shock when given the news of
his father’s stroke and a terrible sadness befell him as he rode his horse
slowly at the side of the wagon.  His head bowed; his face expressionless and
his mind deep in lamenting thought Young Gaius contemplated Rome’s misfortune as
his father bounced his way home.


When they reached the city most
of the people turned out to welcome Marius home and while still lying on his
back he traveled through the streets in the spontaneously decorated wagon.  The
people removed the horses and pulled it themselves as a sign of respect.  They
were happy because of the victory over the Marsi but sad because the war was by
no means over and the one leader that everybody had complete faith in was no
longer in the field of battle.


Marius could hear the cheering
but was unable to see the gathering because his eyes looked directly upwards. 
Young Gaius rode in the wagon with him in order to keep his face clear of the
flowers being cast into the wagon in their thousand.  Fighting back tears the
boy took it upon himself to deliver a commentary of the events unfolding around
them, ‘everyone has come on to the streets to greet you father,’ he said but
the only people Marius could see were the one’s standing on the roofs of the
buildings.  He felt completely let down by his body this was no way for a man
such as him to be seen.


The people who cried and
lamented his misfortune loved him completely but they were not great like
Marius.  In times of war mere mortals need a functioning hero and within days
they found a willing one in Sulla.  His less prestigious southern theatre of
the war became the most active in the second year and as always he gave a
brilliant account of himself.


As with all wars this one was
devastating and went on for far too long.  Most armies surrender when defeat is
inevitable but the Italians were fighting for their homes in their homeland. 
Each man knew what would happen to him and his family in return for rebelling
against their benefactor.  They had absolutely nowhere else to go and with no
incentive to surrender they fought to their deaths taking far too many Roman
soldiers with them.  Even after defeat was inevitable the tribes kept sending
their able-bodied men against a very angry Roman war machine.


Things became even more vicious
as the physically hardened but mentally worn-out Roman armies moved through the
countryside.  They found in far too many towns that the Roman population of
merchants, landowners, governors and the much hated tax collectors had been
mercilessly killed along with their families.  Roman men, women and children
put to the sword, burned alive, or worse.


Not just individuals but whole
towns were put on trial for their mistreatment of Roman citizens.  Military
leaders had jurisdiction on the field of battle and they passed sentences on
the spot.  In the towns which committed the most horrendous atrocities entire
populations were put to death.  Other townsfolk were banished and made to
wander the countryside.  People without a homeland cast out with no food or
water.  All of their valuable possessions confiscated and their homes and other
belongings burned to the ground before their eyes.  Women were raped by
legionaries with the approval of their officers, it was time for retribution
and Rome was a past master at administering that.  Many pathetic refugees
eventually died of starvation many more traveled throughout the empire trying
to start new lives wherever they could.  They were all of them forever more
known as traitors and none of them would ever be forgiven by Rome.











War’s End


 


Taking leave from their legions
at the war’s end young officers made all haste for Rome.  They could not stay
for long as most of them had been posted for service throughout the Republic
because while Rome had been busy with domestic problems some of the dissident
countries under their charge had used the Marsic War as an opportunity to
rebel.  Many had stopped paying tribute to Rome and because most of the legions
had been recalled to Italy to fight the domestic war, tax evaders and in a few
cases rebellions had gone largely unpunished.  Battle hardened Roman armies
were now on their way to the four corners of the Roman world to teach them all
another lesson.  They were going to make more terrible examples of these
ungrateful perpetrators of insurrection but before they departed the young
officers were determined to enjoy a few weeks of fun in their capital.


The people of Rome loved
soldiers at this moment they all knew that at the very least they had been
saved from a very violent occupation.  The Italian tribes may even have sacked
the city just as the wild men from Gaul had done nearly 300 years before and
they felt a debt of gratitude to every young man who had fought on their
behalf. 


The atrocities committed in the
countryside had driven many refugees into the city which now housed over a
million people and some suburbs of Rome were becoming overcrowded and very
dangerous.  In the poorer areas people were crammed into every available space
and lived as best they could.  With this extra population came social problems
such as unemployment, food shortages, disease and inevitably violent crime. 
The problem of feeding the extra mouths was compounded by the fact that much of
the food that once fed them had came from Italy and many of the refugees were
the very people who had managed that food production.  Most of the productive
land now lay in waste and the peasants who worked the land were disorganized,
dead, or banished.


Despite the tax increases and
food shortages all of the people felt happy.  The war had been won and they
understood that liberty came at a price.  They smiled at young officers as they
passed because it was better to be hungry in an overcrowded city and paying
inflated taxes than dead or enslaved.


Taking advantage of the mood in
Rome all of the young officers wore their dress uniforms.  Showing off their
battle honors they were an impressive group of young men with well-proportioned
bodies who looked every inch the Roman aristocrats they were about to become. 
Every door was open to the young men who showed off their leather, gold and
silver breastplates formed to fit their shape by the finest craftsmen.


Like all Romans they spent hours
at the baths each day steaming and receiving various kinds of massage.  Then
there were the endless rounds of dinner parties arranged in their honor.  They
were after all very eligible bachelors and many patrician families were
parading their daughters in front of them in an attempt to bring one of them
along with any wealth and status they may possess into their families.  The
young officers enjoyed the adoration of young women and many marriages were
brokered during the heady weeks after the victory, but in all of the revelry
there was one sad and lonely person who would never be introduced to young men
or carouse in the streets.


The first quarter of the war had
been a completely grey area for Julia as she drifted through a pain-filled
depression of terrible proportions.  It was not a physical pain but a mental
anguish that seemed to have no fathomable depth, no sides to grasp onto, or a
horizon from which to take a bearing.  It was all encompassing, mind-wrenching
agony that could not be discarded or forgotten and as her sad and lonely
journey progressed Julia’s mind began its inevitable change.  Like the
caterpillars she had watched changing to moths in the olive groves Julia spun a
protective cocoon of thoughts in which she hid from the endless sorrow of
living.


Things started to become clearer
when seen from within her pain-filled isolation, the world was a bad place and
all anyone could expect to do was survive.  Her conclusion took its direction
from all of the experiences that made up her pathetic life and based on that
information the inescapable course of action was to build a wall around her
mind and never let anyone in ever again.


Bathing her every day for a
seemingly endless first six months of the war Cecilia could see that Julia was
facing a bigger demon than unrequited love, she simply had no confidence or
belief in herself.  Cecilia like everyone else understood that people who
looked pleasing to the eye had a much easier time than plain people but Julia
possessed none of the certainty that a girl with great beauty usually had. 
Never really knowing quite what effect her therapy was having Cecilia
instinctively lavished love and affection on the spent girl by repeating over
and over how beautiful and intelligent she was.


Without understanding the
meaning of Cecilia’s words the rhythmic voice was always there like a distant
star that could be seen from within Julia’s endless turmoil.  However far she
drifted off course during that journey of the mind this star was always there
to give her a connection with reality and Julia owed her sanity to this single
act of commonsense.  At first she did not understand the changes caused by
something positive moving freely through her unconscious thoughts because her
crushed mind found them alien, even a little frightening but as time went by
she began to enjoy the warm emotions which slowly brought her back from a dark
oblivion.


Much relieved Cecilia encouraged
Julia to talk about her troubles and while crying often the latter released
some of her deeply held pain.  It was ridiculous to imagine that a thought
converted into speech then returned to her memory could be any different but
the reality was that these uncomfortable thoughts became easier for Julia to
bear.  In her heart she believed it to be silly nonsense, all in her
imagination but she could not deny that she felt stronger every time she transformed
a childhood hurt from the secrecy of her mind into words.


For the latter half of the first
year of the war and all of the second Cecilia and Julia spent each morning
following the news of the fighting and during this time they became
inseparable.  Other than self preservation the topic of war held no fascination
for Cecilia but it did seem to aid Julia’s recovery so she persevered.  It
somehow gave Julia’s fragile mind something constant to focus upon, and Cecilia
perceived correctly that following a specific subject gave Julia’s troubled
mind a focal point from which to grow.


As a by-product of this mental
exercise Julia became an expert on the subject of war and while reading about
every intricate strategy of every battle she learned about the Italian
provinces where the major conflicts had taken place.  Julia had even marked
them on one of Sulla’s old military maps which Cecilia hung on the kitchen wall
at the beginning of the hostilities, she also followed the Senatorial reports
which were posted around the city each day and Julia felt intimately involved
with every twist and turn of the armies of Marius in the north and Sulla in the
south.  Like everyone in Rome Julia cried when the news of Marius’ stroke
reached the city but unlike everyone else she did not switch her adoration to
Sulla, a strange state of affairs when one considers that he was her sole
benefactor.


By the end of the war Julia was
acting like a more confident person able to maintain stability for minutes,
sometimes hours.  She desperately wanted to believe Cecilia when she told her
that she was a beautiful person with much to offer but invariably slid back
into her insecure state of mind after even the most fleeting of negative
thoughts.  Julia’s situation was akin to changing a devout person’s religious
belief.  After a lifetime of worshiping the same Gods, one can argue with the
believer, one can tell them that their faith is wrong even that their Gods do
not exist.  The believer may even try to see your point of view but deep down
they just instinctively know that you’re wrong.  Julia’s misguided neuroses had
reached this category of a faith and was far too deeply held to be changed by a
well-meaning house slave like Cecilia.


Much to Cecilia’s frustration
telling Julia that she was extremely intelligent was just as futile.  She
simply believed deep in her core that she wasn’t bright because her parents had
conditioned her to think that way.  Cecilia refused to believe Julia when she
said that she felt ugly and stupid, how could she?  Her eyes did not lie, she
had spent months caring for her wonderfully well-formed body with its clear,
soft skin, Julia possessed beauty without comparison and a remarkable ability
to learn, it was all irrefutable evidence and Cecilia never gave up trying to
convince the girl she had grown to love like a daughter.


By way of humoring Cecilia,
Julia developed a persona of pretence and inevitably her clever but warped mind
took the next step.  It dawned on her that if she could fool someone as close
as Cecilia she may also be able to fool others into believing that she had
worth.  This idea grew into a distorted plan and Julia’s new life began with
this major flaw as its basis.  Leaving Sulla’s home for the first time in many
months she set off to test her warped theory.


Calpurnius the jeweler was happy
to see Julia return after such a long absence.  He had been wondering if the
war harmed her in some way but now she was coming back to his shop each day to
spend time with the “lions” she still worshiped.  He noticed the change in her,
there was a confidence which had not existed before and something else,
something he could only describe as a hunger.  Before the war she was content
with trying on her favorite piece but now she spoke constantly about the day she
would be able to purchase her “lions”.  Calpurnius did not know it but Julia’s
growing obsession was born of her inability to accept herself as an
impoverished, parentless concubine.  She now craved security which in her
damaged mind translated to wealth and possessions.


“Everything will be fine when I have enough money to
buy my ‘lions’ I will be happy then,” she told Calpurnius.  He wondered where a
humble housemaid was going to get such a large amount of money but as always he
humored Julia because he enjoyed trying to sell jewelry to the men who came
into get a closer look at her beauty.


With growing strength Julia
began using her more frequent shopping trips to build her confidence by talking
to everyone she met.  Whenever possible she engaged the refugees who had fled
Italy during the war in long conversations.  There were so many of them each
with a tragic story to tell and Julia drained them all of any information that
may be useful.


As herself assurance grew she
became an accomplished conversationalist and an authority on the subject of
Italian life.  As more and more people were apparently fooled by her contrived
self-belief Julia hatched a plan which grew in parallel with her poise and when
she eventually told Cecilia the plot her surrogate guardian marveled at its
simplicity. 


“I am the daughter of a Roman merchant from
Brundisium in the south of Italy.  My father was killed during the war and I am
now living with my mother in Rome,” said Julia quite categorically.


“Am I to assume that I am your mother from
Brundisium?” asked a skeptical Cecilia.


“I can be an orphan if you prefer — the Italians
killed many families — mine could be just another one of them.”


“No I believe your mother survived and traveled with
you to Rome.”


“Good I want a rich, noble Roman as a husband and
for that I must be of a good Roman family.”  With these words Julia had
metamorphosed the psychologically damaged little girl who entered the chrysalis
into a chronically damaged woman with a clearly defined purpose.











Circus Maximus


 


Circus Maximus was abuzz with
two hundred thousand expectant voices driven to frenzy by the brutality of the
opening events.  Dead gladiators and dismembered animals lay on every part of
the track and while their butchered bodies were being dragged away the
multitude bayed for the great chariot race to begin.  This time the Senate had
picked the rabbles faltering mood and hastily arranged a holiday to distract
their feeble minds from the lack of food, social unrest and even more
exorbitant taxes.


All too soon the euphoria of
beating the Marsi had worn off and with the treasury almost emptied by war, the
people were having to bear the cost of sending armies all around the world
themselves.  All Romans understood the old adage, speculate to accumulate, but
they hated scrimping while they’re supposedly elected Senators continued to
live like kings.  Austerity would have been the logical course of action but in
their usual style and by way of a quick fix the Senate arranged a day at the
Circus and wine by the wagonload.  Their simple plan was to get the populace
plastered and hope like hell that revenue would be returning from the empire
before the metaphorical hangover wore off.


Sitting near the Senatorial box
in a state of shock Julia could hardly believe what had just transpired.  She
and Cecilia were attending the Circus as guests of Gavius, their friendly oil
merchant, and until the gladiatorial carnage began, Julia had innocently
believed that they were there simply to watch a chariot race.  How could she reconcile
the wonderful images in the stands with slaughter on the track?   Even now the
beautifully colored fans which waved in the hands of brightly dressed
spectators looked like giant butterflies flapping over a meadow of flowers
while below them, bullock teams dragged away vile scenes from the underworld.


Feeling quite nauseated Julia
turning to her tremendously obese oil merchant to ask, “What drives these
clearly sophisticated people to enjoy such a primitive spectacle?”


Looking a little put out Gavius
replied, “Gladiatorial combat is a very old and sacred part of our tradition. 
For hundreds of years two slaves have fought to the death at the funeral of
their master.”


“Looking around me I see sophistication within all
forms of Roman life but this?” Julia was finding herself lost for words.


Seeing the look of horror on
Julia’s face the fat man was clearly trying to understand her point of view and
said in a sympathetic tone, “It is simply a part of our civilization.” And, “It
has grown into a very big business.”


“Do all Romans fight like this?”


“By the heavens no!” Just the thought of such a
thing covering him in sweat.


His explanation had not
justified the Roman blood lust but combining cruelty with big business had hit
a nerve with Julia.  She thanked Gavius politely and turned back towards the
track for another look at hell to find herself looking into the face of a very
handsome young officer standing ten rows down towards the track.  As though
caught in a beam of light he stood motionless just staring at her through big
brown eyes.


Fighting back her customary
anger Julia chose this moment to test Cecilia’s credibility.  He is not staring
because I am a freak she told herself reluctantly, he is staring because I am
beautiful.  Unable to really believe her own thoughts Julia smiled a wonderful
smile which to her pleasure and amazement sent the good-looking young man even
deeper into an obviously helpless stupor.


Delighted by the success of her
newfound power Julia lifted her fan in the coy manner she had seen other women
employ and as she practiced being bashful Julia’s attention was drawn to her
right.  Everyone but she and the helpless young man were now looking in that
direction.  Having turned to see what she was missing Julia’s heart skipped a
beat and sudden fear charged through her body.  The cause of the people’s
interest was Sulla who stood motionless at the front of the Senatorial box and
the applause he provoked built gradually until it reached thunderous
proportions.  Fighting to control her panic Julia calmed herself with the
realization that her face would appear as just one of many in the crowd and
while she could see him clearly he would be unable to single her out.


How fantastic he looked wearing
his military dress uniform instead of his Senatorial toga like all of the
others in the box.  Even through her anger and hatred she found his appearance
truly mesmerizing.  If only he had not broken her heart?  If only he loved
her as she loved him?  If only he would walk through the crowd and make everything
better but she knew in her heart that he wasn’t going to do that.  The truth
was he had broken her heart and it was inevitable that he was going to hurt her
again and the thought of it made her very angry.


Wailing inside Julia admired how
the red tunic draped with thongs of leather showed off his well-formed legs
perfectly.  His manservant had obviously polished the silver body armor because
at certain angles its shine became quite blinding.  A brilliant crimson cloak
hung from two metal rings on either side of his breastplate and flowed
dramatically over his broad shoulders.  His ivory-handled sword hung from a
pure white, leather, shoulder strap which crossed his body and on his head he
wore the grass crown made by his soldiers on the day of his greatest victory. 
It was the ultimate accolade for a Roman general given only to those whose
actions saved an army and all of the people in the crowd knew it.  He looked
like one of the great Gods of Rome and at that very moment Julia knew he would
be arrogantly comparing himself to Mars God of War.


Her lovelorn anger was
compounded by the way he smiled humbly and let the accolades of the people wash
over him.  Why could they not see through this act?  Was she the only
one who knew he didn’t have a humble bone in his spectacular body?


Julia knew Sulla would have been
working on his speech for days because he needed to make a good impression. 
Julia also knew that he wanted to become one of this year’s two Consuls of Rome
and a great speech today would impress the Senators who were to vote in the
election.   Watching his beautiful lips forming their first word Julia became
suspended by his charisma, she felt herself longing to hear his voice, but
before he could deliver his bid for power a spontaneous roar filled the arena. 
Amplified by the shape of the Circus Maximus it was the loudest thing she had
ever heard and judging by the look on Sulla’s face it also confused him
greatly.  Had it come at the end of his speech she could understand but why
now?  Then it dawned on her the attention of the crowd was focused on something
else something behind him.  He obviously wanted to look but feared that turning
his back on the crowd would lose their attention completely.  Julia guessed
that curiosity must be burning within him as it became increasingly clear that
he must turn or be the only person facing away from this new center of
attention.  At the very moment Sulla decided to make his turn the multitude let
them both know what had happened to his moment of glory.


“MARIUS!” “MARIUS!” “MARIUS!” they shouted in one
voice.


Spinning around Sulla could not
believe his eyes.  Incredibly there he stood supported by little Julius Caesar
just standing on the top step at the back of the Senatorial seating area, half
of his body limp and his face forming its wilted scowl.


Unbeknown to Julia, Sulla or the
multitude Marius had entered the stadium at that precise moment purely by
coincidence and it was the first time he had been seen in public since his
second stroke.  Too proud to be carried his decision to walk slowly up the
stairs brought him into the stadium at the very moment of Sulla’s glory and
Julia could tell that the exhausted man looked genuinely sorry for stealing
Sulla’s thunder.  The crowd would not be silent and because of their sheer
volume other people close by the Circus Maximus picked up on their chanting. 
Before long the noise spread along alleyways and streets until eventually all
of Rome cried:  ‘“MARIUS!” “MARIUS!” “MARIUS!” 


Julia was the only one who
returned her gaze to the face of Sulla and what she saw in his eyes was pure
hatred and jealousy.  He was outraged and for just a brief moment he was unable
to hide his emotions and Julia understood immediately that when it came time to
exact vengeance her best point of entry would be through the family of Gaius
Marius.


Fighting back his anger Sulla’s
scowl changed to a broad theatrical smile as he walked up the steps from the
speaking platform to join Marius.  He could not be seen to hate the Father of
Rome so at the top of the stairs he grasped Marius with both hands and kissed
him dramatically on each cheek.


The crowd erupted again; this
was the best moment for everyone two heroes embracing one another on their
victory holiday.  The Senators all approved of what was happening, this was
pure theatre, not one person in the crowd was thinking about tax or food.


Sulla eventually delivered his
speech and everyone loved its focus on optimism and the greatness of Rome he
always knew what the crowd wanted to hear.  The chariot race was as good as
anyone could have hoped for, of the 8 charioteers in the race two died very
dramatic deaths and one was maimed severely.  The winner, as luck would have
it, was Roman the Gods were indeed smiling on the Senators this day.


At the conclusion of the day’s
racing the Senators filed out of their place of privilege and the common people
shuffled towards their exits.  Julia made sure that she walked in the direction
of the wide-eyed young officer who stood like a statue as the exiting crowd
moved around him.  His position was very inconvenient but it was obvious to all
that he was not going to move for anyone.  Failing in his attempt to be
surreptitious he watched Julia move slowly nearer until she stood inches away
but much to her surprise he said nothing.  The crowd stopped moving for one
brief moment but still he said nothing, his nerve completely gone.  About to
fall back into the old insecure belief of herself Julia’s fan dropped directly
in front of him and while handing it back a nervous whisper passed his lips,
“Gaius Marius.”


“Pardon?” asked Julia.


“My name … My name is Gaius Marius,” he was clearly
terrified.


“You don’t look like Gaius Marius.”  Julia’s cheeky
smile lit her face as she took the fan from his shaking hand.


“Not the real Gaius Marius … I mean … Well, I mean
to say … I’m his son.”  The words blurted from his bright red face.


“Pleased to meet you Young Gaius Marius,” replied
Julia as though his information was fresh, but Julia had recognized him as the
son of the great man at the very moment their eyes met.  She remembered him
clearly from the day she and Cecilia watched him riding in the wagon when
Marius was brought back from the war.


Cecilia was delighted by the
speed and arrogance of Julia’s reply.  It showed a level of confidence which
had never existed before and she felt partly responsible for its existence. 
The role of proud mother was instinctive for Cecilia.  Julia was the daughter
she would never have and she desperately wanted her newfound offspring to find
the love she herself had been denied.  Cecilia had no idea what her innocent
act of nudging Julia’s fan was about to unleash on this unsuspecting boy and
eventually Rome.


Escorting Julia and Cecilia home
from the races Young Gaius came out of his shell little by little but the
obvious contrast between his shy personality and the legendary extroversion of
his father surprised them both.  So painfully shy Young Gaius seemed far too
gentle to be a Roman soldier.  He freely admitted that he was no great general like
his father but nonetheless he was proud to be a willing fighter for Rome.


Julia thought of him more as an
innocent boy than a fighting man as he spoke openly about his controversial
political beliefs.  Without a hint of caution Young Gaius explained that while
moving around Italy with the army it had become clear to him that his father
was correct about the tribes, Romans and Italians were one and the same.  In
his view the conflict had been civil war pure and simple, a war that should
have been avoided by giving Roman citizenship to the leaders of the great
tribes.


As for the terrible atrocities
at the end of the war Young Gaius was disgusted and frustrated that his lone
voice could not prevent the carnage.  He spoke openly about things that polite
Romans dare not mention at this time.  So many lives had been lost and no one
wanted to hear that it was all in vain.  Searching for gullibility in his face
Julia found courage, he was not simply repeating the opinions of his father —
this was a man of conviction!


She was tempted to join in when
Young Gaius talked about Italians paying Roman taxes for hundreds of years and
their young men being conscripted from the age of seventeen.  Julia’s father
had spent many years fighting for Rome and according to her mother’s ranting
had never been the same since.  She agreed with his opinions but biting her lip
Julia said nothing because her peasant background was something that he was
never going to hear about.


To an observer it was extremely
clear that Young Gaius and Julia liked each other very much but while she
respected his intelligence and reveled in the warm secure feeling his
conversation stirred within she could not let herself relax.  As much as she
hunted for the passion that Sulla had inspired it would not come because
Julia’s fragile subconscious could not risk letting her guard down a second
time.  Allowing love into her heart had caused nothing but pain it was simply
too dangerous to even consider so this fear of emotional attachment presented a
dilemma because Julia wanted to exact retribution on Sulla through the house of
Marius yet hated the idea of hurting this very sensitive boy.


When he mentioned his imminent
posting to Hispania and his father’s estates in that far-off country Julia’s
hunger for security and vengeance rapidly invented the illogical
rationalization her defensive mind needed.  If he finds someone with no worth
appealing it can only mean he is also worthless and that twisted logic gave
Julia’s dysfunctional subconscious the justification it required to begin her
scheming.


By the time they arrived at
Sulla’s secret home Young Gaius was hopelessly in love and Julia was silently
lost in the enormity of building an entirely fictional character.  Saying that
she was going to take on a new identity to Cecilia was a far simpler task than
deceiving a real person and Julia was totally unnerved by complexity of the
task ahead, but the thought of hurting Sulla and the chance of bringing her
“lions” home gave her the strength and motivation to proceed.


Nudging Julia in an embarrassed
fashion Cecilia said, “Young Gaius is talking to you darling.”


Looking at Young Gaius as though
woken from a dream Julia asked, “I am sorry, please forgive me what did you
say?”


“May we meet again?” repeated Young Gaius while
standing outside the front door of Sulla’s home.


“I would like that very much,” replied Julia with a
smile.


Having bid Cecilia goodnight he
kissed both on the hand and walked away smiling.


Closing the door behind them
Julia and Cecilia chatted and giggled until they noticed the fearful looks on
the faces of their fellow house slaves.  Sulla was home.  Had he been less
drunk he may have observed the fond farewell at the front door but as it was he
was far too befuddled to notice anything.  Sitting on a couch he looked up at
Julia with the same glare that she alone had seen at the Circus Maximus. 
“Marius!” he boomed while tottering to his feet and weaving towards her. “Why
is it always fucking Marius?  I have played second fiddle to that cripple of a
man for years and today of all days he steals my thunder!”


Julia gave no answer to his
rhetorical question as he pushed her violently towards her sleeping chamber. 
Knowing what was about to happen Julia’s mind escaped like the white doves she
had watched the Senators release at the Circus Maximus.  Any remaining thoughts
of reconciling her love were buried once and for all as Julia silently hovered
above and watched Sulla abuse her detached body then fall asleep on top of her
before he could finish his ungainly act of copulation.


Cecilia rolled the comatose
Sulla away from Julia’s bruised body and cradling her surrogate daughter as she
wept for the injustice.  Two of the strongest household slaves carried their
drunken master to his sleeping chamber where they covered him carefully with a
sheet and left him to his troubled night’s sleep.


This was the first time Sulla
had slept in the house for many years and all of his servants maintained a
fearful vigil.  None thought of sleeping as they spent the night making sure
that everything in the house was in order.  If he woke in the same mood they
could all lose their home; even their lives.  It was well within his power to
have his slaves crucified for no reason whatsoever but in the morning he simply
woke up and walked out of the house, he spoke to no one and noticed nothing.


Cecilia sat with Julia stroking
her hair while she slept through the night fearful of a return to her depressed
state. The turmoil in Julia’s mind fueled nightmares that rocked her body and
Cecilia could do nothing in the dark but cling on until Julia eventually
stopped moving.  Cecilia did not know it but Julia had retreated into the dream
of herself standing on the deck of a ship with the handsome man and the
realization that the man was, and had always been, Young Gaius.


At dawn, a wave of relief passed
though Cecilia as Julia woke up and went about her morning routine as though
nothing had happened.  Unbeknown to Cecilia the real Julia was now too far
hidden to be affected by someone like Sulla; the new Julia could cope with
anything.  It was time for someone else to get hurt she was going to have
vengeance in her own time and on her own terms.











Courtship


 


Young Gaius called on Julia the
next day and the day after that and every day until his departure for
Hispania.  They sat by the fountains in the center courtyard of what he
naturally assumed to be her home and talked about his hopes and dreams.  Julia
professed the hopes and dreams of the character she had adopted which helped
her flesh out the role.


Cecilia ordered the youngest
house slaves to stand on all four street corners and run to the house if they
saw Sulla returning.  They were taking a great risk but having assessed the
danger both Cecilia and Julia thought it safe for Young Gaius to visit because
Sulla never came to his secret home during the day.  They also knew that he was
occupying all of his time with the Senate.


The expensive home was an
important part of Julia’s pretence and worth the considerable risk anyway using
Sulla’s house to court the son of his enemy gave them both spiteful
satisfaction.  Had the innocent young man been able to look at anyone other
than Julia, Young Gaius may have noticed a number of very worried house slaves
milling constantly by the front door but he was totally captivated by her
charm.


The first time Julia was invited
to dine at the home of the Father of Rome, Young Gaius ten sent his personal
body servant, his mother’s best litter and strong slaves to carry her and
Cecilia through the streets.  They did not live far from the Gaius home and
when accompanied the evening journey was quite safe even during these turbulent
times.  At dinner Julia acted her part wonderfully but Cecilia appeared shy and
withdrawn.  Politely smiling from time to time Cecilia said nothing in case her
words expressed the fear that made even thinking difficult.


As the fully trained head slave
of an aristocratic household Cecilia understood etiquette and the
idiosyncrasies of polite dinner conversation intimately but even so she was terrified
of giving the game away with something as simple as using her hands when she
should be using a knife to eat.  The very reason Julia looked so at home in
this environment was due to her training but even so Cecilia felt afraid.  It
was lucky for her that although Roman women were well educated they were rarely
included in dinner conversations.  Only the men spoke to each other so
Cecilia’s lack of speech was far less out of place than Julia’s remarkable
ability to converse.


As they ate Marius told Julia of
his lifetime of travels throughout the empire and spoke of military campaigns
that happened before she was born.  Great campaigns all over the Republic many
ending in fabulous battles which had become part of Roman folklore.  Julia
listened intently to all of his tales but the ones that interested her most
were the stories concerning Hispania.  She deliberately steered the
conversation towards that peninsular country because she wanted to know the
potential of the holdings that Young Gaius would eventually inherit.  It took
some time for him to get to the estates but she listen patiently because she
found his stories of taming wild tribes during his tour as young Proconsul of
Hispania very interesting.


When he talked about his Spanish
interests her mind came alive because the size of his properties were nothing
short of staggering.  These were not just small farms these were vast areas of
Hispania given to Marius by a grateful Senate.  Marius also explained that he
owned significant mines which produced great quantities of precious stones and
metals.  At the end of her conversation Julia realized to her delight that
Marius and eventually his son was one of the richest men in Rome.


The evening was a great success
for everyone.  Marius approved of Julia and had no objection to his son
pursuing her romantically.  Young Gaius fell even deeper in love because
parental approval was the only thing that a proper young Roman needed.  His
father had not known Julia’s family personally even though he had been to Brundisium
many years before but that was hardly a matter for suspicion the Republic was a
very big place and many highbred families were strangers to him.


As the evening concluded Gaius
Marius ordered his personal bodyguard to escort them home and once inside Julia
and Cecilia sat in the kitchen giggling nervously, Julia’s mirth driven by the
realization of how far she would be able to take her act; Cecilia’s because she
was still alive, never in her life had she been more afraid than that night in
the home of Gaius Marius.


When the time for his departure
came Young Gaius no longer wanted to leave Rome because of his love for Julia
but like all young Romans he had a strong sense of duty which drove him to
answer the call.  Prior to his departure the lovebirds spent every possible
moment together talking about such things as his childhood in the countryside
and her upbringing by the sea in Brundisium.  Even mundane things like the
boring estates were discussed and he felt so lucky what other young lady in Rome
would want to share so much of his life?  He did not even think to question any
part of her story because as Julia said herself she valued honesty above all
else.


The day of departure was
eventually upon them and standing on the quay at the harbor of Ostia Julia made
him promise to fill his letters with every detail of his experiences in
Hispania. “Only if I know all that you are doing will I know how you are truly
feeling,” was how she explained it and he in turn made Julia promise to wait
for him.  “I will be back in a year or two at the most,” he said as he boarded
the galley for Hispania.


Julia agreed without hesitation,
she wasn’t going anywhere after all she thought while waving his ship into the
distance it was through him that she was going to free herself from depending
on anyone ever again.


Two months later a scroll tied
with a bright red ribbon arrived and Julia reveled in the feelings of maturity
that opening her first ever letter provoked.  She broke the wax seal which bore
an impression of the crest engraved on her fiancé’s ring and began to read the
first of many letters from Hispania.


Dearest Julia.


I have been missing you terribly
from the very moment our lines were let go at Ostia.  Please thank your mother
for accompanying you on the journey to see me off.  You looked magnificent
standing on the quay waving goodbye.  I could see you waving until we were a
long way into the distance.  My friends all admired you and told me what a
lucky fellow I am but of course no one knows better than I how lucky I am to
have you waiting for me at home my darling.


It has been only a month since
we last embraced but it feels longer than any year of my life.  I am now
writing to you from Hispania and after spending only one day in this hot dry
country I have so much to tell you and don’t know where to begin.


We put into the island of
Corsica not long after leaving Italy to pick up some fresh galley slaves,
apparently the Corsicans make good oarsmen.  Corsica is a small island and the
people of the Roman population greeted us and made us most welcome.


My journey across the ocean was
an experience I will never forget.  At night I would lay on the deck where my
fellow officers and I slept, just staring at the stars.  They seem to burn more
brightly when on board a galley.  I do not know why but the Captain of our
vessel told us that this is how it always is on the ocean and the noises on a
galley during the night are always pleasing to the ear.  The ropes creak, the
water laps against the hull and all the time as I lay there, I would think of
you.


As a soldier who is untrained in
the arts, I do not possess the vocabulary, which can adequately express how I
felt during this voyage.  All I can do is describe my emotions truthfully.  I
felt profound feelings of familiarity; it was as though I had made such a
journey before.  All of the noises were known to me, even the motion of the
ship under my feet inspired memories, but the most peculiar thing of all was
the memory of making this crossing with you.  I think you will agree that this
is a very strange state of affairs when one considers that neither of us has
ever been out of Italy in our lives.


Anyway I digress.  You will be
interested to hear that the legions arrived ahead of us and were already camped
awaiting our arrival.  They marched all the way from Rome in unbelievable
time.  They took the Via Aurelia the road that follows the coast and saved
themselves days.  You being from the south will not know the area they tell me
it is a lovely part of Italy full of olive groves and I hope that we can visit
there one day in the future.  The officers who marched with the legions are
returning to Rome when the galleys leave.  How I envy them but I must stay and
do my duty I am so glad that you understand the need for me to be away at this
time.


I will write to you once I have
had a chance to survey our estates and let you know how they are doing.  It is
so good of you to take an interest in something as boring as olive groves and
vineyards.


Please write soon I long to hear
from you.


All my love.


Marius


With her ever present guilt
fighting for an audience it dawned on Julia that she was going to be reading a
great deal of his heartfelt emotions.  Raw panic possessed Julia as it also
dawned on her that she would have to respond to these intimate thoughts in an
equally personal manner if she wanted to retrieve the required information. 
Allowing her real feelings for Young Gaius to the forefront was simply too
dangerous for her defensive subconscious to consider it would never condone
such a potentially damaging act but a solution would have to be found none the
less.


A method of communication would
have to be devised to hold his interest while detaching Julia from the shame of
causing him pain and the inevitable answer was delivered in a thought which
crossed her conscious mind as though it was the most logical thing in the
world.  Her father had hurt her, Joseph betrayed her, Sulla still hurt her and
all three sources of pain were men, the next delusional step was obvious. If
men cause pain they are bad and as Young Gaius is a man he must be bad.


Returning her guilt to its
hiding place Julia began writing a fabricated reply which was justified by her
conclusion that as a man it was he who must somehow be using her for his ends
and this strange logic allowed her to ignore his absolute integrity.











Gavius


 


Ever curious Julia wanted to
understand why Rome had such terrible food shortages at the moment; she also
wanted to find out how she could turn her newfound link with Hispania to her advantage. 
With these objectives in mind Julia decided that the best person to talk to was
Gavius her fat and jolly oil merchant.  His information would be a good
foundation because as he himself said many times, “Olive oil was one of the
most important commodities in Rome.”


He had told her that it was not
only used for cooking and as a food but more importantly as a source of light
throughout the Roman world.  Millions of terracotta olive oil lamps burned in
every home and workplace, it was this brightly flaming olive oil which allowed
Rome to function after the sun went down and as Gavius said, “Beating darkness
was one of the things which defined their civilization.”


Julia wondered why Gavius always
seemed to have oil of the best quality when others had none.  She felt sure he
would be happy to tell her how he did it because he always tried to impress her
with favorable prices, little gifts, even entry to the victory-holiday chariot
race, so with this in mind Julia walked into his little shop to begin her
education.


Sure enough, Gavius was keen to
chat and she gradually built a strong rapport with the fat oil merchant.


Always making sure not to stay
too long and buying oil on the Sulla account each time she slowly built his
trust.  He clearly liked her and as Gavius showed off his knowledge of Roman
commerce she would build logically on her previous questions until the day
Julia felt that the timing was right for an important one.


‘What is causing the shortages in Rome at the
moment?’ Her question was asked seemingly in passing.


“War and pirates,” he innocently replied.


“Why has the war caused shortages?”


“Italy provided much of the food that Rome consumes
and during the war that supply was cut off.”


“But the war is over now.”


“Yes that’s true but farming in Italy has been
dramatically reduced because they were all too busy losing a war to worry about
planting crops.”


“The war has been over for three months.”  Julia was
conscious of the fact that she was beginning to sound a bit too much like a
pushy child.


“The little food that was left after the destructive
war has had to be shared between the armies overseas, Rome and, last of all,
the Italians themselves.”


Julia grasped his explanation
without hesitation and went on to investigate his other comment by asking: 
“Why are pirates causing shortages?”


“There are pirates everywhere now.  Since the war
their numbers have grown and very few ships are prepared to sail for Rome.  We
have always had pirates of one kind or another in the great ocean of course but
our war galleys have always been able to keep them under control.  During the
war however the Roman fleet was spread throughout all of the Italian ports and
when the war came the tribes impounded every ship.  Without Romans to cull
their number the pirates increased like rabbits.  Cargo ships now ply the
coastal shipping lanes but only a handful of the sea captains are brave enough
to make it past the pirates on the great ocean.  Until the battle fleet regains
control Rome is virtually cut off from its countries of supply.”


Nodding her understanding Julia
delivered the question that she had been working towards and it was asked in
such a way that Gavius did not immediately realize that he had been drawn into
a soft trap:  “Why when Rome has so many shortages do you always have a
plentiful supply of fine oil?”


Looking up from the small
terracotta jar that he had been preparing for Julia, Gavius stared deeply into
her eyes; he seemed to be searching her expression for the reason behind the
question.  Apparently satisfied that Julia was just a simple house girl and her
question an innocent one he gave his answer, ‘I belong to a cooperative of
traders, we stockpiled before the war as a precaution.’


Julia’s naive expression as she
left his shop was intended to place Gavius at his ease but she was in no way
satisfied with his explanation.  Anyone who lived with oil as she had could
tell the age of a pressing almost to the day.  Julia was born in the middle of
an olive grove, oil virtually flowed in her veins and the oil she had been
purchasing from Gavius throughout the war had not been off the tree for more
than three or four months at the most.  It also had a different texture to any
Italian oil she had ever tasted which led her to conclude that it must be
imported oil and that made a lie of his pirate story.


During her next visit Julia
while looking directly into his eyes for maximum effect asked abruptly, “Why
did you lie to me?”


It was clear that Gavius sensed
a change in her, something that had not been there before, an edge that he
could not place his finger on as he asked in obviously feigned surprise, “Lie
to you?”


“Yes, lie to me!  You told me that you had
stockpiled your oil before the war, did you not?”


“Yes I belong to a cooperative I told you——”


Holding up her hand Julia
interrupted sharply, “The oil that you have been supplying the house of Sulla
is much fresher than that!”


Deliberately including Sulla’s
name was intended to grab his attention and she was delighted by his reaction
Gavius was clearly very scared.  Keeping him on the back foot Julia snapped,
“You are an organizer of the black-market!’ Are you aware that the penalty for
dealing in smuggled goods is death?”


She couldn’t believe her luck
the beads of perspiration arrived on his forehead as though her words had
activated a hundred tiny pumps.  He was clearly well aware that the penalty was
death and he could hardly speak through the fear which played across his face.


“I … I … I don’t understand,” was the best he could
stammer.


“Let me help you understand,” Julia replied
immediately driving home her advantage.  “The oil that you have been selling to
Sulla is not from a store, it is fresh!  What’s more it comes from another
country!  I have several jars at Sulla’s home and they are all of the same
quality.  The only way for it to have arrived in Rome is by sea and according
to the city import listings no oil has arrived in over a year!”


This was a bluff albeit a well
calculated one, Julia had no access to the city import lists, but Sulla did,
and Gavius couldn’t possibly know that Julia had not seen him in months.


Gavius believed Julia when she
told him about her access to the records.  Why would he question her?  He knew
it to be absolutely true.  He had been purchasing his oil on the black-market
because oil was virtually unavailable any other way.  “What do you intend to
do?” he asked.


With great conviction Julia
stared at Gavius as she said. “I want the name of your contact in the
black-market,” and judging by the look on his face Gavius could not believe his
ears.


Glad to see more sweat appear on
the fat man’s brow Julia went on, “When I tell Sulla what you have been doing
you will be tortured and executed to show the people what happens to
racketeers!”


Gavius had the look of a man who
was stuck between a rock and a hard place.  Julia had turned into a monster
before his eyes and her stare was positively chilling as he replied, “If I did
know people in the black-market I am sure they would slit my throat if I told
anyone who they were.”


“Then you have a very simple choice to make, die at
the hands of the black-marketeers or Sulla.”


“That’s not much of a choice,” answered Gavius. “Do
you intend to have them arrested?”


“No I have a proposition to put to them.”


“A proposition?” Gavius was quite obviously seeing a
speck of light at the end of a tunnel which had not existed a mere second
before. “If I knew such people what sort of proposition would you have for
them?”


“Stop denying your involvement or I will have you
arrested!” snapped Julia; then added in a calmer voice, “My proposition is for
their ears only but the opportunity I have for them will make you a hero in
their eyes I can assure you of that.”


“This truly is a day of surprises,” said Gavius
shaking his large head then finding courage that did not come easily added,
“You may look like a little girl but you are as manipulative as a Senator and
even though you represent certain death I must insist that I know the nature of
your proposal.”


“Oil, olive oil in great quantity and at the right
price.” 


Julia would not be drawn to say
anything more she could see that he was on the hook there was the smell of a
profit in her words and of course the chance of staying alive.


Walking from his shop Julia
crossed the busy street just inches ahead of a bullock cart laden with amphora
and hurried into a small alley.  On the verge of collapsing she leaned against
the wall and dropped her head down between her knees.  Gasping for breath Julia
stayed motionless trying desperately to regain her composure while feelings of
guilt, panic and repulsion pulsed through her body.  Tears provoked by fear
cascaded down her cheeks, that angry woman in the oil shop was not how Julia
wanted to see herself; somewhere during the transition from country girl to
Roman woman she had become a monster.











Bromidus


 


After almost half an hour of
walking along the Vicus Patricii, one of the most dangerous streets in Rome,
Julia and Gavius turned into a dark lane filled with hungry refugees, mutilated
beggars, abscess-ridden whores, dead bodies and murderers willing to kill them
both for a loaf of bread.  Stepping over and around the pathetic human
obstacles Julia was consumed with a trance-like fear which was broken only when
Gavius cursed under his breath.


“What did you say?”  Julia was glad to have
something more than terror to occupy her thoughts.


“I said what in the name of the Gods am I doing in
this place?  Stranger still why am I on my way to introduce a house girl to a
bunch of cutthroats?  I must be truly mad!”


Offering no reply Julia was also
questioning the sanity of the scheme which had seemed so logical when viewed
from the safety of his little oil shop.  The assumption that every part of Rome
was as civilized as her affluent suburb had obviously been a mistake.  The
Subra was the most inhospitable quarter and here she was walking through an
area which epitomized her old Greek teacher’s description of the underworld
with a man whose size made even walking a laborious task.


Gavius had protested
passionately against making this journey and it was becoming very clear to
Julia that his warnings of danger were not exaggerated.  She had selfishly used
his insatiable lust for money and fear of arrest as a fulcrum to overcome his
complete spinelessness and it was that ignorant cajoling which had led them to
the potential disaster they found themselves embroiled in now.


After walking down seemingly
endless rain soaked and rubbish packed alleyways Gavius stopped outside a heavy
wooden door covered with rusting metal studs.  The noise coming from the other
side was constant and made up of strange sounding music, tankard bashing on
tables and coarse men talking and laughing.  Julia had never been to a place
where men drank before and as Gavius reached for the door she had no idea what
to expect.  The danger of the place she had just walked through and the place
she was about to enter taunted her insecurities.  She was out of her depth and
her fragile self-confidence was very aware of the fact.


“Make sure your hood covers your face.  Women are
not safe in the taverns of the Subra.”  Gavius said it over his shoulder while
pushing on the door.  Staying very close Julia followed him in and shut their
only means of escape behind her.


All noise stopped so abruptly it
played a trick on Julia’s senses.  For a split second it appeared as though
closing the door had sealed the noise outside and this momentary confusion
pushed her even further off balance.


Julia clutched at her hood as
she realized that all in the place sat silently looking at them and her fear
was compounded by the realization that many of them were resting their hands on
the hilts of daggers.  She had no means of understanding how a tavern like this
one harbored violent men who belonged to a clique.  Julia had no idea that all
outsiders were viewed as members of rival clans representing potential danger;
all she could see were angry men looking at her with evil in their hearts and
she took it very personally.


Gavius removed his hood and
quickly scanned the foul smelling room until he found what he was looking for. 
Sitting at the back of the tavern was the man they had come to see and even
Julia could tell that he held the power in the room.  He was a huge man with a
completely bald head, his skin was like old brown leather and a long scar
traveled from just above his left ear along his cheek below the eye then took a
sharp turn down to the corner of his jaw.  His chest was the size of a barrel
but his forearms were the attribute which held Julia’s attention; they were
truly massive so big in fact he appeared to be deformed and the power within
them was palpable.  This man clearly controlled his environment through sheer
violent brawn and as all eyes moved from Gavius to him he gave an almost
nonexistent nod and the men of the tavern returned to their pursuits no longer
interested in the strangers at the doorway.


“What have you come here for?”  Was all the ox of a
man bothered to say making no effort to hide his obvious disdain for Gavius.
“And who is he?” he nodded at Julia who had sat down with her hood still hiding
her face.


“This is Julia,” replied Gavius.


“Julius?” questioned the big man.


“No Julia,” replied Gavius.


“Julia what kind of ridiculous name is that for a
man?”


Opening the hood just a little
Julia almost choked on her fear as she looked into his black eyes and forced
herself to smile.  All she could think about was the injury which had caused
his disfigurement; it must have been horrendous when inflicted and the thought
of such a force flustered her totally.  Julia was completely overwhelmed by the
sheer physical presence of the giant before her and was on the verge of tears
when much to her relief his taunting laughter stopped abruptly and his face
turned to that of a love-struck boy.  This reaction was better than she could
have hoped for she was becoming quite accomplished at using the beauty which
Cecilia believed existed.  Julia never ceased to marvel at the response it
evoked in others even a brute like this one was becoming as malleable as a
child merely at the sight of her.


In a far less aggressive tone
the big man said, “I am Bromidus,” then while still looking at Julia he told
her to leave the hood up.  “For as long as your back is to the room you will
not be seen,” he said clearly protective of Julia.


He was thinking of her safety
and that pleased Julia very much.  It was plain to see that he would usually
care for no one other than himself.


He indicated with a flick of his
powerful hand for the men at the other end of his table to leave and without
hesitation they got up from their comfortable seats and began looking for
somewhere else to drink.


With a crooked smile he added,
“Women are not safe here but all in this tavern know not to approach me while I
am conducting business so for as long as you face me you will be unharmed.”


His mood changed completely as
he snapped at Gavius, “What are you bringing innocent girls to this place for,
you fat fool?”


“She has a proposition for you,” the words sounded
like a whimper.


“What kind of proposition could she possibly have
that would interest me?”


“She would not tell me.”


“This is absurd!  You bring a little girl through
the Subra to meet me with no idea what she has to say.  You are such a fucking
idiot!”


“Please listen to her, my life depends on it!” 


“What have you told her?”


“Nothing … You must listen or she will report me to
Sulla.”


Once again the men in the room
became silent because Bromidus was standing over the fat man with a dagger at
his throat.  The scar on his face glowed bright red and lurid profanities
cascaded from his mouth at the top of his voice.  The fat man would certainly
die but no one made a move to help.


“What did you tell her?”  Bromidus growled the
words.


Julia had never seen or heard
anything like this before and she had absolutely no means of dealing with the
situation.  His movement had been so swift and the danger so palpable that
blind panic had consumed her.  Julia instinctively understood that controlling
her collapsing emotions was the only way to save Gavius and herself, but
fighting back the terror that pulsed through her took every ounce of courage
she could muster.  Raising her hand to catch the attention of Bromidus, she
smiled for a second time.  It was such a disarming smile and so out of context
that the giant hesitated.


“Please stop,” said Julia in the tone a mother uses
with a slightly mischievous child.  “I am not an agent of Sulla.  I have come
to offer you great riches.  Sulla has nothing to do with anything I am about to
tell you.  Please listen to what I have to say, you will not be disappointed.”


All in the tavern wondered what
the mysterious man in the hood could have said to change things so completely. 
Bromidus removed his blade from the fat man throat and slowly sat down staring
at the person as though hypnotized.  They were amazed to see only red welts
left by his loosening grip on the neck of the fat man who lay sniveling on the
wine-soaked table. They had expected to see a deep and bloody cut; none had
ever seen their chief back down before.


There can be no doubt that Julia
saved the life of Gavius with just a second to spare but since she had been the
one who endangered it in the first place she knew he felt no gratitude.  She
added quickly, “You smuggle olive oil into Rome from other countries.”


Bromidus looked immediately back
at Gavius with a stare that could kill but before he had time to speak or lunge
with his dagger Julia went on.  “Gavius didn’t tell me, I surmised it for
myself.  I made him bring me here under threat of reporting him for smuggling.”



Her bravado was being tested to
the limit; Julia was in completely over her head.  Fooling Marius was as
nothing in comparison with the predicament she found herself in now.  Raising
that smile took the last of her courage and insecurities were now washing over
her in waves.  Julia’s life was in great danger, Bromidus could kill them both
with no consequence and the thought of it jangled at her nerves.  She must
maintain her calm if either of them were to survive this night but she simply
had no skills for coping with the nightmarish world in which she had found
herself.


All three hushed as a
hefty-looking waitress placed fresh beakers of un-watered wine before them and
Julia took her first-ever sip of alcohol simply to create time in which to
think.  The initial feelings of light headedness caused even more panic until
these were replaced by the sudden exhilaration of a warm self-confidence.


Gulping more down Julia felt
both resigned to her fate and more capable of achieving anything because the
wine was strong and it bolstered her confidence while reducing her fear.  Quite
miraculously her ever-present insecurities began to evaporate as Bromidus
brought her attention back from the discovery of fake confidence.


“What is your proposition?” he asked.


Julia took another deep gulp of
wine. “My guess is you know how to get ships past the pirates on the great
ocean.”  Julia was both surprised and delighted to hear the strength inspired
by wine could be clearly heard in her voice.  “My second guess is that the
pirate blockade is well organized to keep prices inflated in Rome.”


“You can guess all you want but what’s your
proposition?” Bromidus was clearly annoyed about losing the upper hand to a
mere girl.


Julia felt strong.  “My
proposition is simple.  I will provide you with all of the oil and wine that
you can sell if you can bring it to Rome past the pirates.”


“Go on.”


“That is as much as I can tell you now, can it be
done?”


“Anything can be done.”  Bromidus was skeptical. 
“Where will the oil and wine come from?”  he used an aggressive tone in an attempt
to regain control.


Now completely composed Julia
replied, “Hispania.”


“Hispania?  Nothing has come out of Hispania for
years the country is in a total mess.”


“That is about to change, are you interested?”


“How do we get the oil?” Bromidus was plainly very
interested.


“I will have a plan for you in due course until then
all I want you to think about are galleys and getting them past the pirates.  I
also want all other traders prevented from delivering anything from Hispania.”


“What volume of oil are we talking about?”  Bromidus
was by now openly fascinated by the new resolve of the girl.


“The question of volume has not yet been answered
however it will be significant and we will need at least ten galleys plying the
route regularly.”  Julia drank more wine between sentences to recharge her
confidence and sure enough self-esteem arrived with every swig.


“Ten galleys that’s a lot of oil?”  Bromidus spoke
respectfully and he was hating himself for it.


“There will be wine wheat, flower, spices and I
believe citrus fruits as well.”


“Rome needs oranges.”  Now Bromidus spoke with a
hint of levity.  By the Gods, now he was behaving like a puppy for her.


Noticing his change Julia was
inwardly relieved but without acknowledging his cordiality she continued in a
tone which meant business.  “Gavius will provide you with the details; I will
never return to the Subra and therefore will never see you again.  From now
onwards Gavius will be the link between us.  You will need the galleys within
six months so start preparing now.”  With that Julia rose from her seat clasped
her hood to her face and turned to leave.


“Wait!”


Believing that her fledgling
attempt at asserting control had failed Julia’s heart sank as she turned
reluctantly back to face the ox.


Signaling across the room to the
two men who had been forced to leave his table Bromidus added, “I will send
these men with you to the edge of the Subra, a lot of people get killed here
every night.”


I have power thought Julia
enthusiastically but hiding her exhilaration she replied politely, “That is
most kind.”


“Not kind, I am protecting a business investment
nothing more.”  Then looking hard at Julia Bromidus added a sentence which
shook her to the core.  “You have the appearance of an angel but the heart of a
lion.  You are not a killer but you are capable of causing the death of many
men.”


Trembling imperceptibly Julia
turned to follow her escorts from the tavern unable to acknowledge his words. 
Silently walking home beside the weeping Gavius she could not come to terms with
his observation.  A cause of many men’s death was certainly not how she
saw herself she was an ordinary young woman merely a victim of circumstance. 
It may be well hidden from others but deep down she was still the vulnerable
little girl Sulla had brought to Rome.











Marcus


 


After her terrifying trip to the
Subra, Julia realized how little she knew about the real world and this lack of
knowledge presented itself as something to be feared. It left her feeling more
vulnerable than she had ever been and something had to be done in order to fill
in the gaps.  The only way she could think of doing this was to converse with
the repulsive men she had seen in the tavern but confronting such people was
not something Julia knew how to do.  Steeling herself with liberal quantities
of strong wine and the thought of acquiring her beloved “lions” Julia forced
herself to confront her fears and spent weeks piecing together the relationship
between Bromidus, the black-market and the pirates.


Her most effective method of information
gathering was to simply follow the various men who delivered oil to Gavius
until it was possible to engage one in conversation.  If he stopped at a tavern
Julia sat hooded beside him and shared jugs of wine purchased with money
borrowed from Gavius.  If he stopped at a market stall she would simply bump
into him, it wasn’t hard for a young woman to meet a man.


Her meetings were interspersed
with idle chitchat to avoid making the men suspicious and her enquiries were
always innocently crafted to fill in specific gaps in her knowledge, and as
time went by Julia noticed that her flirtations clearly made men feel special. 
She also noticed that regular conversations gave her the practice she required
to become the character she had to play every day.


One of these unsophisticated,
love-starved men who went by the name of Marcus turned out to be a mine of
information and Julia quickly realized that she could use her now finely tuned
character and his weakness for strong drink to play him like a fish on a hook.  
As long as she baited the line with jugs of wine he seemed powerless to resist
her questions.  The more Julia poured the more he spoke until one day he let
slip that he had spent many years at sea with Bromidus and Julia set about
prizing the details from his alcohol-soaked memory.  His interrogation took
many drunken days and unlike the other men, who were sometimes guarded, wine
removed all of his inhibitions.  Information simply fell from his slurring
mouth in completely reckless sentences and Julia took full advantage of his
condition.


Marcus, as it turned out, spent
his time in the military like all young Romans and his service had been on the
war galleys fighting at sea.  He fought many battles in his six years in the
service and was proud of them all but his last battle as a nautical legionary
had been the one that changed his life forever.  His trireme was sailing to
Rome from Tarsus in Asia Minor carrying ten high ranking officers who were
returning for leave.


Not even halfway through the journey
they were unlucky enough to sail directly into the path of a rebellious Syrian
battle fleet.  Caught in a downwind position with no sails up their only source
of propulsion were the slaves working the oars below decks.  By the time the
crew turned the vessel and raised the sail the Syrians were upon them and all
was lost.  


Slurring as he spoke Marcus
recalled the screams from below decks as the Syrian ships slammed into the oars
snapping them like twigs.  Julia was fascinated by his account of these unfortunate
wretches who were chained to their rowing stations and smashed like rag dolls
as the heavy oar handles flailed around with inconceivable force.


“That same force must have knocked me out,” said
Marcus in a sad voice, “because I woke up on a large piece of driftwood with no
understanding of what happened.  One moment I was fighting, the next adrift.”


“Just you?” asked Julia trying to understand where
Bromidus fitted into his tale.


“No, three others were on the makeshift raft with
me. In fact it was they who had pulled me unconscious from the water two days
before.  Of the three men with me two were members of the officer party
returning to Rome for rest and recuperation and the third was a very severely
injured Bromidus.  His face was completely opened down one side and as we had
nothing to dress the wound, it festered and wept for days.”  Looking up into
Julia’s eyes Marcus added, “All four of us had survived by sheer chance you
know?  We were off watch and sleeping below when the attack happened.  There
was simply no time for us to put on the armor which dragged all of the others
to a watery death.”


Nodding to acknowledge his good
fortune Julia asked, “How did Bromidus survive under such conditions?”  Very
aware that she was showing a little too much interest in her principal
objective but Julia correctly assumed that Marcus was too drunk to be
suspicious.


Pausing thoughtfully Marcus
seemed to ignore the question as he remembered which part of the galley his
raft came from.  “It was a huge part of the hull from just above the waterline
made from solid oak.  Can you believe that?”  He then went onto mumble
something else about the destruction of the trireme he seemed to be having
trouble understanding the forces required to smash a structure that was so well
manufactured.


Annoying as these irrelevant
meanderings were, Julia always resisted the temptation to speed up his
storytelling just in case something interesting came out of the details. 
Anyway, Gavius’ money paid for wine which both loosened tongues and propped up
her self-confidence so there was no real need to hurry.  “Tell me about the
survival of Bromidus?” repeated Julia in a gentle attempt to bring him back on
her course.


Looking up as though seeing
Julia for the first time Marcus remembered where he was and smiling with a
little embarrassment as he forced himself back on tack by saying, “After five
days of sun baked misery one of the officers sighted a sail in the distance and
began to wave frantically.”


“What about Bromidus?”  snapped Julia losing
patience with the very weakness she was exploiting.


Staring through glazed eyes
Marcus looked hurt and his head wobbled a little as he asked, “What about
Bromidus?”


Julia softened her tone, “How
did he survive?”


“I don’t know, he just did, he’s as strong as an ox
that one.” Then he continued along his original path, “Anyway to the centurions
it was worth the risk.”


“What was?” asked Julia losing track of his
disjointed story telling.


“Waving at the sail remember?  That’s what I was
talking about.”


“Yes, of course,” replied Julia regaining her
patience as she filled his goblet almost to the rim, “please go on.”


Lowering his lips to the edge of
the goblet Marcus made a sucking noise then lifting both his head and the cup
he sat back.  Not a drop was spilled and Julia smiled at his child-like
ingenuity.  Returning the nearly empty goblet to the table Marcus continued his
tale about the sail on the horizon.  “As patrician Romans they felt that they
should die in battle with dignity not on an ocean without honor.  They didn’t
care if it was a Syrian ship, better dead than a slow painful death without
food, water or respect they said.  Bromidus and I just didn’t want to die of
starvation.”


Looking at his empty beaker
Marcus hesitated.  Following his lead Julia slid the jug across the table and
gestured for him to moderate his own pace.  As he poured Marcus added, “Coming
alongside to inspect us the Captain of the vessel spoke only Greek.  As
educated men the officers understood what he was saying but we just sat
listening without understanding a word.  The conversation became heated and a
few of the crew lowered themselves down to the raft to lift us aboard and much
to our amazement the officers resisted.  We were all so weak that any attempt
at defiance was pathetic and once we lay on the deck the conversation became
even angrier.   One of our officers told they were pirates and the Captain is
short of fighting men he will only take us if we join his crew.”


Julia listened to his story in
silent fascination.  Apparently the choice for Marcus was simple as he had no
wish to die and neither did Bromidus.  Fighting for Rome or fighting for
pirates it was all the same to them just as long as they were alive.


“Bromidus used sign language to indicated that he
was willing and so did I,” said Marcus. “We just needed water I would have
killed my mother for a drink of water at that moment.  Anyway as you can
imagine our willingness to serve brought a smile to the Captain’s face. On the
other hand, our officers were shocked and disgusted but Roman officers were
always disgusted at one thing or another, it mattered not to us.


The Captain gave a rapid string
of orders and the crew grabbed the officers; the fools tried to resist but
those proud Romans had the strength of children and no weapons.  The pirates
laughed as they dropped them over the side and the galley sailed on with none
of its crew looking back.  Bromidus and I alone watched them go, standing by
ourselves leaning on the rail at the stern next to the steering oar and seeing
them pass into the distance we made a promise to each other there and then that
we would never do anything based on pride or as the officers called it ‘dignitas’. 
All we could think about was how pathetic those two Roman officers looked
hanging onto that tiny bit of driftwood.”


“What became of them?” asked Julia with a hint of
sympathy in her voice.


“Only the Gods know that.” Marcus paused, then
thoughtfully added, “Stupid bastards.”


Deep down, Julia was still a
compassionate human being who cared about others.  She could not yet understand
the ruthlessness of violent men.  Looking into Marcus’s eyes she felt sure that
she was about to hear a tale which would provide an insight into their minds.


“Bromidus made a very willing pirate,” continued
Marcus, “and once his wound healed he proved how good a fighter he was.  Always
the first to leap on to another vessel for combat.  He didn’t care if it was an
armed war galley or an unarmed cargo vessel he just liked to kill people.  This
was his vocation Bromidus was the perfect pirate and over the course of two
years he became a favorite with the crew.  The Captain also liked Bromidus
because he was losing less of his men in combat.  The big man’s ability to
fight was second to none; always at the center of any battle the others would
try and match his ability and through his teaching they learned to fight like
an army not a rabble, and when there was no fighting to be done Bromidus and I
spent our time doing what pirates do best, drinking and whoring.”


Listening to the next part of
his story Julia felt twinges of deep sorrow for the women who were enslaved
after being taken from conquered ships.  Marcus explained that some of the
women grew to accept the life and become willing servants whilst others hated what
they became and found ways to kill themselves.  Julia understood how they must
have felt. She had been raped and maltreated herself. She knew the pain of it.


Quite oblivious to her maudlin
thoughts Marcus carried on with his slurring story as Julia wondered how awful
his atrocities had been.


“We pirates never cared because death was a part of
our life,” he said. And without any show of compassion added, “They slit their
wrists, hung themselves from beams below decks, one even climbed the mast and
hung herself from the cross trees but we just laughed.”


Looking up from the table even
the insensitive Marcus could see that his words were having a terrible effect
on Julia.  She was obviously on the verge of tears and in a clumsy attempt to
prevent them from falling he changed the subject. “There was one unusual woman
who made a fantastic pirate,” he said. And as Julia’s face turned from sadness
to interest, Marcus relaxed—he had prevented his source of free wine from
leaving.


“It was after a particularly violent assault on a
civilian vessel,” he added.  “We found her below decks with a load of women,
ladies in waiting she called them, and by the Gods she was proud.  She turned
out to be the Proconsul of Mesopotamia’s wife,” said Marcus becoming animated
as he added, “What a bitch she was.  Her ladies were all raped by the crew but
apparently she was too good for us.  One of the lads had her against the mast
but the Captain stepped in.”


Glancing up at Julia once more
Marcus realized that she was on the verge of tears again and by way of changing
the subject added, “I think it was her high Roman breeding that appealed to his
sense of status.  I suppose it could have been the potential of a significant
ransom if she remained unharmed but he never did ransom her.  He tried once but
gave up after that.  I think he grew to love her.”


Composing herself as best she
could Julia felt a strong impulse to leave the dingy tavern because she found
these stories of abuse positively overwhelming but for some reason the
Proconsul’s wife seemed important.  Julia assumed that the uneasy feelings this
woman provoked within her was what the fortune tellers at the Forum called a
premonition.  She felt compelled to listen so waving at the woman who served
the jugs Julia indicated that she wanted another.  When it arrived Marcus
filled her goblet and she took a deep steadying draft by way of bracing herself
for the inevitable violence which always accompanied his narrative.


“I can’t remember why the Captain chose Bromidus as
the go-between for the failed exchange but he was sent off to Antioch for a
meeting with the Proconsul.  We never saw him again after that you know?  It
wasn’t until years later I found out what happened.”  Marcus then developed a
very troubled look as he added, “I suppose it must have been because Bromidus
spoke Latin, I could speak it too but I don’t think the Captain liked me very
much.”


Julia wondered why Marcus
slipped in and out of depression so often during his drunken interrogation. 
For her wine was the perfect accelerant it was the fuel that allowed her to
function but the very same wine caused terrible slumps in his mood.  Julia
could see that it was doing him harm but she needed the information so his
goblet always remained full.  Reaching across the table in the manner she had
learned by observing other women Julia touched his hand in the way that
insecure men seemed to like.


Giving an empty smile Marcus
continued by saying, “I didn’t see him again for years but when I caught up
with him in Rome he told me what had happened.  As it turned out Bromidus was
given a private audience with the Proconsul and all seemed well until the
high-born Roman explained that his wife was in the process of cutting him off
from her family fortune because of his many indiscretions.”


“What about that for bad luck?” laughed Marcus. “The
only reason for his wife’s sea journey was to commence divorce proceedings and
her death would be very convenient for the Proconsul.”  Marcus broke down in
fits of raucous laughter and the lonely men who looked across the tavern in the
hope of finding something to lift their spirits simply turned back in
disappointment.


Julia instinctively closed her
hood as she asked, “What became of him?”


After regaining control of his
unwarranted hysterics Marcus added, “With that the Proconsul called for his
guards, clapped Bromidus in irons and shipped him back to Rome as a deserter. 
The Proconsul made Bromidus row his way back and for the first time in the
latter’s nautical career he understood what it really meant to be a galley
slave.


“Can you imagine that?” said Marcus falling back
into his dark mood.  “Every stroke of the oar must have been soul destroying;
the pain would have been unimaginable.  All those years on deck and never a
thought for the poor bastards down below and now he was one of them; apparently
his body was covered in chafing sores.  The constant motion of each stroke on
the oar rubbed the skin from so many parts of his body that he could no longer
find a comfortable position in which to row.”  


“Then there was the endless flogging,” explained
Marcus who now had a hint of pride in his voice.  “He received more than the
others because the Proconsul didn’t want him to survive.  The damp sea air
would not let any of his injuries dry and they remained a constant problem.  By
the time Bromidus reached Rome he was very nearly dead from exhaustion.” 
Marcus looked deep into Julia’s eyes as he said with awe, “No other man could
have survived were it not for his incredible strength he would have passed away
at his oar.”


Julia grasped just how terrible
the journey would have been for Bromidus.  She also realized that his feat of
strength impressed her informant so she used a comforting tone to add, “He is
quite a man.”


Obviously satisfied that Julia
understood the enormity of Bromidus’s ordeal Marcus continued, “On the night
they came alongside in the harbor of Ostia the crew unshackled him and carried
Bromidus ashore leaving him lying on the quay.  The legionary in charge didn’t
even bother to tie him to anything because he seemed barely alive but the big
man escaped by rolling painfully to the side of the harbor and falling into the
water where he clung to a small piece of driftwood with all of his remaining
strength.”  


“How about that for tough?”  added Marcus. “Not many
men would last through that lot.”


Empathetically nodding her
agreement Julia asked him to continue because this was the bit she had come to
hear and she did not want him to get sidetracked.


“The story of his rescue from then on was one of pure
good fortune,” continued Marcus.  “A fisherman returning from a night offshore
pulled him from the water.  He didn’t care who Bromidus was because he
understood the first law of the sea; save someone who is in trouble because one
day you may be in trouble yourself.  The fisherman’s family looked after
Bromidus showing him great kindness and when his strength returned he gave his
time to the fisherman by way of gratitude.”


“In time Bromidus walked to Rome. He was a wanted
man but so many are wanted men throughout the Republic that no one knows where
to start looking for them.”  Looking around the tavern in a melodramatic
fashion Marcus added, “I myself have a price on my head but no one touches us
in the Subra there would be a riot if anyone tried to come in to our patch to
round us up.”


Julia followed his eyes to see
if his bravado could be heard by the wrong ears but the sad men getting soaked
in the dingy tavern were too far gone to care about anyone but themselves. 
Looking back at Marcus, Julia watched his mood slump before her eyes.  There
was no apparent reason for his swing so she pushed him to finish his story
before the depression got the better of him and with sadness in his voice
Marcus continued with the words, “He returned to his childhood home to find
that his mother and father had died during his time as a pirate.  A family from
Jerusalem inhabited the Insula in which he had grown up and they invited him in
for wine on the day he returned to look for his parents.  He killed them
swiftly not for any reason to do with religion or living in his old home he
simply needed money to survive and the only way he knew was the pirate way.  It
was not personal just the need to survive.”


So many things had shocked Julia
but the futility of these murders baffled her innocent mind as she
spontaneously asked in her green fashion:  “Have you killed many people
yourself?” And her embarrassment was obvious as he replied,


“What do you think?  I’m a fucking pirate!”  The
humiliation he caused Julia was unintentional and Marcus continued with his
story immediately to avoid prolonging her discomfort.


  “Bromidus killed everyone who was
in authority amongst the men that lived in the Subra and he became their leader
by murder.  To this day his status is maintained by cunning and sheer
aggression.”  Marcus clearly worshiped Bromidus.  “He and I are very well
suited to the Subra. It’s like a pirate galley on dry land,” he laughed. Then
with his shoulders collapsing Marcus finished his story by snarling the words,
“I joined Bromidus as his right-hand man but look at me now?  Delivering oil!”


Julia watched in wonder as his
mood stumbled through uncontrollable changes—he had been through laughter,
anger, now empty sadness, and all within ten minutes.  With the help of her
gentle encouragement, Marcus went on by saying, “I was in the tavern on the day
he made contact with our old pirate friend. It was three years into his reign
of terror in the Subra; he was at his usual table when a familiar face walked
in to the tavern.  The face was that of our old Greek Captain and he was
looking for contacts in Rome.  He had been directed to the tavern to meet with
Bromidus and the first words from his mouth were, ‘I wondered if it was you
when I heard the name.’ Nothing more, no greeting, no questions, nothing.” 
Then unbelievably tears welled in Marcus’s eyes as he finished with, “And he
didn’t even recognize me.”


Marcus had so many weaknesses,
addictions and insecurities for Julia to exploit.  She had absolutely no
problem understanding how he had fallen from the favors of a strong leader such
as Bromidus.











Learning Strategy


 


Julia continued to spend many
hours drinking with her growing army of informants in an attempt to find out
more about the Greek Captain.  No one person knew everything but piecing the
tiny bits of information together revealed a fascinating story.  Apparently the
pirates who sailed from the island of Cyprus had organized themselves and were
now hunting in packs.  The Greek Captain who Marcus spoke of had become the leader
of a great number of galleys and working as a fleet, instead of an
undisciplined bunch of disparate cutthroats, had made them incredibly
successful.  The pirates were now capturing so many cargo-laden galleys they
didn’t know what to do with them all so the Captain’s plan was simply to sell
all of the captured booty to the black-market in Rome.


After so many conversations with
Marcus, Julia felt that she understood the mind of the Captain but this
aptitude for strategy showed a completely new and unexpected side.  The brutish
Greek cutthroat was now behaving like a visionary and that was just not his way
of doing things.  She surmised that there had to be someone else behind the
scenes and sure enough Julia eventually found what she was looking for during a
conversation with an old pirate who had served for a time as the Captain’s
first mate.


He explained in great detail
that the Proconsul’s wife was the brain behind the strategy.  Clitumna Livia
Drusus or “that big woman” as he referred to her had grown to love the Captain
and with derision in his voice he explained how they both carried on like a
couple of love-struck children.


Clitumna’s involvement made
perfect sense to Julia because as with all Romans the Proconsul’s wife would
have known from an early age that the success and power of Rome stems from the
ability to organize.


Things were beginning to fit
into place for Julia and she asked herself if a patrician Roman woman secretly
controlled the ocean could there not also be someone of intelligence behind the
oaf Bromidus?  In search of an answer to this question Julia probed into his
life and the more men she asked the more she become aware of what each of her
informants referred to as, “The change in him.”  Apparently everything altered
soon after her meeting with the Captain.  Bromidus started talking about life
outside the Subra he wanted more and more information about the distribution of
goods throughout Rome.  He even told his men to get jobs on the docks and to
observe everything that went on.  Bromidus also told others of his clan to go
and get work with every kind of shipping agent and food merchants.  At the end
of each working day he would question as many of them as he could, one by one,
draining them of any facts that may relate to the workings of food
distribution.


None of Bromidus’s men would
ever question his orders because they knew he would kill them but they did
wonder what on earth they were doing with regular jobs.  Part of the brief he
gave his minions was to observe their employers to see who was susceptible to a
bribe and all of the men told Julia that they understood that command better
than any of the others.


After a little too much wine one
of her spies told Julia that until the change in Bromidus they had been used to
leaving the tavern only when ordered to kill someone for a few sesterces or to
collect protection money from the shopkeepers and merchants in the Subra but a
regular job had never been heard of.


During the course of many months
of drunken interviews Julia began to understand that Bromidus was not the fool
she originally took him for.  Much to her surprise he was both cunning and a
strategist.  After interrogating so many of his men Julia realized that
Bromidus must know all there was to know about Roman commerce.  The other
surprising realization about Bromidus was everything to do with his network was
completely in his head and no other person knew the complete structure.  If he
were killed the organization would collapse and no one would benefit, it was
the perfect way of protecting himself.  His men would defend Bromidus as though
their life depended on it because their livelihood certainly did and Julia
concluded that he was not just a big brute after all.


Julia also realized that the
Marsic war would have been the making of Bromidus.  When it came he would have
hardly been able to believe his good fortune.  Almost the entire Roman war
fleet had been tied helplessly to Italian docks and the pirates who now ruled
the great ocean would deal only with him.  When the first of the stolen cargo
galleys arrived Bromidus would have known exactly who to approach with his
wares because of his most thorough preparation.


Bromidus had his hands firmly
around the throat of Rome and he could choke the whole city to death if he
wanted to but the big man was obviously far too bright for that.  He merely
held back supply and increased his prices, no one complained they all knew the
way of things just pass on the increase to the customer.  His motto was, “Give
them high prices but never any answers.”  If a trader asked too many questions
his supply of black-market produce was immediately withheld and restored only
when the retailer lost their curiosity.


Each of his men had been tasked
to find out small things about trade within Rome and by questioning them Julia
now knew it all.  At the completion of her interrogations Julia not only knew
everything about Bromidus and his network but as an additional bonus she
understood the principles of supply and demand.


Quite staggered by the sheer scale
of his black-market interests Julia set about the task of understanding why
Bromidus was entertaining the idea of doing business with her.  The realization
that he held total control and did not need another source of supply frightened
Julia.  Her naïve act of walking into the big man’s lair as an unwelcome and
unnecessary competitor should have got her killed so why was she still alive?


Pondering her good fortune Julia
surmised that Bromidus was entertaining her proposal to bring produce from
Hispania because the Captain’s pirates completely controlled his supply and
just as he was extorting Rome they must be extorting him.  Her proposition gave
him another source of produce and therefore competition.  His plan was probably
to deal with the pirates in the East until her foodstuffs started arriving from
the West then renegotiate with the Captain.


Bromidus was quite obviously a
very clever man whose understanding of commerce was extremely extensive and it
was at this stage in her pondering that Julia woke up to the fact that he must
see her as just an aid to his negotiation with the pirates.  With a shudder she
also realized that at the conclusion of these negotiations Bromidus would see
her as a threat and she began visualizing what he had done to his competitors
in the Subra which led to Julia taking a deep draft from a large flagon of
un-watered wine.


The perils of dealing with a
psychopath like Bromidus were so mind numbingly horrifying that Julia felt a
strong urge to stop everything and return to anonymity but she craved the
wealth that was required to buy her “lions”. Nothing could be allowed to come
between her and the security they represented, any risk that brought them
closer was acceptable.


Julia realized that this
knowledge may one day save her life.  It had been worth all the money Gavius
paid for the wine she concluded as she took another very large gulp to help
kill the growing anxiety.  Bromidus was a real danger but at least she knew the
direction death would be coming from.











Deceit


 


“FETCH WINE!” shouted Sulla, seemingly mesmerized by
his hand playing in the bubbling stream of sparkling water.  Broad shoulders
slumped over the ornamental fountain he sat defeated on the marble bench in his
courtyard.  Unseen at his clandestine house since the night of the great
chariot race he was very angry and in a vindictive mood.  The house slaves who
had grown complacent in his absence were now running around in a state of total
panic as Julia arrived home.


Grasping the situation instantly
she volunteered to carry out his jug of wine and as she poured Julia asked
sweetly, “How was the election?”


The look on his face made it
obvious that he had been defeated but she wanted to open the wound and extract
maximum pain.


“That horse’s ass Marius has fucked my chances!” 
The words fell out in a slur.  Sulla was totally drunk.  Any more wine would
cause suffering, so Julia refilled his beaker right to the brim.


Sulla’s words were music to
Julia’s ears.  She knew that Sulla was not a swearing man and for him to curse with
such venom meant he must be in great pain.  In an attempt to twist the knife a
little more, she asked with mock innocence, “The Gaius Marius?”


“Yes, the fucking Gaius Marius!”


The force of the hatred behind
his words caused tiny droplets of spittle to land on Julia’s face and it felt
wonderful to see and feel him in such agony.  “Are you still Head of the
Army?”  This question was as rhetorical as her first.


“Yes they left me in charge of getting the Republic
back in order but they think I’m not good enough to be a Consul of Rome!”


This information came as no
surprise because Julia already knew that Sulla was Supreme Commander of all
armed forces throughout the empire.  In truth she knew everything about him
because Julia had researched his life like a hunter studies the behavior of
their prey.


Refilling Sulla's goblet Julia
mentioned in passing that the great Marius had a son.


“So what?” spat Sulla, draining the wine and holding
out the empty clearly angered by Julia’s use of the word “great.”


“He is fighting in Hispania,” answered Julia as she
filled his goblet.


“What in the name of the Gods has that to do with
anything you stupid little bitch?  Thousands of Rome’s sons are fighting in
every corner of the world why should I care about that runt.”


“I have heard people talking about him, that's all.”


“What are they saying?” spat Sulla, his anger
driving him to take another large swig.


His response was just as it
should be.  She knew that he would be unable to resist the chance of an
intelligence report on one of his enemies.  Delaying her reply to heighten his
curiosity Julia carefully refilled his goblet for the third time.  Then, while
maintaining her look of innocence she answered his question, “It would help the
Father of Rome greatly if his son could return to help him.”


Looking up he examined her
expressionless face before asking, “Where do you hear such things?”


“At the market mostly, everyone talks about the
great Marius and when you mentioned his name it reminded me.”


Clearly antagonized Sulla slurred,”You
are truly a stupid little bumpkin tart, very easy on the eye but stupid.”  With
that he stood up took Julia by the arm, knocked the silver jug from her hand
and dragged her towards his sleeping chamber.


Julia did not protest or
struggle because she had become resigned to his abuse; anyway, her thoughts
were miles away with the poor unsuspecting boy in Hispania.  She had just
connived a fix to her most pressing problem but the guilt of harming Young
Gaius was going to divert her fragile mind even while Sulla used her body to
grunt his way to a drunken climax.


Unfortunately for Young Gaius it
had been his own letter which provoked Julia into her instinctive use of
reverse psychology.  According to his last communication the constant fighting
had not gone as well as expected and as Young Gaius wrote, time was becoming a
problem:


I fear that I will not be able
to get to the estates until almost nine months after my tour of duty began and
even then no time will remain to lick them into shape as my year of service
will be coming to an end.


Julia had been worrying about
how to keep Young Gaius in Hispania long enough to make her plans successful
when as though by fate Sulla’s sudden appearance had provided the answer to her
dilemma.  She knew him well enough to know that planting an idea in his head
would drive him to a spiteful act of vengeance.


The following morning Sulla
walked out in his typically ill-mannered fashion leaving his slaves in their
habitual state of shock.  Julia swiftly cleansed Sulla from her body by bathing
and from her mind by drinking strong wine.  She also responded to the letter
from Young Gaius in an attempt to assuage her feelings of shame.  As she wrote
Julia forced the memory of her conversation with Sulla from her mind by describing
events in Rome then having taken care of gossip, she addressed the specific
issues.


Three months later a scroll
containing the inevitable news of Young Gaius’s extended term in Hispania
arrived and Julia could no longer deny her involvement.  Unable to stand the
shame of her blatantly manipulative actions she left the house and walked sadly
through the streets to the jeweler’s shop where she sat alone for most of the
day peering into her “lions” while sipping wine and silently begged them for
forgiveness.


There she remained and, as
evening fell, the flickering olive-oil lamps seemed to make the feline faces
come alive and while her “lions” offered no redemption their beautifully carved
features provided a spark of inspiration.


Julia could no longer delay her
inevitable reply to Young Gaius as she had to bring her “lions” home so after
returning to Sulla’s house alone in the dark Julia slipped into the role of a
loving fiancée and penned her fabrication:


Such terrible news my darling
that you will not be coming back to me for two more years.  Of course, I
understand that it is out of your hands and there is nothing you can do to
change the situation.  If the Commander of the Roman army has ordered you to
stay, then stay you must and yes of course I will wait for you my love.  I will
wait for you until the end of time, if need be, but please do something to help
me remember you.  Please ask one of the mapmakers you mentioned in your last
letter to draw your likeness from every perspective and send it to me with your
next letter.


The rest of the letter dealt
with the usual bits and pieces that lovers exchange then Julia added a
seemingly last-minute addition just below her signature:


P.S.  My uncle Gavius is coming
to Hispania to see you soon and he will convey my true feelings.


Young Gaius had never heard of
Uncle Gavius but that could easily be explained by the fact that he had spent
so little time with Julia. There were many thing he did not yet know about her.











Uncle Gavius


 


Gavius stood behind his counter
with a look of total disbelief; he had almost collapsed with fear and shock
when Julia told him where he was going.


“I have written to my fiancé to inform him of your
impending arrival,” was all she said. Then added as though he were going to the
shop to buy a loaf of bread, “You will inform Bromidus that you need one of his
trusted, cargo galley Captains to take you to Hispania and you will need to
arrive no later than two months from today.”


Gavius simply stared at Julia
and with his mind in a spin said.  “You, who only months before appeared as an
innocent young house slave, are telling me, a notorious coward, to inform
Bromidus no less.  I can’t go back there—he will kill me this time for sure!”


“No he will not!” snapped Julia with authority; then
in a more thoughtful tone, “Not yet anyway, you are the only link to me and
what I have to offer.  Bromidus is greedy and he needs me for the moment. He
will not harm you for as long as he can use me for leverage.”


Going on as though her words
were describing a simple shopping list, Julia added:  


“You must also tell him to arrange ten more galleys
to arrive in Hispania discreetly within six months of your arrival.  I don’t
know how he will do this but we must have transport for whatever you find on
the estates.  Bromidus will already understand the level of secrecy required
for this enterprise but you must impress upon him that the pirates in the East
must never be allowed to find out!”


The girl had Gavius over a
barrel and he could do nothing to change it.  His alternatives were to comply
or face the wrath of Sulla or Bromidus and whichever path he took looked as
though it would end with his untimely death.


“Why am I to go to Hispania?” he asked with a
resigned tone in his voice and the look of a broken man on his face.


“You will tour my future husband’s estates; you will
accompany him in order to offer advice about farming techniques and methods of
harvesting.”


“I know nothing about farming. I’m from the city.”


“I will teach you about farming at the same time as
teaching you how to be my uncle.”


“What?”


“Young Gaius Marius is expecting you as my uncle.”


“What?” repeated Gavius, and in a cynical tone
added, “Oh I see the problem I’ve lost my mind I thought I heard her say I was
to deceive the son of the great Father of Rome.  My mind must be going; that’s
it, my mind is playing tricks on me.”  But of course he knew Julia well enough
to know that whatever she said was true, however fantastic, it was always
factual, she never joked.


A few days later Gavius
explained with an air of amazement, “Bromidus didn’t touch me!  He furnished a
galley for the journey to Hispania without hesitation there were no questions
he simply called one of his henchmen over and told him that he was going on a
trip, can you imagine that?  At a moment’s notice the poor man is being sent
across the world.”  Pausing, Gavius pondered the similarity of his own
predicament.


 “Anyway,” he continued, “Bromidus told the man to
introduce me to the Captain of the galley sitting in the harbor unloading its cargo. 
He also told him to tell the pirates on board that I have full authority and
must be obeyed.  His only question was in relation to my departure date and
when I told him that I have to be in Hispania within two months he told me that
timing would not be a problem because if I sail within seven days I will arrive
well ahead of my deadline.  What power do you hold over him?”  Gavius was
clearly in awe of Julia.


Ignoring his question Julia
asked, “What of the ten galleys?”


“The fellow who was told to travel with me is going
on to recruit more galleys in Cyprus after delivering me to Hispania.”


As always Julia found it hard to
accept how successful her manipulations were becoming and it simultaneously
excited and terrified her.  Unwilling to show any outward reaction she shrugged
off the fat man’s suggestion of influence. “It is not power,” she said. “He
just has an eye for a good business deal; that’s all it is.”


For a very brief moment Julia
wondered if maybe she did have some kind of power over Bromidus but her
constant insecurities would not allow her to take credit for any
accomplishments so she concluded, “Anyone could have achieved the little I
have. I’m just lucky that’s all.”


By the time Gavius was aboard
the galley bound for Hispania he was an expert in the ways of growing olives
and grapes.  Julia who was of course a child of the groves had no trouble
imparting the information Gavius needed to appear knowledgeable about that
subject.


In order to find out about
vineyards they employed the services of a wine merchant by the name of Durell
who had fled to Rome as a refugee during the war.   He told them things such as
how to tell when the grapes are ripe and ready for harvesting.  


“The best grapes have what looks like a layer of
white dust on them—bloom we call it,” he explained, “and the best method of
extracting the juice from the fruit is with the feet.  It is good to have many
slaves available for this process because it is extremely hard, miserable
work.”


Then he added with a crafty look
in his eye, “Make sure that the slaves have had nothing to drink they must also
be naked so that you can watch their pricks.  Sometimes we even tie them up
with twine because they piss in the presses you know!”


Upon hearing this Julia turned
to look at her full goblet and for just a brief moment considered giving up
wine but the idea was far too ridiculous she could not do what had to be done
without the strength of wine; a little barbarian piss would have to be endured.


At the completion of their
tutoring Gavius paid the wine merchant’s fee because Julia still had no money
of her own and watching him hand over the silver pieces annoyed her greatly. 
Julia was constantly frustrated because he had enough for small things but not
enough to buy her “lions” and it drove her to distraction.


Money was now the only thing
standing between her and the security of her “lions” and it was so frustrating
to know that something as mundane as cash was preventing her from possessing
the one thing in the world that could bring her happiness.











Hispania


 


Young Gaius was an accomplished
writer and his exquisite words allowed Julia to visualize his journey from the
army camps in the North to the strategic seaport in the center of Hispania’s
east coast.  In her mind’s eye she stood with him on the quay at Saguntam and
watched Gavius walking down a much stressed gangplank.  As though greeting the
fat man herself, Julia watched her future husband shake the hand of Gavius and
greet him with the words, Welcome to Hispania my dear uncle. Then just
as it was written on the parchment, You don’t mind if I call you uncle do
you?


Not at all, but please I would
prefer it if you called me by my name Gavius.


Of course uncle, I will call you
Gavius.  Please follow me I have some of my men here who will carry your
things, do you have much in the way of baggage?


Six trunks they will be ready to
unload shortly they tell me.


Six?  By the Gods that’s more
trunks than Hannibal carried when he crossed the Alps and he had elephants.


Julia was delighted by the account
of their instant accord as she imagined them standing in the dry heat of
Hispania.  It was one of those inexplicable things that happen between men from
time to time and Julia instinctively knew that their bond was going to work in
her favor.  She was going to be blatantly choreographing their every move and
their friendship would make her task easier.  Of course Julia felt her usual
shame but simply had no other way of affording her “lions”.


She would have much preferred to
avoid the stress that maneuvering two good men was going to cause her but her
leaving Rome to take care of the logistics herself would alert Sulla and she
was not yet ready for that.  The next best thing to being there was controlling
the men who fate had seconded to do her bidding.  A lot of wine would have to
be consumed in order to dull her feelings of guilt that were now everywhere and
unavoidable.


Even the fat man’s trip to
Hispania was a connivance involving another very good man.  Gaius Marius
unknowingly inspired it when he innocently mentioned that Roman armies only
fight during summer. It was at one of their regular dinners, just like that,
out of the blue.  Julia had instantly realized that the next fighting season
would not commence for another six months and she had grasped the chance to use
her fiancé’s free time productively.  Gavius had been sent to accompany him
simply because she believed that Gaius lacked sufficient interest in
agriculture and would need an added incentive.  Gavius would remind him that he
was pleasing her and as she read the results of her wicked connivances in his
love-filled letters Julia gulped more wine and searched for the mental
tranquility that only alcohol could provide.


As the two puppets traveled
southwards, Gavius repeated the lies he had rehearsed so often with Julia.  He
was a merchant for all kinds of foodstuffs who was fed up with the prices and
poor supply from the East.  He was looking to buy in bulk from Hispania with
the intention of shipping his cargo directly to Rome.


How fortuitous that the joining
of our two families should also provide a profit for us both, was how Julia had couched it
and reading her words conveyed from the mouth of Gavius to the parchment of
Young Gaius caused both satisfaction and appalling guilt.


The manipulative woman who
controlled these men’s actions could not really be her.  She was simply not
strong enough or even capable of achieving something so intricate and in that
quandary her doubting subconscious found an acceptable answer.  It had been
Marius who came up with the idea really; she was merely carrying out his
instructions and using that fabulous act of denial Julia built an imaginary
amphitheatre from where her mind could deny responsibility as she watched the
Hispanic play unfold.


Traveling the newly repaired
road Julia’s players followed the coast down towards the south which according
to Marius was a place where the weather remained hot all year round.  Following
Julia’s instructions Gavius wrote detailed letters at every opportunity because
she needed to know what was happening as soon as possible in order to discuss
progress with Marius then instruct their actions as situations changed.


Because of his bulk and the heat
of the sun Gavius rode in a covered wagon seconded from the supply divisions of
the army and for peace of mind more than protection Young Gaius also seconded
fifty legionaries and two mounted officers to accompany them on their journey. 
There was no real danger but however hard they tried to calm the fat man he
could not be shaken out of his constant state of terror.  Even when the young
officers told him that their legions had personally been involved in the
suppression of all resistance within the regions they were traveling through,
he could not be convinced.


Despite his cowardly misgivings
Julia was relieved to read that they were never attacked and progress was good
because the Roman army had fixed the roads.  Gaius Marius had explained in
great detail about the engineers who accompany every army in order to move
mountains, cut down forests and span impossible rivers in the interest of
connecting two points by the shortest distance.  Julia understood his
explanation of how the system of making roads as straight as an arrow gave Rome
the ability to deliver an army to any trouble spots in the minimum of time but
more importantly she grasped how this masterstroke of strategic genius was also
going to serve her needs perfectly.


It was pleasing to read that
Gavius was always embellishing the information which Julia wanted Young Gaius
to hear.  Even her imaginary family tree had been rehearsed and their
conversations were conveyed in the scrolls which arrived regularly.  By reading
the information in both of their letters Julia was able to piece together
conversation like the one which began with Gavius saying, “Julia’s father, my
dead brother, would be very proud of her betrothal to you.”


Young Gaius would have asked,
“How did your brother die Gavius?”


Gavius would have replied,
“Killed by the Italians in that horrible war.”


Julia was relieved to see that
her plan was working and everything between them was as it should be.  In
keeping with his script Gavius also asked a number of questions designed to
help Julia understand how Sulla had influenced the Marsic war and using a tack
that fitted with the Marius family ethos, Julia orchestrated another
conversation for Gavius to pursue:


“The irony is my brother was very much for allowing
the Italian tribes access to Roman citizenship,”


She remembered making Gavius
practice an innocent tone for this one.  She already knew what the reply would
be:


“I believe that citizenship is the only way myself.”


 “Yet you fought in the war?”  She had even made
Gavius practice feigning surprise for that one.


 “I have no choice I am a Roman soldier if Rome tells
me to fight then I must fight.”


“Even when you disagree with the principle of the
war.”


“It is the lot of a fighting man; my father was also
opposed you know? He argued in the Senate against war with Italy for many
years.  He believes that Sulla had a great deal to do with the war; my father
thinks that Sulla could have prevented it.”


This was the information Julia
needed and her puppet knew to push gently: 


 “How can that be?”


“My father has no proof but he believes that Sulla
deliberately played down the abilities of the Italian tribes.”


“Why would he do that? What could he possibly gain
by the devastation that has happened to us all?”


“My father believes that Sulla did it for reasons of
greed and his obsession with fame, just like Achilles he wants to be remembered
throughout time as a great warrior.  He also confiscated a great deal of land
from the Italians in the south you know?”


As each conversation was relayed
to Julia the doubts about Sulla’s intentions formed the cornerstone of a plan
that she would use against him when the time was right.  Everything was
becoming clear because she had been in possession of two pieces of information
for some time but only this understanding of his motive connected them
together.


As she read about their arrival
at the first of the Marius estates Julia felt one step closer to her beautiful
“lions”.  The letters were written one week after Gavius arrived in Hispania
but because of the sailing time between Hispania and Rome the events described
on the parchment were already over a month old.  Even though the time lag was
frustrating Julia could feel that things were beginning to come together and
soon she would be able to get her teeth into the business of importation.


According to both of their
letters the overseer of the estate, a man by the name of Quintus, came out to
meet his guests as they arrived in front of his humble home.  Julia read of a
brilliant blue sky full of powdery clouds as they described meeting the
wrinkled old man.


As they all sat eating that
evening they talked of the old days and Young Gaius found out things about his
father that he had never heard before.  As a young Proconsul he had performed
feats of great bravery while leading his army and Julia pieced together the
scene as Quintus told stories of valor late into the night:


“Your father was the reason Hispania was tamed you
know?” he explained.  “Many Roman peacocks had tried before Gaius Marius but
none of those so-called generals ever succeeded as he did.  He had the most
uncanny ability to turn defense into attack.  As you know all Roman armies
build fortifications at the end of every day to defend themselves while they
sleep but Marius used these wooden fortifications as part of his offensive
strategies.  Instead of leaving our camps to go looking for the enemy he simply
waited for them to find us.”


“We simply ignored our attackers because they could
not cross the deep trench which surrounded our fortifications, if they tried to
cross we simply killed them with arrows.  The tribes of Hispania were
unsophisticated and ignorant of siege techniques so when the undisciplined
barbarians became bored enough to return to their families we pounced.”


“At the moment they turned to leave, Marius ordered
us to pour out of our fortifications and attack. It proved such an effective
method that he won Hispania in a few short years.  By and large we have enjoyed
peace since the days of those long distant campaigns.  Thanks to your father we
have not had a serious uprising until this recent one.”


Julia understood how proud this
praise would make Young Gaius feel as she read about his father’s achievements
but it was of little interest to her.


Moving down the scroll Julia
skipped any further niceties until she found more information about the slaves
taken during the fighting.  Julia had sent the subtle suggestion that Young
Gaius buy them all below market price.  She had mentioned, seemingly in
passing, if he paid for the slaves in Hispania the state would save itself the
cost of transporting them back to Rome and the Senators would probably jump at
the chance of saving money.


Julia was now delighted to read
that her suggestion had been acted upon, there were many thousands of slaves
all in very good condition, and they had arrived ahead of time.


Quintus kept five hundred slaves
for himself and sent the rest, with their military escorts, to the homes of his
seven sons.  Each had his own family and they lived in various parts of the
great estate which supported them.


Gavius and Gaius took over two
months to survey the first estate.  Julia was disappointed because this was far
longer than she had expected but they were seriously hampered by the wagon that
had to go everywhere because of Gavius and his six trunks.


There were no Roman roads on the
estate and the soldiers were all fed up with digging the wagon out of riverbeds
and bogs.  Almost every day these poor legionaries would have to work like
donkeys to free the heavy wagon while Gavius just sat there giving instructions
and waiting to be moved.


Gavius was simply too fat to
walk or be trained how to ride a horse.  He conveyed the animosity this caused
among the soldiers in his letters, but what could Julia do?  She had clearly
sent the wrong man for the job but she simply had no one else to send.


In general the condition of the
olive groves and the vineyards was as good as could be expected.  A little
rundown but, considering their lack of help, the families and the few remaining
slaves had maintained them well.  Julia was delighted to learn that each year
the families had been harvesting as many of the grapes from the vineyards,
wheat from the fields and olives from the groves as they could.  Everywhere
Gavius traveled he found barns full of good quality wine, olive oil, wheat and
even milled flour yet there were still vast numbers of olive trees, grape vines
and wheat fields which had not been harvested for years. The potential was
truly enormous.


Feeling very frustrated Julia
realized that neither of her marionettes had given any thought to transporting
the stockpiles to the galleys which should be arriving in less than three
months.  Fearing a disaster Julia sent instructions for Gavius to ask Young
Gaius a question:


How will you move the wine and
oil in your barns to my ships? 
Then after a trained pause, as she had instructed he, added with more than just
a little overacting, I know, why not borrow more supply wagons from the
army?  Manipulation was becoming second nature for Julia.


After leaving the first estate
behind, Young Gaius and Gavius traveled to a number of other estates in turn. 
It became clear they did not have enough time to see everything on this trip. 
The land that Marius owned was truly massive and during his five months of
traveling Gavius reported news of many more vast stocks of oil, wine and wheat
flour.  He also wrote of oranges, lemons and limes just lying on the ground
beneath millions of trees, rotting by the ton.


At the end of the tour Young
Gaius wrote that it was time to return to his legion because the season for
fighting would soon be upon them and he must get back in time for the march to
the West.


Reading these words Julia
realized that Young Gaius would no longer be under her control but took comfort
in the knowledge that Gavius was not yet free of her coercive powers.


Quoting from Julia’s letters
verbatim Gavius proposed a purchase price for everything that was ready to be
moved.  It was a good deal lower than market rates but Julia insisted it was
fair.  She surmised correctly that Gaius would be more interested in war than
profit and anyway he lacked any desire to move his stock to market.


Gavius also recommended paying
for the produce back in Rome not Hispania, but of course, once again, this was
Julia’s idea not his.  She had no means of paying for so much stock in advance
so Julia wrote down the exact words that Gavius had to repeat.


Young Gaius agreed because this
was Julia’s uncle after all he was completely beyond reproach.


As luck would have it the
request for wagons had been heeded and with the roll of parchment in hand Julia
read and re-read how over one hundred wagons were fully laden and trundling toward the port of Saguntum.  It
was far too much cargo for the first ten galleys but the surplus could be
stored at the port while more ships were found.  This letter was already two months
old so everything should be well on its way to Rome, if Bromidus had come
through with the galleys that is.


This stage was completely out of
Julia’s hands and the lack of control frustrated her greatly.  Her thoughts
drifted angrily to the inevitable problems that would be happening because of
the incompetence of Gavius.  In her mind’s eye, so many things would go wrong
and she could do nothing to change things.  Why was everyone so incompetent? 
She asked herself entirely unaware that her subconscious was using this ever
increasing anger as a defense against feelings of shame.  Painting others as
incompetent fuelled a rage which allowed her to dehumanize them and this
process of devaluation allowed her to deal with the constant remorse that
manipulating good people caused.











The Greek Captain


 


Julia’s next communication with
Gavius was verbal because he beat any further letters home.  While he gave his
report Julia watched with delight as the galleys tied up at Ostia, unloaded
their cargo.  Tons of oil and wine came ashore but more importantly for Rome
hundreds of sacks of flour and wheat were also piled on the quay.


Carried on the shoulders of
white-powder-covered slaves this flour could have provided much needed bread
for the hungry citizens of Rome.  It was one of the biggest single shipments to
enter the capital in two years and could have eased shortages while bringing
prices down but much to Julia’s frustration all of the cargo was moved directly
into warehouses under the complete control of Bromidus.  Even though she would
be paid for her produce Julia believed that holding back much needed food was
wrong.


Gavius had a great deal to say
but Julia barely paid attention because she already knew most of his story. 
When he spoke of his arrival at the dock at Saguntum she listened politely in
case there were any surprises but as she anticipated none were forthcoming.


Apparently Gavius had rented a
cabin near the warehouses while waiting for the fleet he knew would arrive any
day.  There he lived happily by the water’s edge for the most pleasant three
weeks of his life.  He had employed two young girls as housemaids and they
were, “divine little things,” as he put it.  They had the most wonderful bodies
with skin as soft as duck down and both as brown as his leather sandals.


They cooked and cleaned for him
they also gave him sensual massages and both slept in his bed at night.  All of
the weight he lost during his expedition through Hispania was put back on
because of their cooking. “But they did not seem to mind my size so why should
I?” he said though his laughter.


Raising an eyebrow Julia
indicated that this was just too much unnecessary detail.


Realizing his mistake Gavius
wiped the smile off his face and changed the topic to the galleys arriving from
the East.  


“The first of the cargo galleys arrived one
afternoon signifying the end of my dream life,” he said in a more somber
voice.  “Resigning myself to fate I walked down to meet the vessel as it pulled
alongside.”


Then re-enacting his wave Gavius
added, “Greetings I shouted and at that stage the smile was still on my face.”


“Down the gangplank walked an authoritative man who
asked in a heavy Greek accent.  ‘Are you the fat man from Rome?’  He did not
bother with any of the niceties.  Can you imagine?  I tried to give him my name
but he shut me up with: ‘I am the Captain?’“


“I decided to leave it at that,” said Gavius.  “I
really didn’t need to know this man’s name but one thing was clear, my holiday
was well and truly over.”


“Just tell me what happened without all the
irrelevant nonsense!” snapped Julia unable to feign patience any longer.


Clearly hurt Gavius continued
his tale in the pouting voice of a chastised child. “ ‘How many ships are
coming?’ I asked the Captain as he was joined by a rather dignified-looking
Roman lady.”


“‘Ten,’ was all he said.”


“The woman with him began to speak in perfect
patrician Latin and asked me, ‘Who sent you?’ Can you believe it Julia?  I had
no idea how to answer her so I tried to gain the upper hand by saying,‘I believe
it is I who should ask you that question Madam,’ but that was clearly a very
big mistake.  Within seconds I was being held by two very violent-looking
brutes and she repeated ‘Who sent you?’ “


“I was in terrible trouble,” said Gavius earnestly
to Julia.  “In fact I’ve been in more trouble in the years since meeting you
than all of my previous years put together.”


“Go on!”  Julia barked realizing the gravity of what
was unfolding.


“ ‘I don’t understand,’ was all I
could think of saying and the blow to my stomach took me completely by
surprise.  Had it not been for the strength of the men holding me I would have
collapsed to the ground.”


Pleased by the look of total
shock on Julia’s face he continued with more confidence.  “ ‘Why are you
here?’  ‘Who sent you?’ repeated the big woman.”


“What did you tell them?  Did you tell them about
me?”  Julia had a hint of panic in her voice.


“No I didn’t think they would believe me if I told
them about being controlled by a housemaid.  I had to think quickly.  I didn’t
want the Captain to hit me again and I believed that if I told them about you
they would probably kill me for making up a ridiculous story, but if I told
them the other side of the story, Bromidus would kill me without a shadow of
doubt.”


“Who then?” asked Julia relaxing a little.


“I work for the estate of Gaius Marius,” I said.
“These warehouses contain his cargo.”


Relaxing her tense shoulders
Julia sighed, “Oh, well done, very clever a half truth they have no way of
verifying that, well done, go on.”


Reveling in the only praise she
had ever given him Gavius continued, “Unmoved by the name of Marius, the woman
went on by asking: ‘How is it to get to Rome?’ I thought that you were the
first of the ships was my honest response. All I know is that I am supposed to
stay here until the ships arrive then I travel back to Rome with the cargo. My
answer seemed to ring true because they simply left me and walked over to the
warehouses. A little later the Captain walked back and said, ’Too much for ten
galleys.’ He is a man of very few words.”


Gavius became immediately
suspicious when Julia replied,  “He always says very little.”


Of course, Julia denied knowing
who these people were when Gavius asked with indignation.  She merely waved
away any further questions. Gavius could not have known that this was the
pirate captain with whom Bromidus served and the woman was the Proconsul’s wife
but Julia grasped it all immediately.


She surmised that they must have
been given Gavius’s description by the man who Bromidus sent to recruit ships
to bring the cargo back to Rome.  The pirates must have become suspicious when
the ship returned from Rome many weeks overdue and Julia had no doubt that
during his torture the unlucky villain would have confessed everything.  They
would have found out that he was trying to hire other galleys which must be why
they gathered a fleet of their own to pick up the cargo for themselves but did
they know about the involvement of Bromidus?  If they did, what would become of
the arrangement between their control of the ocean and his control of Rome?  If
things degenerated into a war between them and Bromidus, she would be unable to
guarantee safe passage for her produce and her “lions” would be lost forever. 
Julia pondered this eventuality with great trepidation and the need for strong
wine overwhelmed her.


In an attempt to regain control
Julia wondered about the influence of the Proconsul’s wife.  The stories she
had heard whilst interrogating the black-marketeers were obviously true, she
had grown to love the Captain.


Julia realized that after
fifteen years of living with the waffle of a Roman politician it must have been
a breath of fresh air to meet someone as succinct as the Captain and she
wondered how this extremely intelligent woman was going to affect her future.


While Gavius recounted the rest
of his story Julia sifted through what she knew about the Proconsul’s wife.  As
luck would have it she had picked the brain of Marcus to find out about this
woman because for some reason it had seemed important.  Almost like a
premonition their paths seemed destined to cross.


Delving into her extensive
knowledge base Julia remembered that Clitumna Livia Drusus came from a very
aristocratic Roman family.  She guessed that Clitumna would be a well-educated
woman who had never been given a chance to exercise her excellent brain.  Not a
bad guess as most Roman women are expected to run the household nothing more. 
Contributing in any other way was frowned upon and women of her intelligence
often found life in Rome boring in the extreme.


Attempting to get deeper into
Clitumna’s mind, Julia remembered being told how Clitumna abhorred the wasteful
practice of burning galleys after taking only the treasure.  Good strong ships
full of cargo were being sent to the bottom just because the pirates had no
interest in them.


It was Clitumna who invented the
tactic of surrounding unsuspecting cargo galleys with a number of her pirate
ships.  It was then simply a matter of inviting them to surrender; most did not
want to die and accepted the invitation.  Clitumna then offered them safe
passage if they followed her instructions.  The ownership of the cargo on board
would move by conquest to the pirates and therefore when the galley sailed on
it was technically carrying Clitumna’s cargo.


As a means of insuring that her
newly acquired goods made their way to Rome and the price they fetched back to
her, Clitumna had the most valuable members of the crew removed and replaced
with a similar number of her men.  Any relatives of the Captain were always the
first to be removed this gave them a strong incentive to deliver their cargo
and return as soon as possible.  When the ships arrived in Rome, the men of
Bromidus would make sure that no tales were told to the authorities.  The
ship’s cargo was unloaded and Bromidus paid the pirates on board who completed
the circle by paying Clitumna upon their return.  It was the perfect
arrangement.


It was very clear that Clitumna
had used her exceptional intelligence and the Captain’s authority to build a
very successful business.  It was also very clear that Gavius was lucky to be
alive let alone back in Rome telling the story.


“Bring the fat man to me,” were the words which
brought Julia’s attention back to Gavius who was still telling his tale.


Slightly confused Julia asked,
“I’m sorry, who said those words?”


Incredulous at her loss of
concentration at the very moment of his impending death Gavius replied in a
huff, “These were the woman’s first words after returning from the warehouses;
my hands were bound behind me you know!”


“I am sorry, please, go on,” said Julia aware that
Gavius was very annoyed at her lack of empathy.


“I don’t feel like talking now,” said Gavius with
his childlike pout


“Please do?” said Julia in a tone that she thought
might bring him around.


Looking up from his sandals
Gavius repeated, “My hands were bound behind me, I could have been killed!” 
Then, calming himself, continued where he had left off. “All Clitumna asked
was, ‘Why did your man only want to recruit ten ships? There is enough cargo
here for more than twice that number’. ”


“One look and she can estimate the volume of cargo! 
So she is as astute as they say,” said Julia without thinking.


“Do you know this pirate queen?” asked Gavius
becoming even more disgruntled.


“No of course not, I am making assumptions as you
speak nothing more.  Please go on.”  Julia was mentally kicking herself for her
lapses in concentration.


“I told them that Gaius Marius, none other than the
Father of Rome, paid me a fee for shipping cargo.  How much, he did not know. 
I elaborated the name of Marius in the hope that it would instill fear in these
strange people.”


“Well done, Gavius that was indeed a clever ploy.” 
Julia was not well versed in the art of flattery but the fat man seemed to need
her support at that moment.


Seeming a little happier Gavius
returned to his story:  “Clitumna snapped at me ‘What is your role in this?’ I
couldn’t help but notice that the man who hit me, the one who called himself
the Captain, was being very passive.  It was almost as though he was frightened
of the big lady.  Anyway the questions kept coming and I told them the full
extent of my responsibility is as an agent for the cargo, nothing more.” 
Pausing for a moment Gavius relived the fear of Saguntum as he added, “She
asked me who requested the ships?”


“What did you tell her?”


“That my orders came directly from the great Gaius
Marius and I know nothing more which resulted in Clitumna shouting at me. She
wasn’t at all impressed with the Father of Rome nonsense.  The horrible woman
told me that she is the daughter of a Roman aristocrat and Gaius Marius is a
friend of her father.  Of all things, they sat in the Senate together.”


“What happened then?” Julia was already aware of the
noble birth but surprised and disturbed by her connection to Marius.


“I was absolutely lost for words.  I was being
questioned by a pirate who was also an aristocrat, the daughter of a Senator of
Rome, no less.  Then just like an everyday business proposal the big woman
said, you will be needing many more galleys.  The cheek of the woman can you
imagine?  Setting her men on me one minute, offering me ships the next.”


“So what did you say?”


“What could I say?  Yes I will need many galleys,”
volunteered Gavius shrugging his shoulders


“And what did she say?”


“I can provide galleys at the right price to allow
you to move this cargo on the condition that you use my cargo fleet exclusively
in the future.”


“And what did you say?”


“Feeling lucky to be alive I agreed immediately and
without hesitation.”


“Well that is interesting news,” mumbled Julia as
she walked away without saying goodbye.  Deep in apprehensive contemplation
Julia’s sharp mind surmised that Clitumna was seizing this newfound opportunity
in Hispania to legitimize her business.  Julia also pondered the fact that she
had not discussed her actions with the Captain which proved that she was in
command.  Her dealings with Gavius also made it clear that she had absolutely
no loyalty to their exclusivity agreement with Bromidus.


Growing fear of this incredibly
powerful woman drove Julia immediately to the jeweler’s shop for the sanctuary
of her “lions” and a jug of un-watered wine.  Clitumna was a potentially
dangerous adversary and Julia wondered if she would be able to maintain her own
anonymity if the pirate queen started looking for the power behind the
obviously incompetent Gavius.











Money for Lions


 


Just a few days after the first
delivery of goods Bromidus sent many bags of gold coins to Gavius at his shop. 
He in turn called his own couriers and dispatched four of the bags to a tavern
nearby to pay the pirates as had been agreed in Hispania.


A vast amount of gold and silver
sesterces now lay on his counter in piles of ten and in three separate
clusters, even with the pirates share missing it was still a lot of coins.


Later that day Gavius would
deliver one of the heaps to the home of Gaius Marius to pay for the produce,
the second was for him to cover all of his commission and expenses.  The third
and by far the largest was for Julia.  In less than an hour she arrived and
behind a locked door he watched her handling the bright yellow discs with a
look of total wonder; it was like watching a child with their first doll. 
After a further hour of her playing, Gavius re-bagged her share and slid them
across the counter to where she sat sipping from a goblet of his best wine.


Sitting down Gavius expressed
his concerns about such an early drink of un-watered wine for such a young
lady.  He also expressed his concerns about their current state of affairs.
Bromidus had unwittingly paid the very pirates he had tried to cut out of the
deal and the very same pirates believe they had bypassed Bromidus.  Gavius
found himself covered in floods of perspiration as he thought about his
predicament.  If either found out the enormity of the double-cross he was lost.
He wondered how such a notorious coward could find himself in this ridiculous
and dangerous situation.


Julia, on the other hand, was
not entertaining such negative thoughts.  Everything she had planned was now
complete she had achieved her goal.  All loose ends tied, only one more task
had to be concluded then she would have her much longed for security.


Leaving her stool Julia unbolted
the door and beckoned to a young slave boy who happened to be walking past the
shop.  “Pick up these bags and follow me,” she said, totally ignoring his words
as he protested about being on an urgent errand for his master.


Unfortunately the boy could not
do the job alone so Julia grabbed another two lads and told them the same
thing.  These two also protested about having other duties but their words fell
on deaf ears.


Her first impulsive action was
to run to the little jeweler’s shop by the temple of Jupiter because the only
money she had ever earned was going to help her possess the only thing she
could ever love but the weight of so much gold prevented an all-out sprint, the
slaves could maintain a shuffle at best.


“Come on boys! Faster! Faster!”  She was ignoring
all danger.  Anything could have happened to boys who carried such obvious
wealth but Julia didn’t give it a passing thought, all she wanted was her
“lions”.


When Julia burst into his shop
with her three exhausted slaves, Calpurnius the Jeweler was completely taken
aback by her new found ability to purchase his most expensive item.  When he
told her that the amulet had been sold he could only compare her response with
that shown by his wife after losing their two-year-old son to cholera.


Julia’s heartfelt despair moved
him spontaneously to tears simply because it was so reminiscent of his own
tragedy.  Every emotion came flooding back to him as though it had happened
yesterday and both of them wept sobbing tears holding each other while the
confused slaves stood uneasily by.


Eventually realizing the
ridiculousness of his situation the jeweler invited Julia to sit and join him
in a goblet of wine and after taking a sip he recovered his composure enough to
enquire if she would like to purchase anything other than the amulet.  Opening
his cabinets Calpurnius withdrew his most valuable items but nothing pleased
her.


It took a full hour of wiping
tears and holding the distraught woman before Julia spoke again, “I will pay
you more than you sold my ‘lions’ for if you get them back.”


“A tempting offer but I happen to know that I will
be unable to get it back.” Calpurnius was sincerely regretting the sale which
just this morning he had been boasting about.


“Double the price you sold it for!” snapped Julia
spontaneously.


The jeweler knew that this was
no idle boast because he had looked in the bags sitting on his counter where
the departing slave boys had left them.  “This is very frustrating situation
indeed because I sold the amulet only moments before your arrival.”  He was
genuinely devastated.  After so many years of just looking he believed that
Julia would never be able to afford it.  Calpurnius had willingly broken his
promise never to sell it to anyone else because she was a simple house-slave. Where
was she ever going to find that sort of money?  Where indeed had she
found that kind of money?


“Who is the buyer?” asked Julia in a hollow growl
which sounded more like the snarl of an animal then the voice of a young woman.


Calpurnius backed away in real
fear of being hit by the heavy goblet. “I don’t know the name of the man
because he would not tell me but I happen to know that the amulet has left
Rome.”


“How?”  Julia was becoming even angrier.


“The man was Greek and he was leaving Rome today.” 
His words provoked Julia to a new level of anger but he dare not give even a
clue to the identity of the amulet’s new owner in case she somehow tracked them
down and caused bloody mayhem.


Adopting the stance of a
gladiator defending himself from a lion in the Circus Maximus, Calpurnius
decided not to let the bags of gold walk out without a fight and bracing
himself for her next verbal attack he made Julia a proposition.  “I can have
another amulet made in a few weeks.  I know a craftsman who could do the job.
He is old but I am sure I can convince him to work again, for the right sum of
course.”


“It won’t be the same, it won’t be my ‘lions’.” 
Julia no longer saw her “lions” as an object and offering to replace them was
as futile as offering to replace a dead loved one.


The hours went by and Calpurnius
alternated between comforting her and defending himself.  A vast quantity of
wine was being slurped down but it did not have the calming effect he hoped for
because her mood was swinging like a flag in a gale and having seen nothing
like it before he used a combination of instinct cunning and commonsense in an
attempt to win her gold.  His heart told him to escort her home but his
business sense told him that there was money in great supply if only he could
land her gently.


Julia felt beaten yet again. 
She gave her heart to the “lions” because she was absolutely determined never
to love another living thing again.  She viewed each beautifully crafted
character on the amulet as a member of the family she would never dare to
have.  Each had a name even a personality and because they would never die or
use her for their own ends, Julia trusted them completely.  The faced amulet
was the only thing Julia allowed in and the grief of losing it was unbearable. 
Unable to move for the pain which filled her body and mind Julia allowed
herself to sink into the goblet which Calpurnius kept constantly replenished.


In time darkness fell and the
jeweler was still unable to finagle a decision.  Julia was in no mood to make
one—she was distraught and very drunk.  He had even sent out for more wine in
order to keep her there because he believed that all would be lost if those
bags of money were allowed to leave his shop.  As a last resort Calpurnius
offered to hold the bags in safekeeping and was bracing himself for the
negotiation when much to his amazement Julia walked out without a sideways
glance at the money.  For her it had only one purpose and that was the
possession of her “lions”; she simply cared very little about anything else.











Antonius


 


Shipments continued to arrive on
a regular basis but Julia extracted no pleasure from her success because even
though many months had passed she remained in the constant pain of lost love. 
The amulet dominated her thoughts and those thoughts refused to be ignored,
concealed or forgotten.


If she kept herself busy the
agony could be pushed to the background but every single thing in Rome seemed
to remind her of the “lions” and their faces always found a way back to the
forefront of her mind.


By way of an escape Julia
returned to the work that kept her busy during Gavius’s tour of Hispania and
attempted to drive out the debilitating pain by filling her head with new
information.   She visited almost every merchant stallholder and trader in the
city with the intention of learning everything they knew.  Julia talked to
people who held information for as long as it took to extract it and in the
course of distracting her mind became the foremost authority on every aspect of
food distribution in Rome.


Due to her worsening insomnia
Julia regularly walked around the wholesale markets which traded during the
early hours of each morning and occasionally while watching traders bid for
boxes of produce the auctioneers’ babble helped her find momentary peace.


When the sun came up and the
auction closed, Julia followed the traders back to their stalls where she
compared the meager supplies they had purchased at the market with the food on
display.  She reasoned that the extra goods must have been purchased from the
black-market and comparing the two allowed her to calculate the size of
Bromidus’s business.


Her produce from Hispania could
now be seen all over the city and comparing what she sold it for with the
retail price allowed her to estimate both Bromidus’s and a merchant’s profit
margin.  Over time Julia used this research to learn everything about how
prices and profits were calculated.


At the end of her research Julia
concluded that the simplest place to sell any kind of produce was at the
legitimate markets.  Bromidus controlled all of the black-market and the
traders clearly resented dealing with his style of bullyboy salesman.  She
believed that when the shortages inevitably come to an end the black-market
would die and with this conclusion firmly in her mind Julia went looking for
struggling wholesalers.


Always hooded she spent hours at
the markets just watching for vendors who could not compete with the bigger
providers.  Julia struck up conversations with these men and in a subtle
attempt to ascertain how bad their situation would throw in the odd comment
such as “How expensive Rome was these days,” and “How hard it is to make a
living.”  They all tried to put on a brave face but Julia could tell the ones
who were finding life hard.


After a few weeks of
continuously probing Julia short-listed four wholesalers who she observed to be
extremely able but also the most desperate in the market.  She approached her
list in the order of their ability and made the same offer to each of them in
turn.


“I will provide you with large quantities of the
best quality olives, olive oil, wine, grapes, wheat flour and oranges in the
short term.  I will then deliver other fruits and vegetables within one year. 
What is more, I will give you best prices and credit terms with which to
purchase your first shipment.”


Much to her annoyance the first
two simply laughed.  The only thing their masculine minds were able to see was
a beautiful young woman and in their limited world women ran homes not
business.  They would live to regret that in time but for now Julia persevered
with her short-list.


The response from her next
prospect was entirely to her liking.  Upon hearing the offer the man called
Antonius looked deeply into her eyes and saw such resolve that all he could say
was, “How do I win the right to represent you?”


Relieved by such a respectful reply
Julia returned his smile saying, “Do nothing for the moment, carry on as normal
and I will return with instructions within two months.” Then she turned and
walked away.  Antonius was shortly to become one of the richest traders at the
market simply because he had been open-minded enough to listen to a woman.  He
would never know it but his respectful reply was going make his descendants one
of the richest families in Rome for many, many generations to come.


In a constant state of tired
anger Julia was moving to a very important and dangerous stage in her plan but
before it was implemented she wanted to tie up some loose ends.  She held no
doubt that if what she was about to do failed, her life would be over and Julia
did not want to die without seeking revenge for some of the wrongs she had
endured.  It was time for others to share in her debilitating pain so on one
chilly morning Julia deliberately bumped into the lad who had just delivered
oil to Gavius.  He was a cocky young man who seemed fairly intelligent and he
knew her only as the lady who had asked a few questions one year before.


“I want you to take a message to your master,” said
Julia with authority.


“Who is my master?” he replied arrogantly in his
course accent.


“Bromidus.”  As he was about to protest Julia held
up her hand saying, “Do not argue just pass on this message.”


The boy could feel her eyes
burning into his as she said, “Tell him that I want Joseph the Jewish spice
trader cut off from his supply.  He trades within the Cuppedenis market and his
stock must be reduced slowly over a period of many painful months.  No harm is
to come to him but he must feel squeezed as he is prevented from trading.”


With her face chillingly free of
emotion Julia went on, “If this message is not delivered you will be put to
death!”


He had lived his whole life
under the shadow of a violent death but that pleasure-less expression and the
last unexpected sentence turned his veins to ice.  The young urchin had no idea
it was just an act which caused Julia terrible emotional damage all he knew was
the woman seemed to be pure evil and he was on his way to the tavern to see
Bromidus.


A few days later it became clear
that the young man had delivered the message correctly as gaps began appearing
on Joseph’s stall.  Week-by-week he had less to sell and each time Julia walked
surreptitiously by another spice would be missing.  Joseph could have no idea
what provoked his fall from grace he had been selling black-market spices for a
long time and he never broke the rules, always paid on time and never told
anyone where he purchased his stock.


Every time he asked why his
orders were not filled completely the delivery boys would respond abruptly with
“shortages” or “not available today” but he was never given an explanation which
he could understand.  When he pressed them they told him to think himself lucky
that he was getting anything at all.


Joseph was in deep trouble and
Julia knew that he would be very worried because the money he made in Rome
supported his family in Judea, if he failed his whole family would starve.  She
watched secretly from across the market but annoyingly received no feelings of
pleasure from his discomfort, all she felt was sympathy for him and disdain for
herself.


Angered by her own pathetically
sentimental nature Julia left Joseph to wallow in his pity while hoping that
the total destruction of her next victim would provide her longed-for feelings
of satisfaction.


The person Julia most wanted to
feel her wrath was her treacherous jeweler but when she and Marcus stormed into
his shop Calpurnius took the wind out of her sails with a few lucky words.


“There you are,” he smiled. “Look here I have your
money and of course your interest.”


Stopping in her tracks Julia
enquired angrily, “Interest?  What is interest?”  Then holding out her arm
Julia stopped Marcus as he advanced on Calpurnius and added, “You have seconds
to explain how this, interest, affects me.”


When he explained a few of the
intricacies of finance Julia asked, “How do you know such things?”


“I am a jeweler as you know but also a money
lender.”


“Tell me about money?” she snapped. Then turning to
Marcus she added, “Wait outside but don’t go anywhere I may need you yet.”


Pushing the half-removed dagger
back into its leather sheath Marcus turned and walked out without speaking.


“Well, go on!” snapped Julia.


With a very worried look on his
face and a wary eye on the villain standing outside his doorway Calpurnius
explained the complexities of commerce.


Completely intrigued Julia let
her temper pass realizing for the first time that money was not just for buying
and selling things it could also be used to wield power and influence.  With
pure innocent luck Calpurnius had saved himself with his extensive
understanding of finance.











Wine & Guilt


 


Julia was out most days buying
the household groceries and Cecilia was delighted with the quality and variety
of food she returned with.  Julia always seemed to find everything they needed
and on many occasions left before sunrise to make sure of her purchases.


Although she witnessed many mood
swings Cecilia was very proud of Julia’s progress.  She felt a personal sense
of achievement every time she watched her surrogate daughter behaving in a
confident fashion.  There was however, one element of Julia’s behavior which
raised serious concerns.  She had acquired the taste for wine and not just a
goblet with her evening meal instead Julia had progressively graduated to a
full jug every night. Cecilia knew it was just too much for a young woman and
she mentioned it but Julia always became very defensive, vehemently denying
that she was drinking too much.


Cecilia had seen her first
master drink in great quantity many years before and while Julia was not yet as
bad, she was beginning to display similar characteristics.  Cecilia could still
remember the terrible arguments between him and the mistress of the house while
serving as a young house girl.  The unhappy couple regularly shouted so loudly
that all of the servants heard their fights from their sleeping quarters.  The
mistress would scream at her husband saying he was a useless, good-for-nothing
fool who drank too much wine and could not perform his marital duties.


He would shout back, “It is
because of those onerous marital duties that I drink in the first place.” But
then he would always add almost as an afterthought, “Anyway I don’t drink too
much I just enjoy a libation with my meal!” Sometimes he would repeat that same
sentence as he lay on his back unable to stand.  Cecilia had observed this
strangely obvious form of denial in others who drank.  She could see that Julia
was beginning her journey down that sad road but felt powerless to stop her.


Julia was obviously using wine
as a stimulant to mask deeply held insecurities which a simple appraisal of her
enormous potential should have dispelled but a mind as damaged as Julia’s
seemed always to favor a quick fix over a proper remedy.  The perceptions at
the center of her decline were completely false but like everyone in her
condition, Julia’s pain chose a disguise rather than a cure.


The only time Julia moderated
her drinking was during her performances at the home of Gaius Marius where she
would abstain from taking wine with her meal because she felt he may
disapprove.  Even though Julia felt very uncomfortable without wine, Marius was
an important part of her future and she had to keep up appearances.  He clearly
enjoyed his evenings with his wonderful daughter-in-law, as he called her, and
his condition would visibly improve as they talked openly on any topic. 


Nothing was too difficult for
Julia to understand, if Marius spoke about the Senate Julia would ask
intelligent questions about legislation and democracy.  If he spoke of war
Julia immediately understood the intricacies of the maneuvers that his armies had
performed.


At one dinner in particular
Julia felt a little embarrassed when Marius said, “Your uncle Gavius and my son
hit it off in Hispania.  Young Gaius spoke very highly of him in his letters.”


“My uncle also tells me that Gaius was a wonderful
companion,” replied Julia.  Then adding for effect, “I am so proud of him.”


Seeing the feigned yearning on
her face Marius changed the subject by saying, “I am having trouble
understanding why Sulla extended my son’s tour of duty, I think it was to
irritate me.”


“Why would that be?” asked Julia with an innocent
tone to disguise a very guilty conscience. “I thought that you and he were
companions of old.”


“We once made up a great partnership.  He is a
brilliant military leader probably the best who ever served under me but now he
has changed.  Sulla has become dishonest and greedy; it maybe that he always
was and I did not see it before but I can see it now.”  Marius went on to say,
“I have antagonized him by preventing his election to Consul.  I swung the vote
against him in the Senate and that must be the reason for Young Gaius remaining
in Hispania.”


As Marius spoke Julia remembered
the moment Sulla returned home on the day of the vote in the Senate and a
little ripple of pleasure passed through her body as she thought of his pain. 
“Is there nothing you can do to rescind Sulla’s order and bring Gaius home?”
she asked. And this time she was actually as concerned as she sounded because
although Julia had not wanted to raise the subject, the last thing she needed was
to provoke Marius into campaigning for his son’s early return. On the other
hand, she knew it would have been out of place not to ask the question.


“I am so sorry my dear,” said Marius, “I realize how
difficult his absence must be for you but Sulla is head of the armed forces and
he must be obeyed.  Besides Young Gaius is a dedicated Roman soldier and must
perform his duty.”


Julia was relieved by his
response.  She had appeared to care and Marius felt sympathetic towards her. It
was the perfect outcome and to make things even better a house slave walked in
and said quietly to Julia: “There is a stonemason here to see you Madam.”


Standing Julia walked from the
dining room beaming with a broad smile.  Within a few moments three slaves
followed Julia into the dining room struggling under the weight of a tall
marble plinth carved in the style of a Greek column.   While Marius watched
them set it down at the head of the table one of Rome’s most renowned
stonemasons walked into the room.


While he exchanged greetings his
slaves returned with a cloth-covered object which they placed on the plinth. 
Tugging the red velvet covering with one sharp movement, Julia dramatically
uncovered a marble head and shoulders bust of Young Gaius.


Everyone gasped with surprise
and pleasure.  It was a beautiful work of art which captured both the likeness
and spirit of the young man completely.   Gaius Marius and Cecilia
spontaneously applauded the craftsman’s work and he bowed his head while
brimming with pride.


“My dear this is a wonderful surprise,” smiled
Marius.


“I commissioned the work from drawings Gaius sent
some time ago.  You will notice the crown of olive leaves and look here, the
clasp for his cloak is carved with ears of wheat and grape vines.  The statue
celebrates his time in Hispania and it is my gift to you Father it will remind
us of Gaius whenever we dine together.’


Walking across the room Marius
embraced the young woman he had grown to love as a daughter and said, “This is
a wonderfully thoughtful gift; you have made a lonely man very happy.”


His words and fatherly love
provided Julia with the praise and support she craved.  The commissioning of
such an expensive bust was largely to temper her overpowering feelings of
guilt; she hated using Gaius Marius and his son and needed his approval because
deep in her downtrodden soul Julia was still an insecure little girl with a
very good heart.











Using Joseph


 


Gavius had been back from
Hispania for a year and Julia was occupying a good deal of his time with the
distribution of her growing funds among the many moneylenders of Rome.


Calpurnius had taught her well
and the returns on her wise investments were now very significant.  Gavius did
not resent the fact that he no longer had time to trade in his oil shop because
he was mirroring Julia’s investments and becoming very well-off in the process.


In order to be close to Gavius
but unseen by others Julia commissioned a builder to convert the storeroom at
the back of his shop into a comfortable office.  Sitting behind a tapestry hanging
which disguised the entry Julia could listen to discussions in the shop while
remaining total anonymous.


Once again Gavius did not mind
her imposition because while sitting in her back room Julia found endless
inspiration and her seemingly radical investment ideas made him even more
money.  Had he known everything about the things Julia was plotting while
sitting in the back room Gavius would have been petrified but her obsession
with secrecy spared him the pain.


In-between the investment ideas
which came so naturally, Julia obsessed about the destruction of Sulla.  After
the loss of her “lions”, his obliteration became her only remaining
motivation.  To achieve her goal Julia needed power but the sheer fear of what
she was about to do caused her mood to meander between elation and mind-numbing
panic.  Even when her mind was anaesthetized by alcohol she was aware that her
next scheme would kill her if it failed.  The risk had been very well
calculated but it was a serious risk none the less.


Steeling herself for what she
was about to set in motion Julia ordered Gavius to send a message with the
galleys returning to Hispania telling Clitumna to: “Gather as many ships as she
can muster, load them at Saguntum and bring them to Rome.”


Julia also ordered Gavius to
write a letter to Quintus asking him to move as much wine, oil, olives, wheat
flour, oranges, apples, and lemons to the docks as soon as wagons became ready.
“Tell him that I will pay for as many wagons as he can manufacture, but do not
wait for them all to be made.   Send each one as it is completed; my agents in
Saguntum will receive everything he can deliver.  At the end of the summer
harvest, send everything he has grown to Saguntum I will purchase it all.”


Leaving Gavius to take care of
delivering her letters Julia left his shop.  The most crucial time had arrived,
everything was in place and completely ready for her next step.  Walking
eagerly through the crowded streets of Rome, Julia was on her way to find
Antonius her chosen food wholesaler who at this time of the morning could
usually be found at the fruit and vegetable markets.  Sure enough, he was
standing by his sad little pile of boxes which, as always, contained the
poorest quality vegetables.


Julia enjoyed the noise of
barrows laden with boxes of vegetables being trundled along the cobbled floor. 
She liked the ruddy faces of the tired men who lived their lives at night under
the constant droning of the auctioneer’s voice.  These men were fighting to
survive in a world of shortages every day of their lives and Julia identified
with them because that was how she saw her life.


Antonius was a tall thin fellow
with a long face short cropped hair and just like all of the men who worked at
the market wore his leather apron over the top of his grubby tunic, seeing her
approach he waved a happy greeting.


“Good morning Antonius how are you?”  Julia spoke in
what had become her business tone.


“I am well thank you ... I am sorry to say that I do
not know your name.”


“That is the way it must remain,” replied Julia.


“Am I not allowed to know the name of my supplier?”


“In time you will know who I am but until then you
have no reason to know my name.  I will not see you again, my instructions will
come to you via a fat man by the name of Gavius. Whatever he tells you to do
will be what I want you to do.” Pausing for effect, Julia wanted to make
absolutely sure that he was taking her seriously and the look in his eyes told
her that he was absorbing what he was being told. So she continued, “It is
important to know that you will be doing nothing illegal.  Within two months a
fleet of ships will arrive in Ostia laden with best quality produce of all
kinds.  Everything on those ships will have been purchased legitimately.  You
Antonius, will have sole access to the cargo, you will have to pay no money
until you have sold it here at the market.  You will keep ten per cent of the
money you raise and pay Gavius the remainder.”


Julia paused again because his
mouth had dropped open. “Please close your mouth you are drawing attention to
me.”  Then pulling her hood closer Julia went on, “If you do not do exactly as
I say or if you do not pay me in full you will lose access to my shipments, am
I making myself clear?”


“I feel as though I am back in the legions doing my
national service,” replied Antonius. “The centurions used to speak to me like
you are now. The difference between you and them is you are doing it to make me
successful.”


“Could it be that the centurions were doing it for
the same reason?’ asked Julia. Then acknowledging his smile with a fleeting one
of her own, Julia turned and walked out of the market.


Stopping at a local tavern she
slurped a goblet of strong wine because such displays of bravado always took so
much out of her and she was in urgent need of fortification.


Later that same morning, Julia
returned to the oil shop and, as she walked in, said in a slightly slurred
voice, “Have the letters gone yet?”


“The courier has just left for Ostia,” replied
Gavius.


“Good now I have one more message for you to deliver.”


He could see it in her eyes
something was coming.  Every time Julia involved him in one of her plans she
always had the same look. “What now?” he said with a suspicious tone in his
voice.


“Is that how you wish to treat me?  The very person
who has made you so much money and, in time, a lot more?”


The hurt in her cloudy eyes was
genuine and Gavius felt rare sympathy for his benefactor.


“I need you to talk to an old friend of mine,” Julia
tottering a little.


“In which remote part of the world will I find your
friend?” asked Gavius sarcastically.  He had ended up in Hispania the last time
she sent him to talk to a friend.


“In Rome at the Cuppedenis market.”


“That’s not so bad,” he said adding, “How will I
recognize this person?”


“He has a stall selling spices at the end of the
market nearest the Forum. His name is Joseph; he is a Jew.”


“What must I tell your friend Joseph?”


“That you will pay for him to return to his home in
Judea with enough money to support him and his family.”


“I take it that you are going to fund this
wonderfully benevolent act?”


“Yes I will be funding his future,” said Julia. “But
he must never know the money came from me!”


Intrigued as always Gavius
asked, “What must he do for this money?”


When the answer came he stood
aghast. The way her mind worked was by no means normal and as Julia spoke he
was obviously trying to think of an escape from her grip but he knew there was
no way out because it was he who traded on the black-market; it was he who
conspired with pirates; and it was he who deceived Young Gaius.  Julia held his
life in the palm of her hand, Gavius couldn’t even tell his friend Young Gaius
the truth because he would not be believed over her.  The girl had him over one
of her many wine barrels and there was nothing he could do but accept his fate.


Reluctantly following Julia’s
orders Gavius left what used to be his small business and set off for the
Cuppedenis market.  Her instructions were as clear as always and he had no
trouble finding the Jewish trader who was in exactly the place she said he
would be and for some reason he looked very sad as he stood behind an almost
empty stall.


“Are you Joseph?”


“Yes I am Joseph.”


“You don’t seem to have much to sell my friend.”


“Have you come to taunt me?”


Gavius was clearly surprised; he
wondered why the Jew was angry with him. “No Sir I have not come to taunt you
and I apologize for anything I may have said in poor taste.”


Seeing that the fat man’s
apology was sincere Joseph said, “Please forgive me, times have been very hard
for me lately and I am under a great deal of pressure.”  Then by way of
starting again Joseph asked, “How can I help you?”


“I am sorry to hear of your predicament.” Gavius had
genuine feelings of sympathy, “By a strange coincidence I might be in a
position to resolve your dilemma.  I have been instructed to make you an
offer.”


Looking at the spice seller
Gavius could feel the involvement of Julia. He knew that she had something to
do with this poor man’s plight but as always he was too interested in self
preservation to make any inquiries so he obediently delivered the first part of
her message. “My client, who must remain anonymous, has instructed me to offer
you significant funds.”


Turning his head to one side
Joseph looked surprised as he asked, “What must I do to earn this money?”


“Before I tell you, you must be aware of the
condition that accompanies this gift.”


“Condition?”


“You must leave Rome never to return.”


When Joseph accepted Julia’s
stipulation, Gavius repeated her words and watched his face fill with shock and
surprise.


Julia had known that Joseph
would have no problem with her proviso because she had researched his life in
great detail and knew that he did not want to be in Rome.  The only reason for
him living here in the first place was because it was the only place in the
empire where he could make enough money to support his wife and children in the
manner to which they were accustomed.  She knew that Joseph had married above
his station many years before and his father-in-law had only agreed to the
wedding if he promised to maintain his daughter’s standard of living.


Julia knew that the Jew had been
home only six times in twenty years but had seven children.  Apparently his
wife assured him that they were all his, the first one being conceived on the
wedding night, or so she said.











Manipulating Young Gaius


 


My dearest darling Gaius.


Each day we spend apart seems to
linger endlessly.  From the moment I awake until the moment I sleep I hold an
image of you at the very forefront of my mind.


As she penned this opening of
her weekly letter Julia lifted her head from the scroll and struggled to
remember anything about Young Gaius.  Current events occupied her mind totally
and she had to think of the statue to even recall his face.  Pangs of guilt
moved deep within as the cold-blooded realization shook her out of denial.  
She was going to cause the boy terrible pain and the shame of it sent chills
through her flesh.  Fighting to silence her conscience Julia reasoned that she
was just a victim of circumstance and this illogical conclusion provided
sufficient justification to proceed.


Lowering her head Julia pushed
his image from her mind and continued to move the stylus across the page to
create her weekly work of fiction:


How are you my love?  I was
delighted to read in your wonderful letter that your fighting season has gone
so well.  Your victories are so great and you are sending so many new slaves to
Rome that uncle Gavius is having problems storing them all.  He is so clever
though, he has purchased and converted warehouses for slave storage.  The
people from the slave auctions pay him a fee to keep them there until they find
time to sell them all and he is renting the slaves out to the people who unload
ships.


The market stalls are alive with
the things you are growing on your estates.  The smell of your oranges and
lemons is wonderfully overpowering and the figs and dates that you send are so
popular with everyone in Rome.  How clever you are to find them growing on your
southern estates.  Gavius tells me that your wheat flour has met with the
highest approval of the millers and the bakers say that it makes bread of the
finest quality.


The cheese made from goat’s milk
has an extraordinary flavor. Gavius gave Cecilia and I some to try and he tells
us it is fetching the best prices at the cheese markets.  You are so clever to
think of it my darling.


Lifting her head from the scroll
once more Julia realized that Young Gaius would have no idea that his estates
were producing cheese until he read it in this letter but it made for
interesting reading so she left it in.


In truth it had been Julia’s
idea to press the wild goats into service after Gavius had mentioned that they
were running wild in great abundance wherever they traveled in Hispania.


She had found out how to make
the cheese, which the Greeks at the cheese market, called feta by
talking to them during one of her many visits.  Then she had simply instructed
Gavius to write to Quintus and tell him what to do.  It was a great money
spinner as the cost of production was minimal.  All Quintus had to do was
allocate a few slaves to the task of herding and milking the wild goats; then
once a small quantity of the product was made, Gavius took a shipment and
tested it in the market.  It had proven so popular that she was recommending
full scale production for the following year.


Letting the thought of cheese
production pass Julia got down to the main objective of her letter:


I am so proud of your success,
you will save Rome from shortages my darling and Gavius says that you should be
considered a hero of Rome.  I know how modest you are and how embarrassed this
praise would make you but Gavius tells me that galleys are arriving every day
from Hispania all laden with your produce.


Whilst I am on this subject of galleys
I feel it my duty to tell you that Gavius has voiced a secret concern about the
integrity of the people who ship your goods from the port of Saguntum.  He
would never tell you himself for fear of causing you upset but he believes they
are somehow connected with pirates.


Looking up from the paper Julia
stared into the distance deep in thought.  This was a critical step in her plan
and it required meticulous wording:


Gavius met them when he was in
Hispania, it was just after you returned to your military duties.  They told
him that they were simple shipping agents but he felt there was more to them
than met the eye.


Anyway darling, I am sure you
will find out if they are legitimate when you meet them.


Having re-read and approved the
content of the letter Julia ended it with:


As always my darling I miss you
terribly and love you completely.


As she blotted the words Julia
wondered if she would ever live with Young Gaius.  It was very unlikely she
concluded because she was becoming quite rich now and no longer needed anyone
for financial security.  She still craved much more money of course but that
was to purchase the power required to bring Sulla down, not for herself.











Crucifixion


 


Gaius Marius stood in his
courtyard supported by young Julius Caesar as he exercised his damaged limbs. 
The boy did not play like the other children of his age because his mother saw
an opportunity in the Father of Rome’s affliction.  She had offered the
services of her son in the hope that the already bright young lad might learn
invaluable lessons from one of the cleverest men Rome had ever produced.  She
was a very ambitious woman who held great hopes for the boy’s future and Marius
thoroughly enjoyed his company because he could talk lucidly about all
subjects.  Paying particular attention to the many wars that Marius had fought
young Caesar instinctively understood the subtleties of strategy and he loved
to hear of the deceptions that Marius had used on his enemies over his years of
fighting.


Marius marveled at the intelligence
of the lad; Julius always asked such shrewd, searching questions about his
various campaigns and sometimes suggested astute alternative courses of action
which took Marius by surprise.


For some time he had been
helping Marius get to and from the Curia and young Caesar loved to talk about
the things he heard in the Senate.  Sitting quietly at the great man’s feet, he
listened to the Senator’s heated debates with total concentration.  At the end
of each day he would express his opinion of what had occurred with such an
understanding that Marius began to find himself relying on the boy’s analysis. 
They were in the middle of one of these deep discussions when a servant came
into the courtyard, apologized for his interruption, and said, “You have a
visitor Sir.”


“Who is it?”


“He said his name was Joseph.  He would not tell me
why he wishes to speak with you other than it is a private matter.  Shall I
send him away my Lord?”


“No, show him in.  Let us see what he has to say.” 
Marius looked forward to the interaction with another adult.


A short time later the same
servant returned escorting a man who Marius instantly recognized as a Judean.
“Good afternoon,” he said, dismissing his servant and looking at the stranger.
“I believe your name is Joseph.”


“That is correct.”  Joseph was steeling himself for
the words he must deliver.


“You have something to tell me?”  Marius could tell
the man was nervous so in an attempt to help him relax he gestured to a marble
bench.  “Please take a seat, join me over here by the fountain, feel free to
speak in front of the boy he understands the importance of confidentiality.”


“Thank you Sir, I shall sit down and if you tell me
that I can speak freely and in confidence I am greatly relieved.  What I am
about to tell you is very delicate and if my name were linked with it I will
most certainly be killed.”


Joseph could see the effect his
sentence had on the odd looking couple sitting before him and both the crippled
man with the contorted face and the fresh-looking boy possessed stares that
seemed to look into his very soul.  He felt they would be able to sense a lie
but what choice did he have?  Anyway, as far as he was concerned he was telling
the truth the fat man had made what he was about to say the absolute truth
simply by telling it. “I am the elected representative of a delegation of
market traders within Rome.  I have been asked to approach you by these traders
for help.”


“Go on,” said Marius very interested.


“We are being held to ransom by the black-market. 
Almost everything that comes into Rome these days is being controlled by
racketeers.  It is then sold to us at exorbitant prices. Rome is suffering
inflated prices and artificially created shortages because of a few greedy
men.”


Marius was all ears.  The whole
of Rome knew that something was happening, the shortages caused by the war
should have been resolved by now but none of the shopkeepers or market traders
would ever speak out about what was going on.  They obviously feared being
driven out of business, even killed, but now Marius had the leader of a
delegation no less, he could hardly believe his luck.


Like an actor reading one of
Julia’s many scripts Joseph delivered his lines to an attentive audience.  The
fact that he repeated a string of words which held absolutely no meaning for
him was the beauty of her plan.  Joseph destroyed the black-market with no
knowledge of how the plot had been hatched and she could never be implicated.


A full legion of soldiers loyal
to Marius surrounded the Subra within three days of the meeting and
simultaneous raids on many hovels and taverns turned up hundreds of the most
shocking scoundrels.  Killing two birds with one stone as it were, Marius used
this opportunity to reduce the criminal population of Rome and a vicious
cleansing took place over the course of many days.


Thousands of crosses usually
reserved for insubordinate slaves lined the roads leading out of Rome each one
holding a man from the Subra all of them guaranteed a slow, cruel and extremely
painful death.


Bromidus who Joseph had said was
the ringleader could not be arrested and crucified like the others because he
had used his hapless men as a diversion while he escaped over the rooftops of
the Subra.  According to reports he fought like a wild animal and killed at
least five legionaries during his escape.


Some days later Marcus informed
Julia that the big man had been badly wounded but managed to board a galley and
was crossing the great ocean bound for Cyprus.  This was not how she had
planned things. Bromidus was supposed to die with the others but she felt sure
that he would pose no threat because he could never return to Rome.


Satisfied with her manipulative
success Julia turned to her next bloody task and discovered a measure of
compassion that took her by surprise.  She had saved Marcus from the carnage
with the express intention of paying him to kill Joseph but her resolve had
completely given way.  She knew that the Jew should have been killed because he
was the only weak link in her scheme.  If his story was ever questioned he
could lead back to Gavius and eventually her, but even so, she could not give
the order because of the sympathy she felt for his family.


Sparing these anonymous people
stirred warm emotions within Julia which gave her mind a respite from the constant
loveless anger her life had become, so completely unharmed Joseph boarded a
galley bound for Judea with a bag of newly minted gold coins attached to his
belt.


Marcus was simply smuggled
aboard one of the ships at Ostia destined to become a pirate for a second time.


Sadly Julia’s feelings of
compassion lingered for only a short time.  Even at the moment of such complete
victory Julia could not relax and enjoy her act of kindness because of her
terrible lack of belief in herself.  As always her flawed logic was arriving at
its inevitable conclusion and in the imagined voice of her mother Julia
concluded that her compassion for the Jewish family represented the kind of
sentimental weakness which would return to destroy her in the fullness of time.











Total Control


 


On the day of Julia’s coup
Gavius stood on the dock at Ostia ready to execute phase two of her plan.  He
had simply to wait for any cargo ships arriving from the East and as they came
alongside Gavius asked if they were sent by the Captain. When all of them said
yes, he introduced himself as the agent of the Captain in Rome.


Not one of the pirates on board
questioned what he said, none of them had ever dealt directly with Bromidus
just his henchmen; anyway, why should they care who the cargo went to just as
long as they could return with the Captain’s gold.


Gavius paid exactly the same
rate to Clitumna’s surrogate crews and they would hand that money to her as
usual.  The Captain and Clitumna did not even have to know things had changed
but even if they did find out Julia rationalized that they probably wouldn’t
care?


Gavius’s next task was simply to
tell the slave owners that they were now unloading the ships for him and just
like the pirates they cared very little about where the money was coming from
just as long as their bills were paid.


When Antonius and Gavius looked
in the warehouses they found them all full of desperately needed provisions
because Bromidus had been using man-made shortages as a means of keeping prices
high.  The warehouse owners were so used to being pushed around that they did
not question the fat man when he told them to release a large amount of the
cargo.  They simply had it loaded onto wagons and delivered to the wholesale
markets.


Later that same day moneylenders
arrived with lots of cash from the sale of what was once black-market stock and
as instructed by Gavius approached each warehouse owner in turn.  They offered
them a good price for their businesses which included the stock held within
those warehouses.  Half of them grabbed at the offer immediately; the rest
caved in with a combination of more money and veiled threats of violence.


Julia knew they would acquiesce
if the correct pressure was applied because Bromidus had forbidden them to
either sell out or store anyone else’s cargo and most were completely fed up. 
The once prosperous storage business was now a millstone around their necks and
this latest cajoling was the straw that broke the camel’s back.  When she
conceived the plan Julia knew that most of them would find her all-inclusive
offer very attractive because under Bromidus they did not own the stock.


She was acting without
hesitation because Marius had told her that the secret of a successful takeover
was speed.  Taking advantage of confusion depended upon immediate action and in
accordance with his innocent advice she was overpowering the warehouse owners
with cash.  Julia also remembered Marius saying, “The secret of a good bluff
was authority. If you look like someone with a purpose people will very rarely
challenge what you are doing.” And by applying this principle she had shifted
control of the docks in her favor.


Because their contacts in the
black-market had mysteriously vanished all traders came to the night markets to
purchase goods for their shelves.  Julia released the remaining contents of the
warehouses gradually and many of them paid too much for fear of even greater
shortages.  The cash rolled in and Antonius became the biggest trader in Rome
quite literally overnight.


Every ship coming into Rome was
still being unloaded by the same slave gangs as before the only discernible
difference was their owners were now being paid exclusively by Gavius.  Even
during the time of Bromidus these slave gangs had been allowed to work for the
various warehouse owners and the competition such as it was kept their prices
at tolerable levels but now they had no one else to work for.


Gavius and Antonius were fixing
the prices and systematically buying out the slave owners who could no longer
make a living.  It seemed remarkable to everyone that two previously unknown
men held the controlling interest in almost all aspects of food importation to
Rome but the most remarkable thing of all was the fact that Antonius and Gavius
were operating completely within the law.  The black-market had disappeared but
these two men seemed to have Rome just as firmly in their grasp.


After ten days the prices in
Rome found levels that were more reasonable.  Things were returning to normal
and the previous owners of the waterfront warehouses regretted selling what now
seemed extremely lucrative businesses.  When they returned in an attempt to
purchase them back each of the moneylenders followed the orders he was given
and refused categorically to consider their offers.  Even when they offered
twice what they had been paid the bankers could not be moved.  Had the
warehouse owners thought about it they may have wondered why so many
moneylenders spent so much time hanging around the docks but in their current
predicament they didn’t give it a thought.


The answer to this unasked
question could be found in a plan that Julia put in place many months earlier.
She had instructed Gavius to deliver the same proposition to as many
moneylenders as he could find and in every meeting he repeated Julia’s words
verbatim: “I have been commissioned by my Principal to purchase every galley
that comes into Rome.”


Just as Julia predicted all of
the moneylenders had advised him against such an investment but as ordered he
insisted on handed them sacks of gold coins while repeating the words: “Pay
more than the current market price if you need to but act swiftly.’


For maximum effect Julia also
insisted that Gavius count the shiny gold coins in front of each banker.  Then
when they were in neat piles of ten he had to say: 


“You will have enough here for ten or eleven galleys
after you deduct your commission.  I have also been told to tell you that if
you are fair you will receive even larger funds to purchase many more galleys. 
However if you cheat in any way my employer will make it impossible for you to
trade anywhere in Rome.”


This was another plan which had
been hatched in her room at the back of the olive oils shop.  Julia understood
that owning a galley was considered a very poor investment at the moment.  She
and the ships’ captains knew that the pirates were the real owners so Julia
guessed that if they were offered a fair price they would gladly sign the
contract of sale and deposit their gold in Rome.  It was money for old rope and
far too good an offer to ignore so they took the money and laughed.


Julia sat in her office
reviewing the success of her scheming and wondered at her newfound power.  She
had hoped to get Bromidus and maybe one or two of his senior cutthroats but
what she actually achieved was so much better.  The entire black-market lay
decimated and she alone possessed the knowledge required to take up the reins.


As incredible as it seemed Julia
now controlled the supply of food and wine coming into Rome by sea, the people
believed that free trade had been restored and Gaius Marius was an even bigger
hero of the people which made Sulla red with rage.  All in all a very good
week’s work.











Political Corruption


 


At the same time as winning
control of the commercial markets Julia turned her hand to the job of
corrupting politicians.  Behind the scenes as always she used her growing sums
of money to bribe the ever-greedy Senators and, although Calpurnius had been
extremely thorough during his briefings, bribery was still a completely new
concept for Julia.  So, in accordance with her lack of confidence her first act
of corruption was one that actually benefited Rome as much as it did her.


Harnessing the vast experience
of the moneylenders Julia paid corrupt Senators to lobby aggressively for the
destruction of the pirates in the East.  A purse full of silver was given to
any Senator who repeated what he was told to say without asking any questions. 
The ones who took up the offer passed the word to others in the Curia and
eventually Julia’s words began to ring out almost every day.


‘These lowlife criminals have held Rome to ransom
for far too long!’ shouted one of her stooges passionately across the chamber
when the Senate sat for its new season of debate.


“The pirates have organized themselves into a fleet;
they have been systematically taking control of Roman shipping lanes!” parroted
another with what appeared to be great authority.


Because of Clitumna’s secret
system of extortion most Senators were surprised by this information even the
corrupt ones who delivered the words were taken aback because no one had any
idea that pirates were still a problem.  There had been reports of galleys
being taken on a regular basis just a few years ago but for the last couple of
years at least the pirates seemed to have miraculously gone away.


“The reason you are all so blissfully unaware of
pirates, as indeed was I,” shouted a Senator by the name of Lucius Nonius, is
they no longer kill to extract money from us Romans but let me assure you they
are bleeding us dry with their extortionist techniques nonetheless!”


Nonius was a very good actor who
projected just the right amount of outrage in his voice and as he quoted the
facts and statistics fed to him by his personal moneylender the Senators all
stamped their feet and shouted as a way of emulating his outrage.


“I have one of the many captains who suffered at the
hands of these greedy felons standing outside and he is prepared to speak to
you all today!”  shouted Nonius over the din while raising his toga-covered arm
to point dramatically at the entrance of the Senate.


 “Bring him in!  Bring him in!” they cried.


The trembling man who walked in
had been pulled from his cargo vessel by Gavius that very morning.  Under
threat of death he stood before them on the floor of the Senate in a
weather-beaten tunic and nervously delivered the words he was told to say. 
Luckily for him his speech was largely based on the truth which gave a strong
measure of credibility and at the completion of his sad tale of injustice the
Senate was on its feet calling for the battle fleet to be dispatched
immediately.  Within one week the war galleys were on their way to end the days
of Clitumna’s control of the East.


Julia was delighted with her
success yet again this was a better result than she could have hoped for.  Even
the person who she had chosen to deliver Clitumna’s death sentence in the
Senate was a source of satisfaction.  Julia had chosen Lucius Nonius to deliver
the clinching blow because he was none other than the nephew of Sulla himself. 
It had been Calpurnius who first mentioned that he was a great orator, but also
a little corrupt, and she reveled in the fact that she was manipulating a blood
relative of her nemesis.


Amazed at her achievement as
always Julia marveled at the results of her first dabble with corruption.  She
also marveled at how many galleys she now owned and how little she had paid for
them.  At the time of purchase the ships had no discernible worth but on the
day the Roman battle fleet slipped their lines her galleys instantly quadrupled
in value.


Now with Rome under control and
her cargo fleet in place the next phase of her schemes could come to fruition
and Julia sat down with a beaker of un-watered wine to contemplate her
circumstances with satisfaction.  This was the moment she had been working
towards. Julia had imagined herself in this situation for as long as she had
been making plans but the anticipated security did not arrive.  Julia had
believed that once the shift of power was complete she would feel safe and secure
but it startled her to find that the opposite was true.  Instead of finding a
release from the constantly nagging fear a new more disquieting feeling took
over; it was the insecure fear that everything may one day be taken away from
her.











Murdering the Captain


 


Just as Julia predicted, Young
Gaius had been deeply troubled by her seemingly throwaway line about pirates at
the end of her last letter.  When he read a full account of the powerful speech
made by Nonius contained in the Senatorial dispatches which Julia had so
thoughtful sent two weeks later he was compelled to act.


As Julia found out by reading
his letter months afterwards Gaius had gone to his Commanding Officer with the
report and her letter in hand to express his concerns.


The General who was an old
friend of Gaius Marius and admired this young man’s fighting ability invited
him to sit down and share his burden.


Julia imagined that Young Gaius
would have said something along the lines of: I have news that the shipping
agents who move my family’s cargo are in some way linked to the pirates.  My
shame is compounded by the fact that I recommended these same people to the
army. If it is proven that pirates are benefiting by moving military provisions
on my recommendation,  I will of course resign my commission.  Julia knew
that Young Gaius was as incorruptible as his father and the shame he felt at
that moment would be total.


As it happened, Julia had
predicted Young Gaius’s words almost exactly, but what happened next she had
not foreseen.  It took almost a month for the full story to reach her in Rome
and the turmoil unleashed by her connivances was going to place Julia’s life in
great danger.


Young Gaius’s Commanding Officer
had seen the innocent mistake for what it was.  He told Young Gaius to take one
legion and find out if his suspicions were correct.


This was the first time Young
Gaius had commanded a full legion and five thousand men marched behind him all
the way to Saguntum.  Upon his arrival he saw a dock completely laden with his
produce and was overcome with the burning desire to make amends for this
blatant use of lawbreakers.


Immediately deploying his troops
Young Gaius surrounded the port and all of its population.  He then rode up to
the quay with one thousand of his men in support.  The Greek Captain who he had
personally introduced to the logistics corps of the army was sitting at an
outside table on the dock lunching with a large woman and ten of his fellow
captains.


As he dismounted and approached,
Young Gaius estimated that a further three hundred of the Captains
undisciplined men were hanging around the docks.  They had also been eating and
drinking as he dismounted but all stopped what they were doing.  They all
looked very guilty to Young Gaius.


“Good afternoon,” said Gaius hiding his anger.


“How can we help you?” replied the Captain as he
stood.


“Forgive me if I am mistaken but I have reason to
believe that you are in some way connected with the pirates of the East?”


Young Gaius could not believe
his eyes as the Greek Captain leapt across the table towards him drawing his
sword as he came.  Fighting broke out across the whole of the dock and the
inevitable defeat took only minutes.  All of the ships’ crews watched the
pirates being massacred from the decks of their galleys and cheered as the much
hated Captain was killed with one mighty blow of a sword.


A great plume of blood gushed
into the air as the arteries carrying it from the heart were opened.  The ten
soldiers standing closest to the Captain were drenched in his warm crimson,
life force but none of them even hesitated, they had all seen this spectacle
many times before.  Being immersed in blood had become commonplace for these
experienced fighting men and the drenching merely spurred them on to kill as
many pirates as they could before the battle ended.


Sitting all alone, the big woman
did not move from the overturned lunch table.  Surrounded by upended chairs,
broken pots and spilt food, Clitumna remained perfectly still and watched the
disciplined Roman fighting machine hack her aquatic rabble to pieces.


“Thank the Gods,” was all she could say to Young
Gaius quietly between her sobs. “You have rescued me from my fate of many
years.”


“May I ask who you are Madam?”  Gaius was completely
red with her lover’s blood.


Young Gaius’s letter spared
Julia all of these bloody details and continued with Clitumna’s next words: 
“My name is Clitumna Drusus I was taken from my vessel many years ago and
forced to serve the pirates.  I am the daughter of a Senator of Rome and my
husband was the Proconsul of Mesopotamia at the time of my abduction.”


“Then it is lucky for you that Julia took it upon
herself to write to me.”


Julia flew into an instant rage
as she read his words. “How could you mention my name?  Why did you not kill
her?”


Peering in through the hanging
tapestry Gavius asked, “Are you shouting at me?”


Looking up from the letter Julia
snapped, “No I am talking to my idiot of a fiancé,” and as Gavius moved his
eyes around the empty chamber Julia added in a frustrated tone, “Not in here,”
then waving the parchment added, “In here!”


“Oh,” said Gavius as he moved backwards with an
expression of concern on his face.


“Bring me some more wine,” snapped Julia who was
unable to control her anger.


Gavius had done nothing to
deserve such an attack but she had become so unstable since the election of
Sulla to the position of Consul two weeks before.  The fat man was deeply hurt
by her abuse but Julia was too busy to notice as she got back to her reading.


Clitumna told Young Gaius about
her terrible time in captivity.  She spoke of rape and maltreatment.  It had
been a tale that genuinely shocked him and when he told her his name she
immediately launched into tales of dining at his house with her father the
Senator and great friend of Gaius Marius.


“We must return you to Rome as soon as possible,
your husband will be glad to see you again,” Marius had replied.


“You are such a gullible fool!” shouted Julia in
another fit frustration and anger.


This time Gavius ignored her as
he placed the full jug on her table saying, “I am going to supervise the
unloading of cargo at Ostia. I will not be back today.”


Ignoring the fat man’s pouting
Julia shook her head in disbelief as she read Clitumna’s next words.


“Yes my husband will be quite surprised to see me.”


Julia’s spirits lifted as she
read about a delegation of captains who came hurrying forward after the battle
and told Gaius that the Roman woman had actually been the leader of the
pirates.  They told him that it was she who planned everything and if any of
their number ever disobeyed her they had been put to death at her orders and
they demanded the same fate for her now.


Young Gaius ordered his men to
form a cordon around Clitumna as some of the captains unsheathed their swords
and advanced on her.  The sailors’ anger was palpable and many had to be
physically restrained while shouting hate-filled curses.


Young Gaius could not believe
what he was witnessing and the peculiar circumstances completely unnerved him. 
The woman had clearly done something to upset these men so badly but he could
not be responsible for the death of the daughter of a Senator.  Unlike his
father, Young Gaius was not known as a man who could make wise decisions
rapidly, he was accustomed to fighting battles against clearly defined
opposition on clearly understood battlefields, determining the guilt or
innocence of a civilian was far too intangible, so, in his confusion he
hesitated.


Julia understood that without
strong leadership a situation such as this one could get completely out of hand
and after reading his description of a much heated argument she was not
surprised when Young Gaius lost his composure and shouted, “Just take her back
to Rome!”


Clearly fed up with the whole
business he told the captains, “Two of my centurions will escort her back to
Ostia when they arrive they will take her to my father Gaius Marius and tell
him what you have told me, he will know what to do.”


He was obviously out of his
depth and wanted nothing more to do with the big woman so having made his decision
Young Gaius walked over to his brave lads who cheered him for commanding his
first victory.


Julia was totally frustrated by
his incompetence.  He would rather receive the love of his soldiers than make a
difficult decision.  Clitumna should be dead. His immaturity was going to place
Julia in real danger and she was beside herself with anger when she realized
with a start that the letter was written on the day of Clitumna’s arrest.  If
she had traveled on the same galley as the letter she must already be in Rome.


Calming herself Julia took
comfort in the knowledge that Gaius Marius would know what to do. He would not
hesitate like his son, no, he would put this dangerous woman to death and
remove her from Julia’s life completely.











Clitumna in Rome


 


Gavius happened to see Clitumna
while walking along the quay marking off cargo with one of his foremen and,
because Julia had decided not to tell him about Clitumna’s predicament, the fat
man received a terrible shock.  For he observed Clitumna being escorted down a
gangplank by two armed soldiers.


In shock, Gavius tore the corner
off of an inventory and wrote a short note.  Handing the folded paper to one of
his employees Gavius snapped, “Send this messenger to the address written here
as a matter of the utmost urgency!”


Leaving his foreman Gavius
walked directly over to the galley from which Clitumna had so recently
disembarked.  He stood impatiently waiting while the crew ran what they called
a spring line from the bow to the bollard set in the quay at the stern of the
ship.  In order to perform this task the crew had temporarily removed the
gangplank and Gavius could not get on board.  He did not want to draw attention
by shouting so he waited impatiently rolling from one foot to the next until
the plank was returned.  It was a frustrating delay but Gavius had to know why
Clitumna was in Rome and how it affected him.


“I must apologize for your delay in coming aboard my
vessel,” said the man in command bowing his head as a sign of respect.  He like
all mariners who came to Ostia knew that Gavius was now a very powerful man.


“Who is that woman?” demanded Gavius with no regard
for any of the usual formalities.


“Her name is Clitumna.  She is the leader of the
pirates.”


The seamen went on to tell
Gavius the story of what happened on the dockside at Saguntum and finished by
saying, “She is being taken by my captain and two centurions to Gaius Marius to
receive justice.”


In his haste Gavius almost
bumped into the boy who stood at the top of the gangplank holding a bucket of
scrolls. “More mail from Hispania Master,” he said politely.


“What do you mean more?”


“I sent two buckets when we first arrived but this
one was overlooked. I am very sorry.”


“Place them in my carriage,” replied Gavius too
occupied with his own problems to scold the boy’s tardiness.


Instructing the driver of his
wonderfully ornate carriage to make all haste for Rome, Gavius lumbered aboard.


Until recently the gold-leaf
embroidered vehicle had been the prized possession of one of the most
successful, wholesale market traders in Rome.  The poor man could not fully
understand how his business became so suddenly insolvent after so many
lucrative years with the carriage confiscated when he could no longer pay his
debts.   The out-of-pocket moneylender had no use for something as ostentatious
so he sold it to the man who was now fumbling through the bucket of scrolls as
he was being carried to the city.


Upon arrival at his shop Gavius
left his coach which Julia hated.  She said it draw attention to him, and
therefore, her.  Thinking of how it annoyed her made Gavius smile as he walked
inside.  Yes it was childish retaliation for all she had put him through, but
it was retaliation none the less.


Sitting on a stall in her back
room Julia sipped a beaker of wine while holding Gavius’s torn note, seemingly
deep in thought.  Looking up Julia asked, “What is so urgent that you keep me
sitting here?”


“The pirate queen is in Rome!  She has been arrested
I have just seen her larger than life on the dock at Ostia!  She is on her way
to be interviewed by Gaius Marius!”


“You ruin my morning for this?” was all Julia said
in response.


“I don’t think you understand what I am telling
you.  The pirates have been smashed!  Our only source of cargo galleys has been
taken away from us!  And, what’s even more important is that woman knows who I
am.”


“Calm down!”  chided Julia. “I have to go?”


“How can I calm down?  My livelihood is no more!”


Julia moved menacingly close to
Gavius.  He could smell the wine on her breath as she snarled, “The pirates and
Clitumna were in my way!  I now own over two hundred galleys?  Even as we speak
they are plying the Hispania route exclusively for me, so your livelihood, as
you call it, is secure.  Now, get out of my way, I am late.”


Gavius studied Julia’s angelic
beauty and wondered if he would ever get in her way. “Do you have something to
do with Clitumna’s downfall?  Is this more of your work?”


“Clitumna will be put to death by Roman justice. 
Have no doubt that Marius will see to that, then all will be forgotten.”


Not quite fully reassured Gavius
remembered the mail bucket and stopped her leaving by handed Julia the letter
addressed to her.


Julia untied the ribbon and
broke the red seal on the parchment roll.  It was from Young Gaius written at
the docks on the day after the pirates met their end and Julia found it
contained news which she did not want to read:


Great news my darling because of
my success at Saguntum my General has granted me leave and I am returning to
Rome.  I cross the great ocean in one month from today.


Noticing the date of the letter
Julia realized that much to her annoyance it was too late to delay him, he
would already have left.  Sitting down, Julia wondered why this news made her
so uneasy.  Young Gaius posed no threat.  She could easily second someone to do
his work in Hispania.  She liked him and his presence would not get in the way
of her business activities, so why did it trouble her so?


In order to keep the true answer
hidden Julia’s denying mind instructed her to refill the beaker with wine, put
it to her lips, take a deep sip, and repress.  She would soon have to spend
time with a man that she was simply too afraid to love and the fear of losing
someone close was too overwhelming for her damaged mind to even think about.


Julia considered her options and
thinking out loud she said, “I can’t send you. I need you in Rome because of
your links to the money lenders.”


“Pardon?”  Gavius only had half the facts but that
was enough to worry him.


“Young Gaius is coming home.”


Realizing that he was only one
maniacal contemplation away from another tour of Hispania, Gavius said nothing
for fear of provoking her.


With only a second’s further
thought Julia gave him an order, “Send Antonius to Hispania immediately—we need
eyes and ears on the ground.”


“But he has a baby due in just a few weeks,” pleaded
Gavius on behalf of the man who had become a friend.


“Do it now!”  was her angry reply to his pathetic
display of compassion.


Still protesting Gavius walked
out of his shop.  Julia poured herself another large goblet of red wine.  She
had no idea that Antonius had a wife and when she thought of the commitment and
responsibility required to have a baby it sent a spontaneous shiver of fear
through her entire body.


Returning within an hour Gavius
noticed that Julia had nearly finished a whole jug of his finest wine.  Amazed
at her capacity and annoyed by her presumptuousness he spoke defiantly,
“Antonius has categorically refused to go!”


“That can’t be!”  Julia was clearly shaken by the
news.  No one had ever questioned any of her manipulations before and she did
not like the unsettling feelings that his rejection provoked.  Unlike Gavius,
Antonius had no sword of Damocles hanging over his head.  She knew of no
wrongdoings to use as leverage and it both frustrated and frightened her. 
Julia had learned everything she knew about man management by watching the
techniques of Bromidus and her ever-growing empire relied entirely on bullying
and fear.  She could not be seen to show any signs of weakness so lifting
herself unsteadily from her stool Julia gave Gavius an order, “Return to the
docks where cargo will be arriving on the same galleys as before. The only
effect this change will have on us is you no longer need to pay the galley
crews any money for the pirates.”  With that Julia lifted her hood and walked
directly to the markets.


As he trundled back to Ostia,
Gavius longed for a return to his simple life in the old oil shop.  Even his
wonderful carriage no longer gave him pleasure; he was totally cured of his
greed.  All the money in the world was not going to please Julia since he was
quite convinced that she had become obsessed with power.  What course of
action could he take to save himself and his dear friends Antonius, oh, and
Young Gaius for that matter?


Finding Antonius at the market
no words of greeting passed Julia’s lips just a curt sentence, “I need someone
on the ground in Hispania — you leave tomorrow!”


“You can’t make me go to Hispania,” he replied
defiantly.


Very threatened by the fact that
Antonius was not allowing himself to be manipulated like other men Julia
snapped, “I have made you who you are and I can break you just as easily! You
will be on the galley tomorrow or return to poverty!”


Antonius had only met Julia
twice before and this medusa standing before him was not the person her
remembered.  Fearing for his newfound wealth he moderated his anger and tried
to reason with her, “Please don’t send me I must be in Rome for the birth of my
first child.”


Ignoring his pleads Julia
snarled, “It is your choice but do not expect to be able to feed your growing
family if you are not on that galley!”


Having said all she had come to
say Julia turned and left before her knees gave way.  Pretending to be an adult
in authority took far too much out of her and more wine in great quantity was
needed to deaden the horrible feelings which such confrontation provoked.  The
problem was Julia had no time for wine.  She had to get to the home of Gaius
Marius.  The fact that Clitumna was still alive gave Julia an opportunity to
meet the woman who had controlled the great ocean for so many years and she was
keen to get there before the effects of Gavius’s best wine wore of.


Clitumna should have been killed
resisting arrest in Hispania but there was no cause for concern Marius’s
justice would be swift and nothing linked Julia to any of the recent events, or
so she thought.











Mithridates


 


The daily income from the sale
of Julia’s foodstuffs was without precedent and bags of coin were filling her
little room at the back of the oil shop.  Other than bolstering her
insecurities and the destruction of Sulla, Julia had no use for money so Gavius
was instructed to distribute all of it among the moneylenders of Rome.


Julia also made arrangements for
her future income to be sent directly to moneylenders who loaned the money to
others and paid her interest at what they referred to as a compound rate.


Much of the money was being
distributed by Calpurnius who had been instructed to offer generous fiduciary
reward to any moneylender who could bribe a Senator to speak against Sulla
becoming the next Consul of Rome.


Men of finance were as greedy as
they were intelligent and in no time they had found enough corrupt officials to
guarantee that the Senate echoed with a constant verbal attack upon Sulla.  Her
corruption cost Julia millions of sesterces but money for this cause was always
in great supply.


When he was elected to his
coveted role as Consul, Julia flew into a rage then slumped immediately into a
deep depression.  Neither her money nor the constant protests of Marius could
prevent Sulla’s elevation to the most powerful position in the Republic.


The vote had been a close run
thing but Sulla had charmed, bullied and paid enough Senators to overcome
Julia’s unsophisticated inducements.  Unfortunately for Julia, Sulla was simply
a more accomplished politician and knew how to win favor in the Senate.


Completely incensed by her
failure Julia spontaneously withdrew her vast funds from Calpurnius.  The fact
that it was not his fault and the fact that he carried out her instructions to
the letter meant nothing; anyway she reasoned, he had let her “lions” go and it
was time for retribution.


Calpurnius begged Julia not to
withdraw all of her money because he had lent a great deal on the back of her
seemingly endless river of cash.  “Losing your support will expose me to cash
flow shortages and the possibility of total failure,” he pleaded.


Unmoved Julia had looked him in
the eye and spoke with controlled anger, “If I do not receive my funds in full
within seven days your Senatorial bribes will be made public.”


“But they were your bribes!”


“You are going to look very stupid accusing a
penniless house girl!”


Within a week he had paid
Julia’s money back by borrowing from other moneylenders and by doing this he
placed himself in a very precarious position.


When the agents of Gaius Marius
went to him and demanded that all of the great man’s investments be returned in
full, Julia had deliberately broken a man for no stronger reason than a
tantrum.


Of course, Calpurnius had no
idea that Julia had influenced Marius.  He had been managing the great man’s
funds for many years and he assumed that his withdrawal was simply a cruel
coincidence, so he faced his oblivion without mentioning her name to anyone.


Like the warehousemen, food
wholesalers, black-marketeers and pirates Julia had calmly destroyed yet
another person without so much as a thought for the pain she was causing.  It
was true that some of her victims deserved suffering whilst others were
innocent but none of them meant anything because her increasingly unbalanced
and paranoid condition dictated that she was the only vulnerable person —
everyone else would exploit her if she let them.


Unaware of Julia’s influence,
Sulla spent his first weeks in office resolving the problems which now
threatened the Republic.  The most pressing was an Asian king who had become
more and more hostile to Rome.  News had recently reached the Senate that every
Roman in the Asia province had been massacred by the army of Mithridates. 
Eighty thousand Romans of all ages had been hunted down in a single month of
bloodshed and the logistics of such a feat were mind boggling.  The planning of
this cull must have taken years of careful work and it simply could not be
allowed to stand.


Sulla spoke passionately in the
Senate proclaiming his intention to raise an army to fight Mithridates and much
to his surprise and amazement Marius stood and announced that it was he who
should be going to fight the murderous dictator in the East.


“Why you and not I?” shouted Sulla angered by this
ridiculous outburst.


“Because Rome is bankrupt and I can afford to pay
for the twenty legions that are required to perform the task properly!”


“Twenty legions!”  Almost every Senator gasped the
words at once.  They were all shocked by such an ostentatious display of
wealth.  Marius was proposing to fund one of the biggest expeditionary forces
Rome had ever dispatched with money from his own estate.  Many of them could
afford to fund an army of one or two legions, as Marius had during the Marsic
war, but none of them could pay for twenty.


In reality, there were only two
people in Rome who could afford to keep twenty legions in the field for two
years.  The Senators now knew that one of them was Marius but, although the
wealth of the second was derived from the same source, Julia’s identity
remained a well-kept secret.


Sulla feared that his head was
about to explode.  A lifetime of dealing with Marius had taught him to prepare
for every contingency but this was too wild an idea to have imagined.


“If you pay for the army will it not then be yours
and no longer that of Rome!”  Sulla shouted across the floor of the Senate.


“Are you questioning my intentions as a Roman
Senator?”  Shouted back Marius in his distorted voice then, tottering slightly
he added, “How dare you accuse me of disloyalty to Rome!”


“What will happen if you have another stroke during
the campaign?  Who will lead the army if your body fails as it did before?”


This time everyone present could
see that Marius would be physically unable to lead an army.  Sulla’s angry
words made complete sense to everyone and most in the Senators called out
“Here!  Here!”  in complete agreement.


“Rome is bankrupt because of the civil war and I am
offering to do my duty as a citizen,” spluttered Marius.  His dignitas
had been brought into question and that could not be allowed to go unanswered.


There was an audible sigh of
shock in the house because the Senators could not believe that he referred to
the war with the primitive tribes as a “civil war”.  The fact that they were
not of the same nation had been the very point of the conflict.


Most of the Senators respected
what Marius had done for Rome but he was manifesting more and more eccentric
even liberal habits and they feared giving so much power to such an unstable
man.  With an army of twenty legions Marius could march on Rome if he so wished
and they would be unable to retaliate.


The vote when counted was for
Sulla to depart with an army of five legions as soon as possible.  The cost was
to be met by borrowing from the moneylenders of Rome which by coincidence meant
that much of the cost was to be borne by Julia’s wealth.


Leaning on a straining Caesar,
Marius stood shaking in the Senate after the vote and hurled abuse at Sulla. 
“You are a dishonest man who has misled Rome on many occasions — how dare you
accuse me of disloyalty!’


Much to the amazement of even
his closest friends Marius went on to accuse him of illegally causing the
Marsic war.


A few of the Senators had their
suspicions — they had even discussed it privately with Marius but accusing
Sulla in the Senate without proof was going too far.


Two of his dearest friends came
to Marius and escorted him politely but firmly from the floor of the Senate. 
As he went Marius shouted over his shoulder bearing an unfortunate resemblance
to a pathetic drunk being removed from a party.


Sulla reveled in the moment.  He
had won a battle with Marius at last and he stood on the floor of the Senate
with a look of sympathy on his face but a gloating feeling of ecstatic pleasure
in his heart.











Pardoned


 


Marius was escorted home from
the Senate, following his outburst, by a number of his old friends.  All of
them had known the great man for many years and they could not remember a time
that they had not loved and trusted him.  Many of these proud men fought back
tears.  This was a tragic way to end a life such as his and they were all
connected to his pain.  Leaving him in the care of his servants and the boy
Julius they filed out into the street wondering what would become of the old
man.


The once great Father of Rome
felt foolish as he sat by the fountain in his courtyard.  In his fury he had
delivered his suspicions about Sulla like a pathetic fool, he had never let his
anger get the better of him in the Senate before and it worried him greatly.


As he sat pondering his
stupidity, his manservant approached saying, “I am truly sorry to disturb you
at such a time my Lord but there is a delegation here to see you.  They have
traveled from Hispania for the purpose of gaining an audience with you.”


Young Caesar quickly stood
saying, “Tell them to return tomorrow, today we are too busy for any meetings.”


Marius turned his twisted face
admiringly to look at the boy.  “You will be a truly extraordinary asset to
Rome when you are a man.  So young, yet totally self-assured, and already in
command.’  Marius turned to his most loyal employee and told him to, “Show our
visitors into the dining room.  They have come a long way; I should see them as
a matter of courtesy.”


Marius limped into the dining
room to discover a small delegation comprised of two centurions, a man with the
weather-beaten face of a sea captain and a strangely  familiar-looking Roman
woman.  They were standing nervously by the bust of Young Gaius and the sight
of his son warmed the old man’s heart.


While the secure feelings
bolstered his bruised ego Marius silently assessed their appearance and
indicated that they should all take a seat on one of the many dinning couches.
“You are a Persian?”  he asked the captain.


“That I am, Sir.”


“What news of my son?”


One of the young centurions
stood up and gave a clenched fist salute.  He came forward to speak.  “He is
well Sir. He has given a good account of himself during our campaigns in
Hispania.”


“I am delighted to hear such good news,” said Marius
then added, “and how may I help you today?”


The same centurion answered
with, “It is a somewhat delicate matter that your son felt you would be able to
adjudicate upon.”


“Please, go on.”


“This is Clitumna Drusus, daughter of Marcus Livius
Drusus,” said the centurion in a serious tone while remaining on his feet.


Even more heartened by the sight
of a familiar face Marius exclaimed, “I thought you looked familiar, of course
the daughter of my old friend Drusus.  How have you been and what brings you to
me with this somber-looking bunch?”


“I have been abducted by pirates, Uncle,” replied
Clitumna with a sad face.


All of the men who had
accompanied her on the crossing from Hispania shook their heads in disbelief.


“My poor dear girl,” said Marius with real concern
in his voice, “that must have been a terrible trial, are you feeling strong
enough to talk about your experience?”


As she was about to deliver the
fabricated version of her past, the Persian captain interrupted by saying in
his heavily accented voice, “I caution you this is an extremely manipulative
woman who will try every trick to avoid paying for her sins.  If it pleases you
Sir, I will tell you the truth of how this woman has spent her time with the
pirates.”


The centurions were nodding
their agreement as Julia wandered in seemingly by chance.  Still unsure if
Antonius was going to obey her order to depart for Hispania, Julia was deeply
concerned.  Putting on her bravest smile she said, “I am sorry for my
interruption Father — I did not know you were all in here.  The servants told
me that someone from Hispania was visiting and I assumed you would be in your
private office.”  Then, lifting a scroll Julia added, “There is wonderful news
from our beloved Gaius, he is to return within the month.  He is crossing the
great ocean even as I speak.”


Smiling at the second, happy
surprise Marius beckoned her to him saying, “Julia my dear come in, come in,
this is indeed great news but I do believe we are just about to hear even more
intriguing news about someone else.”


Clitumna’s attention turned to
the beautiful young woman whose name had been mentioned as she stood on the
blood-soaked dock at Saguntum.


Patting the couch next to him Marius
said, “Please stay Julia it is better to have another woman in the room with us
to monitor fair play and …” Before he could finish his sentence he was rudely
interrupted by the Persian captain.


The foreigner was unable to
believe the civilized Roman nonsense he was hearing and reaching for his dagger
he advanced on Clitumna.  Restrained by the centurions he shouted, “She is not
a woman of compassion — she does not deserve fair play!  She has killed many
men on the high seas, good honest men whose only crime was sailing too close to
one of her pirate vessels!”


“Hold your tongue!” snapped Marius. “You are
referring to a Roman of the highest caliber.  How dare you make such
accusations!  This is the daughter of a personal friend of mine.”  Marius then
looked softly at Clitumna and began to tell her the sad news of her father’s
death from natural causes.  He also went on to say that her husband had been
killed recently in the Asian province by Mithridates.


Clitumna had already received
news of her father’s death but the death of her husband came as a wonderful
surprise and she burst into floods of sobbing tears in an attempt to prevent
herself from laughing.


Her sadness seemed to inspire
even more sympathy within the old fool in front of her so she turned on the
flood with a vengeance.  Between sobs her lies weaved themselves into a tale of
great hardship which all followed with various levels of disbelief.


The only person in the room who
felt any sympathy for her was Gaius Marius; the centurions had both been
treated to her conniving on the voyage home from Hispania; the Captain knew who
she really was; as did Julia, and even young Caesar could see through her act;
but the old man could see only the little girl who had visited with his dear
friend during better times.


The Persian had to be further
restrained after lunging a second time at the woman he hated more than anyone
alive.  Marius ordered the centurions to return him to his ship which required
manhandling him as he refused to leave until the leader of the pirates was
brought to justice.


“Don’t make trouble for yourself,” were the final
words of Marius.


The centurions had difficulty
believing what had just happened but neither of them were about to question the
decision of the great man.  If he wanted to pardon the bitch that was up to him
so they obligingly carried the noisy captain kicking and screaming back to his
ship and as ordered made sure it and he sailed as soon as the cargo was
unloaded.


Taken as much by surprise as the
Persian, Julia had no idea what to say.  When Marius insisted that Clitumna
move into his home for as long as she wished to stay, Julia was flabbergasted. 
Believing that the pirate queen would be killed by Young Gaius in Hispania, or
by Gaius Marius in Rome, Julia had made no contingency plan.  Before she could
think of which course of action to take the exhausted Marius ended proceedings
abruptly with, “Now I really must rest.  This has been a most eventful day
indeed.”  With that, young Julius helped him through the doorway to his private
chamber where no one dared disturb him.


The two women remained alone in
the room and as Clitumna wiped away her crocodile tears they sized each other
up.


“You must be tired after all you have been through,”
said Julia feigning sympathy.


“That I am.  I have been through many terrifying
ordeals over these past years,” replied Clitumna clearly wondering what part
this radiant-looking young woman had played in the demise of her pirate empire.


“I will ask a housemaid to show you to one of the
guest rooms,” said Julia as she walked towards the scullery.


When she returned with the
slave, Julia asked as though in passing, “Did you see my darling Gaius in
Hispania?  We are betrothed you know?”


“Yes he rescued me from the pirates; he beheaded
their leader with his very own hands.”


Young Gaius was obviously too
much of a dignified Roman to mention his part in the decapitation so the
brutality of his act caught Julia off balance.


“The maid will take you to your room now,” she said
waving her hand at the servant while fighting to give no outward indication of
her inner turmoil.


Julia alone understood how
Clitumna felt about the Captain.  It was such bad luck that out of five
thousand Roman soldiers on the dock it had been her fiancé who cut off his
head.


“Thank you for your kindness, I look forward to
seeing you again,” replied Clitumna holding out her hand to be shaken.


As Julia reached out hers in
return, the golden “lions” slid slowly from within the folds of Clitumna’s
sleeve.  Like a galley being launched into the ocean the amulet moved
gracefully down her wrist and stopped at the outstretched hand.  Standing rigid
as the statue of Young Gaius behind her, Julia stared unable to move.


All of the pain which had
mellowed with time returned with renewed force and Julia feared passing out as
she slumped onto a couch.  “Wine! Fetch wine! …  Now!”  she snapped at the
house slave who was too shocked to move.


Of all the Greek captains on the
great ocean, Clitumna’s was the one who purchased my “lions”.  As that thought
passed Julia realized how vulnerable she was.  The Captain must have traveled
to Rome with the first shipment and she had not been told.  Had Gavius deceived
her or, was he just being his usual incompetent self?  Then, a wave of cold
surged through Julia.  The Captain must have used money from that first
shipment to buy her “lions”.  If only Gavius had paid the pirates after her. 
If only she had not stopped to admire the money, the “lions” would be hers not
this big woman who now stared at her like a hawk.


Clitumna subtly moved her wrist
from right to left and Julia’s following eyes made it perfectly clear that the
Captain’s fine gift held some kind of power over her.  Clitumna asked, with
mock sincerity, “Are you alright my dear? You look like you’ve seen a ghost.”


In many ways that is how Julia
regarded this piece of jewelry; it had exactly the same influence as a lover
returning from the dead.  Overwhelmed, she was struggling to put all of the
events leading up to this agony into a believable sequence.  The fact that the
pirate queen had survived in Hispania was remarkable enough.  Knowing Marius
was simply uncanny.  Being brought before him on the very day of his
humiliation in the Senate was too far-fetched to be believed, but to be in
possession of the only thing she loved was too much of a load for Julia’s
unhinged mind to bear.











Vulnerability


 


Leaving the home of Marius, and
that “lion thief” Clitumna behind her, Julia meandered through the streets. 
She was going in no particular direction to get to no place in particular with
her distorted mind raging in turmoil of anxiety and panic.  Imaginary hazards
swamped her thoughts, they appeared in rapid waves from every direction.  Julia
knew that everything she had achieved must be closed down; nothing should lead
that horrible Clitumna woman back to her.


What a fool I was to believe
that my double dealings would not be found out!  I am a stupid country girl
with a slow mind — how could I possibly have hoped to get away with it?  “I am such a fool!”  Noticing
the surprised looks on nearby faces Julia realized that she had converted her
usually silent self-admonishment into spoken words and she had shouted them at
the top of her voice in the middle of the busy street.


Completely disorientated and
unable to calm herself, Julia determined that she was far too vulnerable with
Clitumna in Rome and, while anticipating weakness everywhere, Julia considered
how to close down her operations in Hispania.


The country was now completely
in her grasp.  The wagons from the estates were no longer traveling to Saguntum
alone but to the ports of Tarraco in the north and Carthago Nova in the south.


At her suggestion, Young Gaius
had purchased many more of the slaves taken in Hispania and they were now
loading her cargo in shifts, day and night.  Julia’s rapidly expanding fleets
were plying the routes between all three harbors as fast as they could load and
unload.


In complete surprise, Julia
realized that all of these activities were perfectly legal and above board. 
She had always thought of them as corrupt because they were put into action
while deceiving Bromidus, the pirates, Young Gaius and Rome, but in reality
they were all perfectly legitimate.  It amazed Julia to think that not only was
there nothing wrong with her involvement in Hispania, even if there was she
could not be linked with any of it.


With panic subsiding for only a
moment, Julia’s mind went searching for the inevitable mistake which would link
her to the illegal activities closer to home.  I am simply not bright enough
to get away with what I am doing in Rome, she reasoned. But try as she
might Julia could not find her Achilles’ heel.  Bromidus was her major danger
but he had fled across the great ocean. He would never be able to return to
Rome, and anyway, he had always dealt with Gavius; he would not bother himself
with her, even if he could remember who she was.


It was also Gavius who
instructed the moneylenders to employ her vast, daily cash-flow to purchase
anything to do with food production.  I cannot be associated with any of the
substantial purchases of farmland around Rome and Italy, she reasoned. 
Julia could not be linked to the buying of future harvests from farmers who
would not sell their land because she had never even discussed such things with
anyone but the fat man.  Other than coming up with the ideas she had absolutely
nothing to do with any of the negotiations.


Even the transportation,
storage, cargo galleys and retail outlets which were being snapped up on her
behalf could not be linked to Julia.  Quite remarkably, she was now responsible
for feeding a population of over one million people.  Her agents were even
purchasing everything they could find in Egypt and the East; nothing linked her
to any of it and, yet again, even if she were implicated there was no crime to
answer for because it was all above board and legitimate.


Becoming frustrated and angered
because she was clearly too stupid to find her inevitable weakness, Julia’s
subconscious could not even consider the idea that she may be too competent to
have one.  Any notions of accomplishment were false and must be corrected so,
in the course of looking for flaws, Julia’s mind sifted through her involvement
in bribery and corruption, but even that did not provide the expected frailty.


Whilst it was technically
illegal to pay Senators to speak her words, bribery seemed to be common
practice; she was by no means the only one doing it.  Anyway, Julia’s first
efforts in this arena actually made her a hero of Rome.  Had the Senators known
it was Julia who prompted them to smash the pirates on the great ocean they
would probably have given her a reward so that attempt to berate herself also
had to be discarded.


Julia’s dysfunctional mind
doggedly craved proof of her incompetence.  The thing that would inevitably
catch her out had to be found and to this end every aspect of her life was
turned out and picked through.  While still weaving her sad way to nowhere,
Julia realized with a twisted sense of satisfaction that her rapidly growing
property transactions were very probably corrupt enough to bring her undone so
she focused all of her attention on the dealings which had begun as a sideline.


Her real-estate venture was
inspired by the moneylenders who told Gavius that many of the public works in
Rome and war-damaged Italy were being financed by her money.  As a result of
this information the same moneylenders had been instructed to bribe Senators to
award civic development contracts exclusively to her companies which had grown
into significant organizations.


Julia now had more money, power
and slaves than anyone else.  Her companies won all administration contracts
and, as established building firms failed through lack of work, she purchased
them at rock bottom prices.  This secondary endeavor had now become a
multimillion sestertii business, but try as she might she could not find any
personal vulnerability.  Julia would not give herself any credit for such high
achievements but she was now the biggest single employer, the power behind all
forms of commerce, and the richest person in Rome.


Julia’s accomplishments were
made all the more extraordinary by the fact that nothing was written down, no
one knew the full extent of her power, and the vast majority of Romans had
absolutely no idea who she was.


Quite typically, Julia ignored
the brilliance required to build an empire such as hers simply attributing her
success to beginner’s luck.  She believed that her achievements were nothing
more than blundering good fortune and in the gloom of her unhinged imagination
she believed that someone as intelligent as Clitumna perceived everything.


A healthy person would have seen
that the big woman presented no major threat to someone of Julia’s ability but,
as always, she was looking out at the world through a badly beaten mind.


With no idea what to do about
the incredibly dangerous woman who had found her way into the home of Gaius
Marius, Julia looked up and wept with sheer grief.  She was standing outside
the door of Sulla’s home, her home, and she had no memory of how she got here. 
The place must be etched into her brain.  Like one of the magnetic rocks sold
in the market place, she was helplessly drawn to it.  As she banged on the
door, Julia pondered the idea of buying her own house.  She could afford her
own suburb if she so wanted, but the idea of vengeful destruction of Sulla was
her only driving force — she must stay close to him in order to bring him down
from within.


Cecilia opened the door and it
pleased Julia to think that Sulla was still funding both of their
accommodation, their food, even their clothes.  She could afford to purchase
his entire estate many times over but the thought of using him as a parasite
uses its host had a certain irony which appealed to her burning desire for
vengeance.


To make this eventful day even
worse Cecilia informed Julia that Sulla was sitting in the courtyard in an
advanced state of drunkenness, “He has been waiting for you for quite some
time,” she said in a concerned voice.


As Julia approached the little
fountain Sulla shouted, “Where have you been you good for nothing whore?  I
have been sitting here waiting for you for hours!”


Wiping away her tears and
attempting a smile Julia replied, “The market.”  It was the best she could do
in the circumstances; his presence had taken her completely off guard.


“I beat Marius!”  he sneered, completely insensitive
to her distraught condition.  “In the Senate, I beat him completely!”


Julia did not protest when he
grabbed her wrist and violently yanked her towards his sleeping chamber.  She
felt sick at the thought of what was about to happen. She always hated his
angry grunting acts of rape, but something’s had to be endured on the path to
vengeance.  She knew that he would not last long before he fell asleep; anyway
she had bigger problems than sex with a drunkard to occupy her mind at that
moment.


Much to her surprise Julia
became aroused by Sulla.  In his drunken moment of victory he needed more than
to simply ejaculate — he needed to completely dominate her.  He had to make
sure that she understood his power and in order to focus her attention on him
he beat her during his aggressive act of sex.


The first blow to her buttocks
while entering from behind shocked her but the sharp pain quickly passed
leaving a numbing feeling that Julia found captivating.  By the time the fourth
blow had been struck Julia was in fits of orgasm.  Sulla felt her excitement
and was driven to new heights as he snorted like the bull he thought himself to
be.


Julia had found the next level
in her sad subconscious existence, it was entirely logical that someone as
worthless as her should be punished by someone as hated as him.











Frustrating Sulla


 


Clitumna spent the first week
after her return learning how Rome had changed since her departure over eight
years before.  She walked to the Senate every day and, sitting outside, she
listened to the orators as they delivered their powerful speeches.  Clitumna
had listened to her father from exactly the same spot as a child and could
clearly recall the debates of years gone by.  In those days the talk had been
of many different topics but at this time at least fifty per cent of all
debates seemed to concern themselves only with issues involving Sulla.


Woven within the normal
discussion Clitumna could hear two lines of dialogue, those vehemently against
Sulla remaining as one of the Consuls of Rome and those who were just as
vehemently for him taking an army to defeat Mithridates.


It struck her that although the
arguments for and against Sulla were being well delivered by wonderful speakers
they appeared shallow because the content of the argument had such poor
foundations.  It was gainsaying rather than passionate debate.


Clitumna was correct of course,
the debate appeared thin because it was being funded entirely by Julia. 
Unbeknown to the pirate queen any Senator who badmouthed Sulla was being paid
handsomely by Julia’s moneylenders.  It had become an open secret within the
Senate.  Sulla’s enemies were all jumping on the bandwagon, it didn’t seem to
matter what they said just as long as it was anti-Sulla.


Ironically, Sulla’s friends and
allies, who would not speak against him, could also make money from Sulla
simply by speaking encouragingly about him leading the army departing for the
East.  Everyone was netting handsome sums of cash for fuelling this corrupt
debate which Clitumna was sharp enough to observe.


Sulla had also become acutely
aware of, and very angry about, the pressure that he was under.  He could no
longer spend a day in the Senate without having to defend his reputation. 
Senators who rarely spoke in the Curia were standing and delivering
well-structured speeches attacking him personally.


He could feel opinion being
swung against him with each snipe at his character but every time Sulla asked
himself who held the power and the desire to cause him such harm he could only
conclude that it must be Marius.  It was not his traditional way of doing
things but who else had the motive and more importantly the money to destroy
him?


As threatening as these personal
attacks in the Senate were, Sulla knew his departure could not be delayed any
longer.  He had no choice, he must leave for Asia with his army or risk losing
control of the East.  He felt very uneasy about leaving at such a time but it
had to be done.  He would have to win a swift victory and return as soon as
possible to resolve the untenable situation with Marius at home.


Sulla’s political instincts told
him to stay in Rome, he even considered the possibility of sending a Commander
to the East in his place but he did not trust anyone else to do the job with
only five legions.  He knew that Marius was correct when he said it was a job
for twenty legions but quite mysteriously the moneylenders of Rome had only
been able to raise sufficient funds to support exactly four legions in the
field for two years.  The fifth legion had been funded by a group of Senators
lead by Sulla.  He was a very wealthy man but keeping an army in the field was
an incredibly expensive exercise and he simply could not afford to do it by
himself.


To compensate for the lack of
fighting men Sulla regrouped his old legions which were assembled at the port
of Neapolis on the same coast as Ostia almost exactly set between Pompeii and
Rome.  They had been recalled from Hispania and the Italian provinces, and all
were well trained.  Each man trusted Sulla with his life and when it came to
fighting all of them were worth two of any other.


The only hope that an army of
this size had against such a well-organized enemy was Sulla’s leadership, so go
he must.  He was not being boastful — he was absolutely correct in his
assumption — there were only two men who could accomplish this task and one of
them was now only half a man.  How he wished he had the wealth of Marius, with
that kind of money he could have sent a lesser General with a larger army and
he could remain in Rome.  Nothing would make him ask Marius for help, he
considered the old man to be dangerously unstable and an army under his
influence could so easily become the downfall of Sulla and even Rome.


While Sulla prepared for his
departure the man who had been secretly funding much of the debate against him
was fully packed and about to flee Rome.  Sulla did not know it but Calpurnius
needed to get out before Gaius Marius caught up with him and he was in the
anxious process of packing his last bag when a very purposeful, fat man walked
into his jewelry shop.


“What can I do for you?”  asked Calpurnius wondering
if another debt was about to be called in.


“I understand that you have quite recently had large
sums of money removed from your charge,” said Gavius as he shook his head to
stop the moneylender from asking the inevitable question.  “It is not important
how I know but it is fortunate for you that I do.  I will deposit enough funds
with you to guarantee your debts and in return for my generosity I will require
just two simple things.”


Seeing a glimmer of hope
Calpurnius looked quizzically at his huge benefactor and replied, “The funds
that I require are significant.”


“The amount of sestercii you require will not
present a problem, I will have sufficient gold delivered to you tomorrow.”


“Two simple conditions?”


“The first is that you will be on a galley bound for
Alexandria within one week.  You are to be my agent across the great ocean in
the East and you will purchase all of the food and spices you find there.”


“And the second simple condition?” enquired
Calpurnius sarcastically.


Gavius knew that this seemingly
well-established jeweler was somehow caught in the same web as him because he
gave very little resistance to Julia’s outrageous suggestion.  Feeling
sympathetic but knowing there was no way to change things Gavius added, “For
keeping you out of debtors’ jail I will also require half of your annual
profits.”


“Your price is too high!”  shouted Calpurnius but he
caved in rapidly as the fat man repeated Julia’s words precisely, “I will not
negotiate with you, my offer stands for as long as I am in this shop.”


Gavius returned the next day
with slaves carrying the very same gold that Julia withdrew from Calpurnius
exactly one week before.  He also handed over the precise amount that was
required to refund the money of Gaius Marius.  Gavius was not entirely sure
what was happening because, as usual, he had access to only half the story but
he had absolutely no doubt that Julia was up to no good.











Revenge


 


Completely obsessed by
Clitumna’s infiltration into the home of Marius, Julia could no longer delay
the plan which had driven her on for so long.  She would have preferred to wait
a little longer but impetuous panic had taken complete control of her
irrational mind.  Sulla’s destruction was the only thing that mattered and the
unsettling events of recent times drove her to act prematurely.


Julia’s first step was to order
Gavius to tell all moneylenders to offer vast sums of money to any Senator who
voted in favor of a proposition introduced to the Senate by Marius.  Stage two
of her bid for revenge then unfolded during her weekly dinner with the Father
of Rome.


Julia still enjoyed her
conversations with Marius but hated the fact that she could not be seen to
drink too much in his presence.  Feigning tiredness Julia usually left soon
after dinner because Clitumna always flaunted her “lions” and without alcohol
to deaden the pain the sight of them made her quite sick.  This evening was
different however, Julia wanted to speak with Marius without Clitumna in the
room so she sat for many uncomfortable hours without a drink determined to
outlast the big woman.


Lying sober on the dining couch
until such a late hour was impossible but Clitumna would simply not leave the
dining room.  Julia tried polite hints but none worked, the big woman showed no
interest in retiring.


The simple truth was Clitumna
feared leaving Julia alone with Marius because she now knew who this seemingly
insignificant, young girl really was.  She had stumbled upon the truth while
scouring Rome looking for Bromidus and an explanation for her downfall.


Following anyone who delivered
produce from the docks at Ostia she searched for his ravaged face in the
crowded streets, busy markets and endless seedy taverns but there was never any
sight of the man who could explain her demise.


At the very point of abandoning
her search Clitumna chanced to see the fat man from Hispania riding in the most
vulgar carriage and something about the scene rankled her.  The man had been
too unimportant for her beloved Captain to even ask his name but his vehicle,
while gaudy was expensive, far too expensive for his lowly station.


What she learned by following
Gavius to his insignificant olive oil shop was too ridiculous to be believed
and piecing only a small fraction of the young girl’s empire together was
enough to make Clitumna want it for herself.


Sending word to all surviving
members of her old world she offered riches to any man who could find
compromising information about Julia.  If someone with a grudge against Julia
could be brought to Rome, by any means, the finder would never have to worry
about money ever again.


Total frustrated Julia gave up
any pretence of subtlety and stared directly at Clitumna.  This did not have
the desired effect, the big woman seemed to be sizing her up and it disturbed
her greatly.


Lack of wine eventually
outweighed the risk of Clitumna’s presence so Julia decided to risk telling her
extraordinary tale anyway.  Poor innocent and completely unsuspecting Cecilia
almost passed out when her beloved daughter delivered a tearful narrative.


“He raped you?”  Marius was unable to fully grasp
what he had just been told.


“Yes some years ago, Father.  I fell into a terrible
depression for a very long time.  Had it not been for my darling mother I may
have very well died from the shame of it.”  Julia clutched Cecilia’s hand for
effect but also to bolster her courage for was about to come.


Looking sympathetically towards
Cecilia, Marius acknowledged her sheepish nod of agreement.


“I am telling you now because I cannot marry your
son without giving you the chance to disown me,” sniveled Julia into her linen
handkerchief.


“I will not hear of such a thing!  It is Sulla who
has wronged you.  You are the innocent victim,” replied Marius as he limped
over to her dining couch to place a comforting arm around her shoulder.


Julia went on to say in between
her tears, “I tried to summon the courage to tell you before the consular
elections because I realized his conduct made Sulla unfit for the post; I am
such a coward.”


“You are no coward, Julia,” said Marius with his
good arm draped around her. “Sulla is the coward!  And as you say, he is unfit
to hold the position.  You will marry my son of course.  I know him, he will
not hold you responsible for the acts of a swine.” Then added, “Now if you do
not mind I have much to do.  My slaves will escort you home.”  Marius turned to
Cecilia saying, “Please take good care of my daughter-in-law you both have my
condolences and my full support.”


Disguising the annoyance caused
by her failure to get out of the marriage Julia looked into his eyes and with
great sincerity said, “There is something else that I am duty bound to tell you
about Sulla, Father.”


Cecilia and Marius listened in
shocked silence with expressions of disbelief as her story unfolded.  Beginning
on the day she had first met Sulla by the little stone well, Julia embellished
the circumstances of their encounter to fit her forged existence.  She
explained, “I was sixteen and while walking on my father’s estate one morning I
encountered Sulla.  He had been silently contemplating a document as I
approached and my arrival took him completely by surprise.  I blame myself for
startling him.” Julia cried for effect.


“That is nonsense my dear,” replied Marius, “you
were a very innocent young woman and like most Roman girls you must have been a
sheltered child with no understanding of men such as Sulla.”


With a pathetic smile Julia
thanked Marius for his support and continued her sad account, “Before I had
time to think, Sulla was upon me with a dagger in his hand.  When his body hit
mine I was knocked from my feet.  Having brought me to the ground, Sulla lay on
top of me, staring into my eyes with his blade at my throat; Father, I thought
that I was about to die.’ Julia nestled her head on Marius’s shoulder as she
spoke.


“Are you able to continue my dear?” asked a deeply
concerned and very sympathetic Marius.


Julia had no intention of
stopping at such a critical stage in her plan so she thanked Marius for his
concern and continued speaking.  “He told me that our meeting was an omen, a
sign from the Gods.  He said I was the weak Italian tribes and he dominant
Rome.”  Raising her head slightly Julia apologized for smudging her cosmetics
on Marius’s toga.


“Please do not worry about such trivia.”  Marius
returned her head gently to the white woolen garment now smeared with red
ochre, lip decoration and ground-saffron eye makeup.


Looking up through her tears to
make sure that she held his attention Julia went on to repeat every word of the
spontaneous plan Sulla had formulated while sitting in the shade of the heavily
laden olive tree all those years before.


Julia recalled, word for word,
Sulla’s full conversation.  He had argued the pros and cons of war with the
trees, the water pail, the occasional swooping bird and, of course, the little
peasant girl to help himself perfect the lie that he had spontaneously decided
to deliver to the Senate.  This was a wonderful way to fine tune his
inflection, his mock outrage and polished sincerity but, in so doing, he had
also informed Julia of every intricate detail of his deception.


Sulla had naturally assuming
that the peasant girl who spoke no Latin would be incapable of betraying him,
and this had been a big mistake.  Julia was a dormant genius who memorized
every word of his treacherous plan like a parrot.  She was also in the first
flood of young love and her already razor-sharp senses were at their height. 
Three months had to pass before Homer could teach her enough Latin to
understand the gravity of what she had been told but it was the contents of
Sulla’s monologue that she now delivered verbatim to Marius.


Julia had used rape and Sulla’s
scheming merely as a way of building a platform for what she was about to
deliver.  She could see that her account had completely shocked the old man and
having set the stage moved in for the killer blow.  Reaching into the little
leather purse attached to her belt Julia retrieved a crumpled piece of
parchment and handed it to Marius.  “I have proof of Sulla’s deceit, written in
his own hand.”


Unfolding the yellowing
parchment Marius proceeded to read the report that Sulla had penned during his infamous
meeting with the Marsi.  It stated quite categorically that the tribes had
organized themselves and a war would cost Rome dearly but it was the final
recommendation written just above Sulla’s signature which provided the evidence
that would destroy Sulla’s reputation forever:


It is my considered opinion that
offering Roman citizenship is the only way to prevent the loss of many
thousands of Roman lives.


“Where did you get this?”  asked an amazed Marius.


“It was the document that Sulla was studying when I
surprised him by the well.  He dropped it and I picked it up as a souvenir of
my meeting with such a powerful Senator of Rome.  Was I wrong to do so,
Father?”


“You were most certainly not, my dear.”


Julia had picked up the
discarded scroll all those years ago, because she wanted to know why Sulla
stared at it.  She was keen to know what meaning it held for him.  She had
intended to give it back when he left her, but he never left her.


Julia knew that nothing would
stop Marius from using her evidence to remove Sulla from the Senate as he would
be propelled by his sense of fair play and justice.  She was well aware that
the anger her violation placed in his heart would drive him into a position
that could cause him terrible damage.  The fact that she was manipulating a
decent man who loved and trusted her caused her real anguish but all that
mattered was the end of Sulla and nothing else warranted even the remotest
consideration.


Sure enough, the Senate was
convened for an extraordinary meeting on the very next day and all of the
eligible Senators responded to the great man’s invitation in the positive.  So
many of them had already accepted a partial payment to vote for a bill that he
would one day propose and they were looking forward to collecting the rest of
their money.


The house was abuzz and the
Senators tried to guess what was on the yellowing parchment in Marius’ hand
while wondering if it had something to do with the matter they were about to
agree with.


Waving the incriminating
document for all to see, Marius delivered a compassionate speech which ended
with him shouting in his faltering voice, “Sulla is totally unfit for this
office of Consul!”


After all these years of
accusations Marius now had conclusive proof that Sulla had deliberately lied about
the strength of the Italian tribes.  For purely selfish reasons he had started
a war which cost Rome dearly but benefited him greatly and the vote to banish
Sulla and forbid him fire and water within a one thousand mile radius of Rome
was a veritable landslide.


“Condemno!  Condemno!  Condemno!”  They all shouted
at the top of their voices.  What a fantastic surprise, they were all making
fabulous amounts of money for doing the right thing and that arrogant prick
Sulla had got his comeuppance at last.











Transition


 


On the night of Sulla’s
banishment Julia sat alone in his lovely courtyard drinking copious quantities
of his finest wine secure in the knowledge that he would never again barge in
unannounced.


Julia completely understood how
the shame of banishment would be far worse than death for a Roman of Sulla’s
status.  She had utterly beaten one of the most powerful men in Rome and the
much anticipated elation washed over her.  Everything she had worked towards
for so many years was complete and now she would find security at last.


When Cecilia came looking for
her troubled “daughter”, she found Julia slumped over the fountain in a drunken
stupor and immediately lifted her head from the shallow water to prevent
drowning.  After checking to make sure that Julia was still breathing she
called for the strong house-slaves and ordered them to pick her up and carry
Julia to bed where she continued her nightmare-filled sleep.


Regrettably, the new day did not
bring the peace Julia craved.  Waking late she found her customary hangover was
accompanied by a hollow void which felt far worse than her usual insecurities. 
It was a realization that her life was now even emptier than before.  The
destruction of Sulla had been the driving force behind everything she had achieved
and now her very reason for being was gone.


Julia had no friends, her
commercial empire ran itself and she had nothing more complex than the fear of
an impending relationship to occupy her mind.  Sulla was on his way to the East
and would not hear the news of his banishment for many months so, even that
gave her no pleasure.  The fantasy of being a fly on the wall of his tent when
he received the news gave Julia some pleasure but it was insufficient to
distract her for any length of time.


Reaching for the numbing effects
of wine, Julia began drinking everyday as the sun came up.  She needed to
deaden her mind because it wasn’t easy for someone of her tender years to
accept that she no longer had a reason to live.  Only the thought of seeing her
“lions” provided Julia with an incentive to bathe and dress herself so,
unenthusiastically, that is what she did.  Like a jilted lover Julia walked to
the home of Marius seeking the comfort of a stolen glimpse of her beloved
amulet but when she arrived Clitumna had left.


Julia made enquiries and one of
the house slaves informed her that the big woman was on her way to Hispania,
for what purpose she did not say.  Falling deeper and deeper into her lonely
trance Julia berated herself for not taking more aggressive action.  She had
offered Clitumna a small fortune for the amulet on many occasions but to no
avail.  Even ridiculous sums had been refused out of hand.  Julia had regularly
fantasized about having Clitumna murdered and now she cursed her weakness for
not employing an assassin sooner.


This was not how she had
intended things to be; money was supposed to provide security, not this empty
fear.  Her gloom-filled mind was now more self doubting than when she had
absolutely nothing.  In an attempt to deaden the pain Julia spent aimless hours
drinking while sitting by the ornamental fountain and time simply slipped away
in great drunken chunks until the moment everything changed.


Julia heard a few unusual noises
throughout the house but she was too lost in her stupor to bother about
looking.  Trancelike, she watched two of the dirtiest-looking men she had ever
seen walking across the flagstones towards her.  As they came closer Julia
could see that they were covered in blood. With her mind racing she wanted to
leap into action but her drink-addled body would not respond.


Effortlessly binding Julia’s
hands behind her back the two men rolled her into one of Sulla’s ornate rugs
and manhandled her to a waiting carriage.  With no idea what was happening or
where she was being taken Julia lay terrified in the darkness listening to the
familiar street sounds of Rome.  At the end of a short journey the rug was
carried to a darkened room where it was opened and Julia was strapped to a
muck-encrusted table.


From the very moment they cut
the binding on the carpet and rolled her out, Julia began speaking.  Even as
the two men raped her one after the other she continued to talk in a seemingly
futile attempt to win them over.  It took some time for her to realize they
could not understand Latin because they said nothing to each other and never
appeared to listen to anything she said.  Speaking the dialect of her birth
provoked no recognition but a few words in Greek caused a brief moment of
hesitation and much to their obvious irritation she immediately translated
everything she had already said in Latin into Greek.


“I can give you riches that you can only imagine!”
she begged but they were never even distracted from their task.


The pain was like nothing she
had ever experienced as they expertly used a device that looked like a smaller
version of the tongs she had seen furriers using to remove worn-out
horseshoes.  They expertly inserted one tip of the device between the back of
her nail and the finger then slowly and with extraordinary precision bent it
back away from the finger until she heard and felt a blood-curdling crack. 
Crying out Julia was in the depths of paradoxical despair, the richest person
in Rome was at the mercy of the only people who would not take a bribe.


There were so many people in the
empire who would have been justified in doing this to her but most of them had
no idea who she was.  It could not be Sulla because he was still oblivious to
what happened in the Senate.  Even if he had known he would not be able to link
Julia with his downfall.  Bromidus was another suspect but he could never
return to Rome and Clitumna was on her way to Hispania.


Joseph, Calpurnius, Antonius and
even Young Gaius all had grounds for revenge but the great ocean stood between
them and Rome.  Only one living person had any idea of her full power but
Gavius would never have the courage to arrange this house of horrors.


In an attempt to end the pain
Julia continued to talk through her destruction, desperate to find out who was
behind her torture.  If she could establish who was paying them she may be able
to find a way out of what was very clearly going to be a protracted death
sentence, but none of the names she mentioned provoked any kind of response. 
They simply went about their workman-like business totally ignoring everything
she said until she mercifully slipped into her pain numbing memory of her past.


It was a simple bucket of
freezing-cold water that put an end to the re-enactment of her incredible life
and returned her to the horrors of the torture chamber.  Laying in renewed agony
Julia realized that she must have been drifting in and out of consciousness for
several hours, or was it days?  Or was it weeks?  Her whole remarkable life had
been remembered, sifted though, as a means of pin-pointing her nemesis.


As she thought about her amazing
achievements, an idea formulated entirely of its own volition and it was the key
thought.  Julia was standing on the very cusp of finding the truth about
who she really was when the sound of a heavily accented Greek voice snatched
the most valuable notion of her existence from the forefront of her mind.


“I think she is coming back to us; yes, here she
is.”


A second Latin voice added, “You
have played me for a fool for the last time.”


There before her straining eyes
was the source of her pain and in that split second Julia realized how foolish
she had been to underestimate this person.  She tried to talk but no words came
because the connection between mind and speech was completely lost.


As Julia let go of this
pain-filled life her discomfort was suddenly replaced by secure, floating
feelings of inner calm.  Distant rhythmic pounding made everything safe and
cocooned in warmth she felt completely new.  This poor exhausted creature could
never remember a time of such security — it was intoxicating and right — just
how things should always have been. But with barely enough time to even guess
what was happening and without warning, the brief respite was ended by an
abrupt pulsating expulsion.


In an instant she was cast from
the secure place to be confronted by light, cold and unwelcome physical
contact, and there she lay on her back in an unfamiliar cot as Julia ended and
Robert began.


His first realization as a male
was a painful one.  It came in the form of a revelation.  He intuitively
understood that Julia had lived twenty three lives and he had been the one who
linked them all.  He was the other side of her curse and he had also lived
twenty three lives.  They had been living and dying, one following the other,
for hundreds of years.  He also knew that her memory of Rome would soon be
completely erased by the act of transition and destiny would determine that her
insecurity and doubt would linger throughout his life about to start.


She was now Robert John
Pishiobury born to Lord and Lady Pishiobury in Hertfordshire a county in the
countryside of Southeast England.  The year was 1793, Louis XVI had just lost
his head as a result of the people’s revolution and France was soon to declare
war on England.  His new parents loved each other very much.  They were
extremely wealthy members of the aristocracy who lived on a very large estate
set in a wonderful part of the English countryside.  There was absolutely no
reason for Robert to be a troubled boy and not a soul in this secure
environment ever understood why he was to become so.











His Twenty-Third Beginning


 


“Fine young boy you have there Pishiobury, what?  Be
good for one of the guards’ regiments one day, what, what?”


The four-year-old Robert
wondered why his father’s friend Arthur Wellesley said “what” or “what, what,”
after each sentence.  It made no sense to use the word at the end of a
sentence.  His beloved Nanny had taught him how to speak English correctly and
the word “what” is used in a completely different context.


“Thank you Sir,” replied Lord Pishiobury.  “Lady
Pishiobury and I are both very proud of young Robert.”  Lord Pishiobury looked
at his boy with pride.


“As you should be my dear fellow, what.”


The master of the hounds walked
up to Lord Pishiobury doffing his cap before saying, “The hounds are ready for
the off my Lord.”


Robert enjoyed how his voice was
turning to clouds of vapor in the frigid air as he spoke.


Lord Pishiobury, or Pishiobury
as his friends called him, made an imposing sight dressed in his hunting pink
and mounted on his favorite grey horse.  Placing a silver goblet on the tray
held by his loyal butler he said, “Be a good fellow Pinker, collect the stirrup
cups and inform lady Pishiobury that we are ready for the off.”


“Certainly my Lord.”  Albert Pinker turned to one of
the many footmen and nodded an indication to carry out the request.


“On my way Sir,” said the footman.


Dressed all in black Lady Amelia
Pishiobury glided down the stairway from the main entrance hall of Pishiobury
house to the spot where the hunt was gathered.  She looked mesmerizing but the
agony of grief could still be clearly seen through her stoic expression.  This
was the first time she had been seen by anyone outside of the immediate
household since her beloved sister had been guillotined by the angry mob in
Paris and all of her guests sympathized with her pain.


As an English-born lady in
waiting to Queen Marie Antoinette, Lady Pishiobury’s younger sister was being
held in the Bastille prior to her deportation to England when the mob broke in
and massacred hundreds of aristocratic prisoners.  Poor dear Prudence and her
French husband had been unlucky enough to be taken before the citizenry could
restore order.   The revolution taking place across the English Channel was so
hard for the aristocrats who attended the Pishiobury annual hunt to
understand.  Many of them had been guests at the wedding of Lady Amelia’s
sister; they had even met some the people who were now losing their heads and
the tragedy was unbearable.


Young Robert looked nervously at
his mother as she walked directly over to him.  He hated being separated from
her even for the duration of the hunt and today he appeared particularly
unsettled.  Lowering herself to kiss Robert she said, “Be a good boy while we
are hunting, my darling.”


“I will mother, but please hurry back.”  He was a
nervous lad.


“Such a sweet boy,” said lady Pishiobury to Miss
Parks, Robert’s nanny of many years.


“Yes Ma'am a fine young man, a credit to you both.” 
Nanny Parks clutched young Robert’s hand.


Lady Pishiobury walked over to
her husband and with a pained but loving smile she handed him his favorite
tricornered hat.


“Thank you my love, what would I do without you?” 
He was a handsome and pleasant-looking man with a warm and friendly
temperament.


John held the bridal of the
powerful black mare for Lady Pishiobury who wore her wonderful brunette hair in
a net under a top hat to keep it from blowing into her deep hazel eyes as she
rode with the hounds.


The breath of the wide-eyed
animal turned to a bellowing cloud of vapor as it hit the cold, crisp air and
the most senior of all the grooms calmed her Ladyship’s mount with a soothing
touch as he ordered one of the young apprentice stable-lads to kneel down by
its side.


“Thank you Philip,” said the lady of the house as
she stood on the boy’s back to mount her distinctive, brown leather
sidesaddle.  Lady Pishiobury’s personal handmaid then stood on the lad to make
sure that her wraparound sidesaddle skirt was properly in place.  As he watched
the garment being attached John relished the fact that no matter how many staff
worked on the estate both his Lord and his Lady always knew them by name.  This
treatment was by no means the norm on every estate in England and all staff at
Pishiobury were extremely grateful and happy with their lot in life.


“Shall we?” Lord Pishiobury asked this year’s
special guest of honor for the Pishiobury Park annual hunt.


“Yes please, lead us off Pishiobury, what?”  It was
said in a warm voice.  Arthur Wellesley held an obvious regard for his friend
of many years.


“On on!” cried the master and off moved the party of
over one hundred mounted huntsmen and women.  The hounds made a terrible din as
they ran ahead enthusiastically searching for the scent of a fox.


Young Robert wondered at the
spectacle as the impulsive horses strained at heavy leather bridles while their
iron-shod hooves carried them away from the house across the vast frozen lawns
towards the hedge-lined fields of the estate.  Robert loved these excited
hunters and their musky aroma which still lingering in the freezing air gave
him a comfortable feeling of familiarity and safety.


Brittle, white, frost-laden
blades of grass had been snapped by the galloping limbs and the disturbance had
left a passage of green behind them like the wake of a great ship crossing a
white ocean.  Robert had never seen a ship or the ocean so he wondered how he
had so clearly pictured such a sight.  It could only have been in a book.  He
could not remember seeing such a book but that was the only explanation which
made sense.


Remaining perfectly still he and
Nanny held hands as they absorbed every element of this wonderful scene until
the drama of the hunt passed completely out of sight.  Distant hounds barked,
the faint call of hunting horns sounded and the odd cry of “tally-ho!”  found
their way across the fields but eventually silence.


After standing in complete
stillness for many minutes Miss Parks became aware of Robert’s shallow wheeze. 
Still holding his hand she closed the collar of his overcoat and lifted his
scarf; then, after kissing the faint ribbon-shaped birthmark on his wrist,
Nanny pulled his cuff towards the little glove she had so lovingly knitted for
him.  Miss Parks then turned and slowly led him towards the staircase leading
to the warmth of the great house.


‘Will Mummy be back soon?’  asked the always fearful
Robert of the woman who had become his surrogate mother.


Miss Parks felt the relief in
his strong grip as she answered, “Yes she will be back before lunch my
darling.”


Robert always had a strange
insecurity about him.  Nanny had noticed it from the very moment he expressed
his first emotion.  It was so peculiar that he should feel anything other than
totally safe because the environment in which he lived was without doubt one of
the happiest and secure she had ever encountered.  Fear of starvation or
poverty could also be ruled out because the Pishioburys were a very rich
family.  They had been accumulating assets and investments for hundreds of years
and were now one of the wealthiest families in England, and as was important in
English society, the Pishiobury name had been very well established over many
generations.


Their fortune had been
established over two hundred years before because the first Lord had been a
very shrewd man who supported Oliver Cromwell during the English civil war.  As
luck would have it his decision to support the roundhead army against the
royalists was the correct one and he had moved rapidly from the owner of a
small estate to a privileged Lord within a few years of the war ending.  It was
ironic that his descendants were now extremely close to the Royal family which
Cromwell’s Parliament first deposed and then restored to power.


The family had gone from
strength to strength as a result of Cromwell’s victory and the accumulated
wealth had been invested well.  The father of the current Lord had been one of
the first investors in the extremely lucrative slave trade.  He had purchased
many ships to ply the triangular route, as it was known, and his vessels now
carried textiles from England to Africa, slaves from Africa to America and the
West Indies, then rum, sugar and raw cotton back to England.  Each route was
extremely profitable in itself but linking them all together in a nonstop round
trip made it a huge money earner.  The present Lord, Robert’s father, had also
invested a good deal of his substantial cash flow in sugar plantations in
Jamaica which were now yielding incredible profits.


Robert’s problems could not be
traced to issues of money because he was heir to a fortune.  Nor could his
mental frailty be attributed to lack of affection because he was surrounded by
the unconditional love of everyone on the vast Pishiobury estate, but even with
all of this he behaved with the unexplainable insecurity of a penniless orphan.











Spellbrook School


 


Robert had spent his first four
years of life completely cocooned from the real world.  He never left the
grounds of Pishiobury Park for any length of time and had no interest in a world
outside of his wonderful playground.  Every day, from the time he was old
enough to walk in the grounds by himself, Robert communed with nature.  Summer
and winter he ran to the spinney every day to look at the birds as they nested
or fed their young in the trees and undergrowth.


Invariably two of his father’s
favorite gun dogs Louis and Marie ran in huge circles around him.  If they
strayed too far a short whistle always brought them back panting and looking to
him for the approval he was happy to give.  The shining black Labradors were
his best friends but he never became emotionally close to the dogs named in
honor of the guillotined King and Queen of France because his instincts told
him to beware of attachments to living things.


The river Stort passed through
the estate and meandered in a sweeping loop behind the great house.  Robert lay
on its grass covered banks for endless hours watching big brown fish stalking
insects which merely dented the surface above them.  He empathized with these
insignificant little creatures because an unknown assailant could come crashing
through a flimsy membrane to end their lives at any moment and that was the
only way he could describe how he felt about his own fragile existence.


In the heat of the summer Robert
watched busy spiders weave their webs and a wide variety of insects glide
innocently into them.  Birds powered effortlessly through the warm air picking
off tiny black dots while deer cared for their young on the woodlands below.


He knew the location of every
rabbit burrow and badger set.  Robert was as one with his natural world and
while wandering aimlessly for endless periods of time his anxiety became
tolerable.  He simply felt safer while alone in this environment without the
complexities of human interaction.


Robert had no reason to fear
people even the staff expressed the love they felt for their benevolent
master’s through him.  No one had even so much as raised their voice to him but
a real fear of people existed nonetheless.  He was a child showered with
positive emotions, his country home was without doubt one of the most loving
and secure environments that any child could grow up in, yet Nanny Parks knew
something was not as it should be.  The wonderfully handsome and deeply
intelligent boy had a fragile quality about him and for absolutely no
discernible reason he seemed constantly afraid.


In keeping with her belief that
Robert needed more time to develop his character Miss Parks recommended that he
be enrolled at the village school near Pishiobury when he reached the age of
five.  This broke with tradition because Pishiobury children had been boarding
at the same remote preparatory school for generations.  Robert would still be
leaving for the Leys school in Cambridge as soon as he was eight years old of
course but, until then, Nanny wanted him to enjoy his protected childhood at
home for as long as possible.


Robert always disliked traveling
in his father’s coach because doing so stirred irrational feelings of drawing
unwanted attention to himself.  As bad luck would have it, Robert’s first coach
trip to school coincided with four seemingly unrelated events that brought his
latent anxiety cascading to the surface.


The first event was caused by an
insignificant rut just deep enough to break the axle of the little cart which
had reliably trundled into the village of Sawbridgeworth every morning at dawn
for far too many years to remember.  Stuck half way along its four-mile run,
the little cart’s cargo of correspondence, newspapers and sundry goods was stranded
and had to be rescued.


The second event was Robert’s
coach stopping to see what had happened to the cart.  The third when his driver
offered to deliver the cargo.  The fourth when a newspaper happened to be
placed on the top of the little pile of cargo transferred from the cart to the
seat across from Robert.


The front page of the London
Times was devoted to a report of the recent French invasion of Venice. 
This news was shocking enough, but it was the portrait of the young French
General Napoleon Bonaparte that sent Robert into spasms of inexplicable fear
and panic just moments before the coach drew to a halt outside his new school.


Poor Nanny was horrified by the
dreadful appearance of her young charge at the end of his first day at
Spellbrook School.  His demeanor had changed so completely within the six hours
between sending him to school in the morning and welcoming him home in the
afternoon.  Nanny thought something significant must have happened during the
day.  Lord and Lady Pishiobury were also shocked but putting on a brave face
they assured her that Robert was simply suffering from first day melancholy.


Like his parents, Nanny wanted
to believe that it was just a new environment but she felt sure something far
more serious was influencing her beloved boy, so the next morning Nanny Parks
confronted the elderly Head Mistress of the small village school while Robert
went to his class and was entirely dissatisfied with Miss Wagstaff’s
explanation:


 “He is a charming, bright young boy but he has no
inner resilience.”


“What may I ask is inner resilience?”  Miss Parks
was not good at accepting criticism when it came to Robert and this sounded a
lot like criticism.


“It is something I have observed during my many
years as an educator,” replied Miss Wagstaff.  “I have spent a good deal of my
professional career working in the poorer areas of London and later in the
workhouses of the industrial cities in the north of England.  In my experience
children who are born and brought up in hardship or are maltreated from an
early age often suffer with this mental disorder.”


“Young Robert has been raised in the most nurturing
of environments!”  Miss Parks tone was one of complete indignation and
disbelief.  “Are you suggesting that he has been in some way abused or
neglected?”


“I am suggesting no such thing,” replied Miss
Wagstaff defensively.  “I am responding to your question with complete
frankness.  I am not speculating upon the cause of the boy’s problem.”


“I do not believe that Lord and Lady Pishiobury will
wish their son to remain in your school a moment longer.  Please have Robert
brought to my carriage.  I will be taking him home immediately!”


This was a very delicate
situation for Miss Wagstaff because the school existed simply because Lord
Pishiobury provided funds.  It was by no means the norm for children of estate
workers and farm laborers to receive education and she did not want to place
the future of her school in jeopardy, but she was compelled to tell the truth.


When Robert eventually arrived
at the coach escorted by his teacher Mrs Putnham, he was in a shocking state. 
The thirty minutes he spent in the classroom had seen him fall into a terrible
decline.  His face was white as snow and covered in sweat.  He felt hot to the
touch but his body shivered as though freezing cold.


Without concern for his lack of
status the coachman picked the boy up and placed him on one of the studded
leather-bench seats within his carriage.  He then climbed the step to his
driving position to retrieve the tartan blanket he used to keep his legs warm
on cold days.  With the red and green cover under his arm he moved passed the
overweight teacher with a look of disgust on his face.  The coach driver had
been at Pishiobury since before Robert’s birth. He had followed the boy’s
progress with great interest and, like all of the staff, he had grown to love
the sensitive lad while playing with him over the years and the anger he felt
for these apparently evil women showed clearly on his face.


Miss Parks thanked him for the
rug, covered the distraught little boy then turning back to face Miss Putnham
with an accusing look in her eyes.  With deep concern in her voice she asked, 
“What have you done?”


Interjecting to save her member
of staff, Miss Wagstaff answered.  “We have done nothing!  Whatever Robert
suffers from was within him well before he came to our school.”


Although Miss Wagstaff believed
her words totally she was confused by the love being displayed by the driver
and the boy’s Nanny.  She had been convinced that the child’s behavior was as a
consequence of maltreatment but the open affection being shown by his staff
baffled her.  Miss Wagstaff had seen many wealthy children display insecurities
and in her experience they always came from families who treated both their children
and staff disrespectfully.  It was always obvious which families behaved in
this way because the staff treated their master’s offspring in a vengeful
manner but this young boy’s troubles were clearly born of a different source
than his environment.


Turning her back Miss Parks
climbed aboard.  She wanted nothing more to do with the horrible women standing
outside her evil little school.  Banging on the ceiling of the carriage she
called, “Take us home as fast as you can go!”


The two very shocked teachers
watched the coach pass through the school gates.  Both agreed that in all their
years in the classroom they had never seen such a fragile child.  The fact that
he was clearly intelligent, appeared so perfectly formed and came from a secure
environment had them completely baffled.











Surviving


 


Lady Pishiobury sat at a table
on the front lawn with her head cook planning menus for the coming season. 
Both were lost in total concentration because many dignitaries even royalty
attended dinners and balls at Pishiobury and the menus had to be absolutely
perfect.


Reveling in the interaction with
her employer, and the warm sun on her back, Cook’s thoughts of quail, pheasant,
roast swan, fresh Scottish salmon and venison were distracted by the sound of
carriage wheels moving rapidly along the gravel driveway.  Looking up, Cook
wondering why her husband wasn’t returning his beloved vehicle to the stables
at the back of the house as he usually did after a run to town.


“About the dinner party for fifty guests during the
week before the Cambridge end of term balls?”  said Lady Pishiobury bringing
Cook’s attention back to the menus.


Cook was about to say that she
would not let her Ladyship down when the carriage pulled to a halt in front of
the grand stairway and her employer’s attention was completely lost.  Climbing
out of the carriage was a distraught Nanny with an even more distraught Robert
in her arms.


Lady Pishiobury stood with a
look of deep concern on her face and the pain of losing her sister returned to
her thoughts.


“Whatever has happened?”  There was deep pain in her
voice.


Robert ran to the source of the
loving words and buried his sobbing head in his mother’s huge petticoats.


“Whatever has happened?”  she asked looking up at
Nanny Parks.


“I have decided to bring Robert home in light of
what happened at that terrible school, my Lady.”  Nanny’s tone was indignant. 
“That horrible woman said he has been maltreated!  Can you imagine?  Our little
Robert?  Poorly treated?  I have never been more outraged in my life!”


“Poorly treated?  What could she possibly mean? 
Robert has never so much as been shouted at let alone maltreated?”


Lady Pishiobury attempted to
lower herself to hold the distraught boy and kiss the top of his head in his
favorite way but he clung to her as though his life depended on it.  She could
feel the circulation in her legs being stifled as she said reassuringly:  “You
are safe now my darling, please loosen your grip.”


Robert could not be convinced
with words alone so Nanny tried gently prying his fingers from one another but
he simply applied even more pressure.  Cook had to help because the little
white knuckles reconnected as fast as they could be separated.  When his
powerful little arms were eventually parted Lady Pishiobury dropped to her knees
to hug him as she asked in a soothing voice, “What has frightened you so my
darling?”  Her beautiful, lemon-yellow dress absorbed brown and green moisture
from the dew-covered lawn like blotting paper.  The discoloration which worked
its way between the silk fibers of the exquisite garment would have horrified
her just seconds before but, at this moment, polite behavior meant absolutely
nothing; she could think only of the pain that had taken possession of her
beloved offspring as she asked her coach driver to carry Robert to his room.


When Lord Pishiobury arrived
home with his shooting party he was completely unaware of the change that had
so suddenly befallen his household.  The first indication of any problem was
the unusual concern in Pinker’s voice as he walked out to meet him. 
Maintaining the dignity befitting his status, the butler hid his anxiety behind
small talk, “Good afternoon my Lord, I trust that you had a good day with the
muskets.”


“Yes, thank you Pinker, marvelous shoot, we have all
bagged enough game for a feast.”  Pausing for a moment he noticed the change in
his Butler and said, “May I ask if there is something wrong Pinker?”


“May I have a private word with you my Lord, it is a
matter of some delicacy.”


Pinker felt very conscious of
the fact that he was being melodramatic but Lady Pishiobury had insisted that
her husband be told at the very moment of his return because he loved Robert as
much as anyone.


The other guests were all men of
power and status who understood matters of importance.  Respecting Lord
Pishiobury’s need for privacy they all walked to the food-laden tables standing
on the perfectly groomed lawn at the side of the house.  The footmen who
surrounded the white cloth covered trestles poured cold drinks from the silver
decanters for the parched hunting party who were all ready for a libation after
a full morning spent bagging hundreds of pheasants.


“What is it Pinker? Has something happened to Lady
Pishiobury?”


“Gladly, no my Lord.”


‘Then what is it?  Be a good fellow and spit it
out.’


His Lordship’s relief was felt
by Pinker who genuinely regretted causing his master to fret but by not fully
considering his next words made things even worse.  “It is your son Robert, my
Lord.”


Before Pinker was able to say
any more Lord Pishiobury was running towards the house.  Sprinting up the
marble stairs and through the open doors he gave the cleaning staff a terrible
start.  Without looking at his bewildered maids he took the stairs to the first
floor two at a time.  After very nearly colliding with another young housemaid
in the long corridor, Lord Pishiobury found the bedroom of the son who meant
everything to him.  Pausing outside the doorway before entering, he prepared
himself for the worst.


The first thing Lord Pishiobury
saw as he entered the room was his wife sitting on his son’s bed dressed in a
striking yellow dress covered in mud and holding him motionless in her arms. 
His heart seemed to stop for one brief moment as he spoke.  “What has
happened?” The words emerged in an uncontrolled sob.


Both Lady Pishiobury and Miss
Parks turned to look at him with total surprise on their faces.  His wife
understood immediately what the sound of his voice meant.  “Did Pinker not
explain darling?”


“What has happened?”


“Robert has had a terrible experience at school.”


“What kind of experience?  Is our son hurt in any
way?”


“No, he is just upset.”


“Upset!  Upset?”  He concern was beginning to shift
towards anger.


“Yes, Robert was upset by the other children at
school.”  As she said the words, Lady Pishiobury realized how pathetic the
whole thing sounded and his temper when it came had not been entirely
unexpected, but its ferocity took her completely by surprise.


“I believed my son to be dead or at best maimed! 
And you tell me that he is upset by other children on his first day at school!”


“Second day darling.”  Lady Pishiobury wished she
could take these pathetic words back.


“What the hell difference does that make?  The point
is I have been scared half out of my wits because the boy had a tiff, at his
school no less.”


“A little more than a tiff my dear, he is very
upset.”


Turning to leave Lord Pishiobury
snapped, “I have important guests to attend to, I have no more time for this
nonsense!”


Watching through his tears
Robert was petrified, he had never seen his father so angry and it concerned
him greatly.  He had not meant to cause such trouble but the sudden company of
other children left him feeling so completely and uncontrollably afraid.  His
instincts told him that everyone in the classroom intended to do him harm. 
Every time they had looked his way Robert felt their connivance and became
gripped with intolerable terror.  The truth was they were doing nothing of the
kind.  The children had all welcomed him but a strange lack of belief in himself
manifested itself from the very moment he entered the playground on the morning
of his first day.


Being cocooned on the estate
with so much love had kept Robert on an even keel but as soon as he entered a
less nurturing environment his fragile confidence crumbled.  The inevitable
confrontation with one of the more aggressive boys on the morning of his second
day dropped him into what felt like a deep shaft of fear that he had no way of
coping with.


Coming home should have revived
him. However, Robert was now very shocked and saddened because his overreacting
mind feared that the father, who was the major part of his juvenile stability,
would probably leave home because of him and he found himself falling deeper
into his exaggerated and illogical despair.


As he walked back to his guests
Lord Pishiobury realized that he had completely blown things out of all
proportion.  He wondered why he had so completely lost his temper and concluded
that it was because of the shock of believing that he had lost his only son.  I
must apologize to Emilia he thought as he walked, she will be terribly
upset by my outburst.


If he had turned on his heels
and walked back to Robert’s room to deliver the apology immediately Robert may
have been able to arrest his decline.  As it was, he lay sobbing in the absurd
belief that he had destroyed his happy home.  His view of the world had changed
so completely in only two days and he now saw himself as the cause of all past
and future problems.


Later that day Lord Pishiobury
walked into his wife’s dressing room just as her handmaid placed a wonderful
string of diamonds around her neck.  “Please allow me to do that,” he said as
he took the jewel encrusted adornment from the maid.


Lady Pishiobury accepted her
husband’s apology as soon as he asked her forgiveness.  The words came easily
to her lips as the maid walked from the dressing room.  She knew her husband
was not a man who wished to cause his wife any angst.  He had never enjoyed
making anyone uncomfortable, unlike a number of their powerful guests who
seemed to find pleasure in baiting defenseless people.


“What has caused this change in our son my dear?” 
he asked with concern in his voice.


Answering honestly she witnessed
her husband’s anger for the second time in the same day.  “Nanny tells me that
the Head Mistress of the school, Miss Wagstaff, believes he has been
maltreated.”


“She said what?”  The words burst from him.  Fair
treatment of his son, his wife and his staff were his major source of pride. 
If a man had even mentioned in passing that he had poorly treated any of them
he would have slapped his face and insisted upon a duel to the death.











Toughening Robert


 


During dinner Lord Pishiobury
was not himself, he kept up with the polite conversation but he did not
contribute any of his usually witty anecdotes.  All of his guests noticed how
somber his mood had become since their splendid morning with the muskets but
were too polite to ask.  They simply assumed that it was a private matter which
had something to do with what his butler told him upon their return.


The food, as always, was
superb.  The grand dining room looked magnificent and Lord Pishiobury politely
asked Pinker to thank all of the staff for their impressive efforts.  At the
conclusion of the dinner Lord Pishiobury’s butler escorted the male guests
proudly to the withdrawing room for port and cigars.  With its highly polished
oak paneling, the room, in which no women were allowed, came alive on these
occasions.


Pinker moved from guest to guest
pouring port from a beautiful cut-glass decanter which had recently been
crafted to order by William and George Penrose at their new glass works in
Waterford.  Placing the heavy Irish crystal on the sideboard, Pinker returned
with a small humidor full of Cuban cigars and as each guest chose one he
clipped the end and held a match as they drew in the wonderfully aromatic
smoke.


All were splendidly dressed in
white tie and black evening tails as they reclined in studded leather armchairs
which surrounded the grand fireplace.  Lord Pishiobury stood in his favorite
position leaning on the mantel looking distractedly into an oil painting of a
prize-winning bull which hung above the fireplace.  It was the families first
Aberdeen Angus and it had won one of his forefather’s many prizes.  The picture
had been in this room for as long as he could remember and it was somehow
comforting to him.  When he heard a question asked by one of his oldest friends
Pishiobury realized how rude he was being by ignoring his guests.  As he turned
to acknowledge his friend, Pishiobury surveyed the cream of English society
sitting in his drawing room and his mood mellowed slightly.


“Are you all right old chap?”  The question was
asked by the man sitting on the high leather-covered fender surrounding the
fireplace.


“Yes I am fine thank you.  I must apologize for
being such poor company.”  Lord Pishiobury liked his dear friend, William
Bligh.


“You have seemed distracted since the shoot old
boy.  May I be so presumptuous as to ask what has been troubling you?”


The fact that William held no
grudge towards him never ceased to amaze Pishiobury.  Bligh had every reason to
be angry because of the Tahiti debacle but he had never so much as raised the
issue with him.  Pishiobury still felt guilty about the failed expedition to
collect breadfruit seedlings because he and the other Jamaican plantation
owners had refused to fund it properly.  They argued that the fruit would feed
sailors as well as it would their slaves and this led the spiteful Admiralty to
bloody mindedly provide a ridiculously small ship.  The cramped conditions on
the Bounty had combined with a number of other incidences to cause the
now famous mutiny.


His poor friend Captain William
Bligh was forced to sail a 21-foot jolly boat across an open ocean over a
distance of almost four thousand miles in order to save the eighteen men who
were unceremoniously kicked off his vessel with him.


Pushing the shameful episode
from his mind Pishiobury answered William’s question by saying, “My son is
experiencing some difficulty at school.”


“Is that all?  My dear fellow I feared something
disastrous had happened.”


“He is a fine boy but has an inexplicable
trepidation about him.”  Pishiobury dropped his guard.  He was tempted to be
evasive about Robert’s problems but of all people William had earned the right
to be included.


“It may be that he has a soft life here at
Pishiobury Park.  He needs to be toughened up, send him back to school and
gradually he will become familiar with others.”  As Bligh finished his military
style perspective Pishiobury’s friend Arthur Wellesley walked over holding a
fine Havana and a full glass of the port.  As he expelled a plume of smoke he
said, “Excellent port, what?”  Wellesley’s words served to break the
concentration that absorbed Bligh and Pishiobury.


“Yes it is indeed excellent port.  I have laid down
a pipe with my shipper in London for Robert’s twenty-first birthday.”  Lord
Pishiobury was still proud of his boy.


“Good choice, what?  I could not help over hearing
you two talking about your boy, Pishiobury.  Sounds like he needs a stint in
the army, that would toughen him up, what?  I am being sent to Egypt as Brigade
Commander.  He can come with me if you like, what, what?”  Pausing for thought,
Arthur added in a sinister tone, “He must become tough if he is to survive this
coming war with France, you know?  It’s going to drag on for years.  You mark
my words.  In my opinion a little French general by the name of Bonaparte is
about to have a great influence on Europe.  Your boy will be required to do his
bit over the coming years Pishiobury, what?”


“I understand your point but the boy is so delicate,
it is as though he has an ingredient missing.  Everything about him is perfect
but when it comes to even the most minor confrontation he has no resilience.” 
Then as an afterthought, Pishiobury added, “Anyway old chap, he is a bit young
for that don’t you think?  He is only five years old.”


“You are correct of course.  Five is too young but
we have them as young as ten in some regiments you know.  They beat the drums
as we march into battle; it saves wasting a man who can fight and they don’t
eat as much food, what?”


“Are they not terrified on the field of battle? 
Poor things.”  The irony of being a slave owner while aspiring to be kind
hearted was lost on Pishiobury and many of his class.


“They always keep marching forward just as they are
told to.  We lose so many of them because they are always in the frontlines
where they can be heard by the soldiers.  Boys are by far the easiest things to
replace, what?  The slums of England seem to churn them out in a nonstop
stream, what, what?”  All those close enough to hear, joined Wellesley in a
good laugh.


Pishiobury gave a slight chuckle
to be polite but found it hard to accept the image of poor little Robert
walking to such a violent end.


“My recommendation is to send your boy to school and
let time and experience mold his character.”  Bligh’s words wiped the terrible
image of battle from Pishiobury’s mind.


“I will give your advice some thought Sir but now
let us talk of other issues, things are changing in Europe and we in this room
will play a key role in shaping the future.”


As Pishiobury spoke these words
William Pitt, Prime Minister of Great Britain looked across the room to his
friend and added, “Your words are very profound, Pishiobury.  I have just
received news.  The French have invaded Egypt.”











Miss Wagstaff


 


“Send him back to that school?” asked Emilia with
deep despair in her voice. “How can you possibly suggest such a thing after
yesterday’s events?”  She and Pishiobury were standing on the front steps
maintaining polite smiles for the benefit of their departing guests.


“I understand your concern my darling but what else
are we to do?  Robert cannot stay at Pishiobury Park for the rest of his life. 
He must mix with other people.”  Even as he spoke Pishiobury hated to do this
to his loving wife but, as he said, what else could he do?  Attempting to make
the situation clearer he added, “Both Arthur and William believe it is the only
way to build his character.”


“Wellesley and Bligh are both rigid military
disciplinarians — how can you listen to them in matters concerning Robert? 
Anyway Bligh can hardly call himself an expert in human behavior!”


“That is not fair, my love, as you know I hold myself
responsible for what happened.”


“As I have said before, that is nonsense.  You had
absolutely nothing to do with how he treated his crew.”


“Yes but if I and the other plantation owners had
paid for a bigger ship, tension would have been eased between the men on
board.”


“If the bigger ship had hit a rock and sunk with all
hands because of its deeper draught you would blamed yourself for that also.  I
know you too well, my dear you take on far too many worries for one man.”


“That is as may be but we are still faced with the
problem of our son’s future.”  Pishiobury was desperately attempting to change
the subject because the mutiny on the Bounty was still a painful topic. 
“I suggest that you and I pay a visit to the school to ascertain exactly what
has actually happened.”


Every fiber of Lady Pishiobury’s
body fought against doing what her husband suggested because she was clinging
to a negative image of the hated Miss Wagstaff.  They had met her only once
before sending Robert to school.  She had seemed very nice but now Lady
Pishiobury wanted her to be the problem.  In her heart she knew Robert was
deeply troubled but it felt less confronting to blame someone else.


Emilia refused to accept what
she had observed in her son for many years because just like her husband she
was hiding it deep inside.  The problem now arose that by visiting the Head
Mistress they would have no choice but to face it head on.


The following day Robert’s
parents boarded their carriage and traveled the short distance to Spellbrook School
where they sought an audience with the woman that neither of them wanted to
like.


“Good morning Lord Pishiobury, Lady Pishiobury,”
said Miss Wagstaff respectfully beckoning them to chairs in front of her desk. 
She was a product of the English class system — respect for one’s superiors was
inbred.


“Good morning to you Miss Wagstaff.  I believe you
know why we have come here to see you,” said Lord Pishiobury, his tone more
stiff than usual.


“The matter of your son’s behavior my Lord.”


When said like this Robert’s
dilemma seemed to crystallize before them.  No one had ever spoken of Robert’s
behavior before and this meeting could do nothing but bring it into the open. 
“Err, well yes,” replied Lord Pishiobury with uncharacteristic hesitance. 
Trying to regain the upper hand he added, “We have come to ask you about your
comments to Miss Parks yesterday?”


With the clear understanding
that the man before her held absolute power over her life, Miss Wagstaff
answered the delicate question even more respectfully, “I simply made the
observation that Robert has similar characteristics to a child who has been
maltreated.”


“That’s it! Those are the very words!”  Lady
Pishiobury was beside herself.  “So you admit that you accused us of harming
the boy?  Do you realize the damage that you could do to our reputation if this
were to become public knowledge?”


Now very worried the Head
Mistress raised a gentle objection, “I did not intend to imply that Robert has
been maltreated.  I merely mentioned that he has similar characteristics to one
who has.  Now having met you and observing your staff I can see that Robert is
nurtured in a very loving and caring environment.  I am completely baffled as
to how Robert could have developed his insecure behavior traits in such an obviously
caring environment?  As I said to your Nanny he is a charming bright young boy
who appears to have absolutely no inner resilience.”


“What may I ask is inner resilience?”  enquired Lord
Pishiobury, using exactly the same indignant words as his Nanny the day before.


“I have observed it in many children over the
years.  They seem to be unusually susceptible to the opinions of others and,
like Robert, they seem to lack any kind of self worth.”


The obviously compassionate
educator was making complete sense and much to the surprise of both women, Lord
Pishiobury responded with a complete changed of tack.  Sitting back in his
chair the irate tone left his voice and he seemed somehow relieved, “I cannot
pretend any longer.  I have observed this behavior in Robert myself over the
years but how can you tell in just one day?”


Lady Pishiobury turned her head
to look at her husband in disbelief.  He was agreeing with the horrible woman
on the other side of the desk who wore her hair in such an awful matronly bun.


Looking into his wife’s eyes and
gently squeezing her hand, he added, “I am sorry my darling but I must speak
the truth.”  He hated the effect his words were having on his beloved Emilia
but he had to say them or be untrue to himself and his son.


Feeling deeply sympathetic for
the woman who remained so passionately in denial Miss Wagstaff explained. 
“After so many years of teaching I can usually tell the personality of a child
as soon as I meet them.  It can sometimes takes a few weeks to look into their
deepest self but Robert is so insecure for the want of a better word — I
observed it immediately.”


“What can be done to repair the situation?” asked
Lady Pishiobury, and it became the turn of his Lordship to look in surprise. 
By saying these words his wife had also acknowledged the existence of a problem
that they had never dared to speak of before.


“Love,” is all Miss Wagstaff said in response, “he
needs lots of love.”


“We love the boy more than life itself!  We have
been showering Robert with love from the very moment of his birth.”  Lady
Pishiobury was trying to maintain a semblance of anger but her temper was
completely collapsing.  Resigning herself to the truth for the first time in
five years she gave in and listened courteously as her husband spoke:


“I believe something has been wrong from the very
first moment of Robert’s life.”


Lord Pishiobury was amazed and
relieved to hear his wife reply in a questioning tone, “You experienced those
feelings also?”


This was the very first time
that either parent had allowed themselves to think about the day five years
before but their uncertainties became reality as he went on.  “When Robert lay
in his cot at the very moment of his birth I instinctively felt something was
wrong.  It was as though grave feelings of foreboding accompanied the boy.  It
made me sad but at the same time protective.  I have never mentioned my
concerns because I could not understand my feelings well enough to put them
into words.”


Lady Pishiobury felt a weight
lift from her shoulders.  Her secret burden had been shared for the first time.


Miss Wagstaff had been
completely forgotten by both of them until her discreet cough brought their
attention back to her office.  “I do not pretend to understand the experience
of which you speak but the problem of young Robert’s future remains as our
common concern.”


“You are correct of course, Miss Wagstaff.  What
must we to do to help the boy live a normal and fulfilled life?”  Lord
Pishiobury sensed the educator’s unease.  Inside, he silently berated himself
for verbalizing these ridiculously spiritual ideas.  It was just not done for
someone of his status to talk of supernatural events.


The Head Mistress was clearly
relieved to hear his Lordship was not continuing with his blasphemy.  People
had been burned as witches for far less than this kind of behavior fewer than
one hundred years before.  She was a strong member of the local church and did
not like new or radical ways of thinking.  In her experience ungodly ideas
always confuse people, particularly children.


In a sobering tone, Miss
Wagstaff added, “I am afraid that there is only one answer.  Robert must return
to school and learn to mingle with the other children.”


Equally embarrassed about
letting herself become carried away in front of a stranger, Lady Pishiobury sat
and lamented the fate of her poor son.  It did not seem to matter who she
asked, the advice was always the same — throw him in and see if he swims or
drowns.  It hurt to think of Robert struggling alone in a school that clearly
terrified him but he simply could not live his life hidden from society.


In the coach on the way back to
the estate Lady Pishiobury looked at her husband and enquired, “What do you
think we felt on the day of Robert’s birth?”


“I have no idea,” he replied, “but I do believe that
we should never speak of it again; people will think us strange and that will
never do.”


Lord and Lady Pishiobury prized
their elevated status in polite society.  They had no wish to be considered
avant-garde or freethinking because that was the fastest way to lose friends. 
Both of them had seen well-established families fall from the favor of their
social class for the most mundane reasons and they had no intention of being
the butt of anyone’s snide jokes.  The subject of Robert’s ethereal beginning
became persona non grata and never raised again.


Shortly after the Pishioburys
return to Pishiobury Park, Robert and Nanny listened in disbelief as they were
told that he was going back to Spellbrook School.  Quite out of character, Miss
Parks protested vehemently against what she was being told.


“We are sorry, Nanny but what do you suggest we
do?”  asked Lady Pishiobury.  “Robert must be accepted into polite society,
must he not?”


Her employer’s words made
complete sense but still Nanny continued to argue on Robert’s behalf because
she could feel the fear within her little charge as he sat on her lap.  “Could
we not employ a private tutor for the boy and keep him here until he is old
enough to go to the Leys?”


“What you say is entirely possible,” replied Lord
Pishiobury, clearly distressed as he spoke.  “We have thought about private
tuition but it does not get us over the problem of assimilation.  Our fear is
that he will arrive at Cambridge in the same condition as Spellbrook.  At least
we, and of course you, will be able to see Robert every day if he attends the
local school.  If we mollycoddle him now his problems may recur at the Leys and
that will be all the harder for him in the long run.”


Miss Parks knew that what they
were saying was true but she still felt terrible trepidation for her darling
little boy.  Robert simply looked from one face to the other as he listened to
his fate in disbelief.











Return to School


 


Robert understood nothing of his
need to fit into polite society and he wept as his Nanny dressed him for school
the next morning.  He could not believe that he was being sent back to the very
place that caused him so much pain and he pleaded in between heart-wrenching
sobs.


“I am so sorry my little darling.”  Miss Parks
fussed around, trying to look strong for him.


Robert thought about running
away from home to prevent the inevitable, but the prospect of surviving alone
away from Pishiobury Park terrified him even more than going to school.  As he
boarded the coach he felt betrayed by his mother and father who stood at the
bottom of the steps waving his departure.


Looking from the carriage window
Robert felt like his unfortunate Aunty Prudence being paraded through Paris
before her execution.  Upon their arrival at Spellbrook, Miss Parks projected a
very cold aura towards Miss Wagstaff and the ever-sensitive boy picked up on
her hostility immediately.  Robert had lived his life through his Nanny for so
long that her antagonism towards the Head Mistress guided his perception of the
naturally kind woman.  This unfortunate and mistaken introduction would linger
with Robert causing a rift between them which would hamper Miss Wagstaff’s many
efforts to help him.  The kind school teacher who was endowed with a lifetime
of teaching experience was determined to build his character but sadly her
plans came to nothing because Robert would never let her in.


As he walked away from his
beloved Nanny holding the hand of the woman he had decided to hate Robert felt
the feelings of his first day at school returning.  After a short stroll and a
few supportive words, Miss Wagstaff opened the door of the tiny classroom and
entered with Robert.  Every child immediately stopped what they were doing to
look at the strange boy who had departed so dramatically just half way through
their English lesson two days before.


Looking at his shoes as though
they held meaning Robert lacked the courage to lift his head.  He felt terribly
self conscious and believed that the children were all staring at him in a
critical manner.  He did not know why he thought that; he did not even think to
ask himself why he felt that way; he just knew somewhere deep within himself
that he was unworthy.


“Please excuse my interruption, Mrs Putnham, but
young Robert here is returning to your class.”  With that Miss Wagstaff turned
to face the children and said in a caring voice, “Now children, Robert is a
little sensitive and I would like you all to be especially friendly to him.”


Mrs Doris Putnham looked at
Robert with feigned concern.  She had been a teacher at Spellbrook Preparatory
School all of her working life and she felt both cheated and angry.  Forty
years of being passed over for promotion to Head Mistress while doing a job she
despised took a terrible toll on her psyche.  Hundreds of children had passed
through her class during that time and all could attest to her unhappiness. 
Their humiliation had become her only pleasure in life.  Growing even angrier
than usual Mrs Putnham knew the boy standing in the doorway was going to disrupt
her pathetic, yet organized, existence.  Smiling insincerely for the benefit of
the Head Mistress she said, “Welcome back Robert.”  Then, turning to the class
she added, “Everyone say good morning to Robert.”


Without exception the children
gave a parade ground response, “Good morning Robert.”


Out of the corner of his eye
Robert noticed that Mrs Putnham was now looking directly at him and she didn’t
appear to be especially welcoming.  She looked exactly like a woman who had her
class interrupted twice in as many days and Robert’s heart sank because he was
the culprit.


After Miss Wagstaff let go of
his hand Robert walked slowly to the back of the classroom with his head
sagging sadly down.  To make sure he did not have to look into the eyes of the
other children he followed the line of the well-worn floorboards.  When he came
to the desk that he recognized by the aged carvings covering its lid, he turned
and sat in the wooden chair allocated to him.


As with his first day, and the
morning of his second, Robert stared at the chipped, white porcelain inkwell
set in the top right-hand corner of the extremely old, oak desk.  Just as then,
his fertile imagination created animals and insects within the dark stain where
its contents had leached into the grain.  He also recreated the wild life at
Pishiobury Park within the carved initials on the extremely dark, hardwood top
and he found that becoming lost with these creatures made the classroom vaguely
bearable.


At no stage during the course of
that day did Robert look up for fear of provoking Mrs Putnham.  His tension
levels reached frenzy as the angry lady questioned students near his desk then
subsided as she moved her vindictive attention to other parts of the
classroom.  Robert’s anxiety was also heightened by some of the children’s
inability to answer her questions correctly.  Whenever an answer was wrong the
offending child would be openly vilified or struck on the hand with a ruler and
Robert did not possess the mental capacity to survive either of these earth-shattering
forms of humiliation.  In order to block out the appalling fear of this
suspense-filled torture Robert ran through the woods with Louis and Marie.  His
mental escape was so effective that by the end of that day all aspects of the
classroom had been blocked from his senses.  So it was almost like waking when
Mrs Putnham’s words brought him back to the reality of finding her standing in
front of his desk.


Looking down from a great height
she was clearly very unhappy as she snarled, “I am talking to you, you rude
little boy!”


A freezing sensation passed
through Robert’s veins as he realized Mrs Putnham was waiting for the answer to
an un-heard question.


“Well what is your answer?  Were you paying any
attention, boy?”


Too afraid to admit his lack of
attention, Robert groped for an answer to pacify the angry woman and the reply
he gave would teach him that lying was an art form worth learning properly. 
“Yes,” he said in a whimper, but of course he had no idea what the question was
and naively left himself wide open for her inevitable rejoinder.


“Well then, what is the answer?  Tell us all.”


The valuable lesson was of
course if you are going to lie, you must have a fundamental idea of what you
are lying about.  He looked away from her maniacal gaze and before he could
fully control the fear which pulsed throughout his body, a pool of warm water
appeared on the floor below him.


“What in heaven’s name do you think you are doing
boy?”  shouted the red-faced teacher while tugging at his arm.  “Go to the Head
Mistress at once and tell her what you have done!”


Mrs Putnham was not smiling but
she was enjoyed his pain.  She turned to the other children and encouraged them
to goad him for his lack of bladder control.  “Do you see what young Robert has
done children?  He has wet himself like a big baby!”


Robert wept uncontrollably as he
followed the same floorboard to the door of the classroom.  He did not dare
look at any of the children whose raucous laughter cut through him like a
knife.


Upon Robert’s arrival at her office,
Miss Wagstaff looked at his breeches and understood immediately what had
happened.  Taking his hand she said in a gentle voice, “Please come with me,
Robert.”


They walked together hand in
hand into a sun-drenched part of the playground and sat on a small brick wall. 
“Your pantaloons will dry here my dear,” she said feeling his pain completely.


Robert sat with his head in his
hands weeping.  Every anxiety-filled emotion in his body letting go at once. 
He was truly in despair and at such a young age.  Miss Wagstaff wondered what
could possibly have happened to cause this as she held his quivering body.


In less than an hour the
Pishiobury’s coach pulled to a halt at the front of the school and out ran
Nanny.  As luck would have it she wanted to be there at the very moment Robert
came out of class and Miss Parks was very thankful that she had arrived
early.   Without saying a word to, “that woman,” as she called her nemesis,
Miss Parks clutched the boy into her arms asking, “What have you done to my little
darling this time?”


Without another word to Miss
Wagstaff, Miss Parks instructed the driver to pick the boy up and place him in
the carriage.  This done, they made all haste for Pishiobury Park.  Upon her
return to the estate Miss Parks pleaded on behalf of Robert but Lord and Lady
Pishiobury were adamant.  They were determined to bring the boy into society,
they felt his pain just as she did but her employers would not hear of
shielding their son from his inevitable confrontation with life.


Lord Pishiobury insisted that,
“He must return again and again until he builds some kind of resilience.  He is
over sensitive and must learn to become more stalwart, he must toughen himself
up!”











Building a defense


 


Day after day Robert returned to
school and sat in his little chair in a state of fearful concentration.  Having
learned the shame caused by letting his imagination roam he was determined
never to make the same mistake again.


Mrs Putnham eventually gave up
asking him questions after a while because he always knew exactly what she had
been talking about.  Even she could not find reasons to be spiteful to a child
who gave the correct answers so Miss Putnham turned her wrath onto other, less
attentive children.  She settled for the fact that Robert’s silent concentration
created no disruption to her class but was very disappointed that he could no
longer be startled into soiling himself.


After many months of terrible
stress-filled days in the dingy classroom Robert accidentally discovered
something within himself that changed his life completely.  Quite spontaneously
he said something funny in the middle of a lesson and his words were
inadvertently heard by the children who sat close by.  His naturally sharp mind
had seen the funny side of a story about a man called Isaac Newton.  According
to Mrs Putnham, he discovered something called gravity when an apple fell from
a tree and hit him on the head.  Quite instinctively Robert quipped with
perfect comedic timing, “It’s lucky for him he wasn’t sitting under our dovecote,”
and the laughter he provoked among his peers felt intoxicating.


Mrs Putnham immediately turned
from the blackboard and looked at the boy sitting next to Robert and fired from
the hip, “What may I ask is so funny?”


“Nothing Miss,” replied Reginald.


“Do you expect me to believe that you just burst
into spontaneous laughter for absolutely no reason?”


“Yes Miss.”


Reginald was struck over the
knuckles for his insolence and Mrs Putnham ranted about respect for one’s
elders.  Then, completely worn out by her own tirade she angrily dismissed the
children, sending them outside for their morning play-time.  Realizing that
there was more to the strange boy than met the eye, Reginald walked over to
Robert who stood alone in the playground as always.  Fearing the worst Robert
flinched as he heard the boy ask, “Do you want to play with me and my friends?”


Robert gave a shy nod and walked
over to join the lads in a game of football.  These were the elite boys who all
others in his year looked up to and their acceptance gave Robert the strength
to crack another joke.  All of the boys laughed causing the warm feelings of
approval to wash over him once more and this simple act of inclusion determined
that Robert’s personality would develop with wit at its core.  It was an odd
thing but children laughing at him caused deep pain yet the same children
laughing with him provoked ecstatic pleasure.


From that day on Robert
developed his sharp brain to make people laugh and over time he fine-tuned his
skill to become a very accomplished school clown.  It felt fantastic to be
popular but as with all children who seek meaning through the approval of
others he sacrificed control of his emotions.  Robert was effectively handing
responsibility for his mood to others and condemning himself to a life of
volatility in the process.  On a good day when his playmates approved Robert
felt wonderful, but on a bad day when they did not respond to his clowning he
felt very low.  The fact that others may not be laughing because of problems in
their own lives was irrelevant to Robert.   The only time he felt himself to be
of any value was when others showed their admiration.


The following three years at
Spellbrook were made tolerable by hilarity.  Laughter was Robert’s lifeblood
and amusing others became simple because his very fast mind saw things so
sharply.  He could bend words and meanings of sentences to make the most
incredibly amusing observations out of the most ordinary of things.


Unfortunately, Mrs Putnham
punished Robert for making any kind of joke during her lessons so consequently
his new confident persona existed only in the playground.  In the classroom
Robert sat quietly and paid perfect attention to every word.  The information
was never remembered on a conscious level because his concentration existed
purely to prevent humiliation in front of his peers.  In order to perfect this
illogical arrangement Robert worked out a system of memorizing her last few
sentences; then when he felt sure that he would not be asked a tricky question he
let them drift from his memory to be replaced by the next.  Robert was so
scared of being humiliated again that all he could remember of his years at
prep school was the constant feeling of living on a knife’s edge.


Almost everyone found Robert’s
outward change remarkable because the only character they ever saw was the one
who existed in the playground.  Miss Wagstaff could not believe the difference
in the boy and his parents heaved a great sigh of relief.  Only Nanny observed
the truth of what was happening to her beloved charge.  She could see that he
was the same vulnerable young man who had merely created this character to mask
his weakness.  Miss Parks knew that if anyone looked close enough they would
find the vulnerable child within but for now it would have to do; and of
course, it was inevitable that like all things in life — for now became
forever.











Cambridge


 


His departure for school in
Cambridge was an emotional occasion for all on the estate.  Every member of
staff came out to see Robert off and even the men fought back tears.  They had
all taken such a keen interest in every aspect of his years at Spellbrook
because each day Miss Parks and the coach driver provided the gossip.  They
kept the servant rumor-mill fully informed while sitting around the big fire in
the scullery every evening after dinner.  All below stairs knew the characters
in Robert’s saga intimately as Wagstaff and Putnam became their villains and
Robert their hero.  These exaggerated tales then began the gossip that passed to
every corner of the estate.  Even the farmhands and gamekeepers followed the
daily updates with great interest.  They all cheered and waved as Robert’s
coach moved along the driveway from the big house on its way to the gatehouse
by the main road.  As his carriage turned at the massive gates the gatekeeper’s
family came out to cheer him off.  Robert waved at the keeper, his wife and ten
children standing in a line all arranged according to their height, and then he
was on the road to his future.


As the coach traveled the thirty
miles to Cambridge along the old Roman road it passed through the market town
of Bishops Stortford.  It was a busy day in the town because, being a Thursday,
it was market day and the coach had to slow down for the cattle and sheep being
herded to auction along the high street.  From his window Robert watched
hundreds of people milling around the brightly covered market stalls lining
both sides of the street.  He observed money changing hands as food of all
kinds were sold.  Auctioneers called out as they sold their livestock and
market stallholders shouted to attract customers.  Something about this scene
provoked vague feelings of familiarity within Robert but he gave it little
thought because he was quite certain that he had never seen anything like it
before.


Once clear of the town they
resumed their swift pace passing through small villages with names such as
Stansted, Quendon and Wendons Ambo.  Sitting forward to get a better view of
the world passing by Robert observed the people who toiled in these
strange-sounding places.  He noticed something different about the laborers in
the fields he was passing compared to those on his father’s estate.  It was
their condition.  All of the farm workers at Pishiobury were well treated and well
fed but these poor people looked thin and drawn in appearance.  The starvation
Robert saw from his carriage shocked him.  He had heard his father talk about
the appalling conditions caused by the industrial revolution in the north of
England but had no idea that things were equally as bad here in the south.


Robert’s father had explained
that since 1760 steam-powered mills and factories in the Northern Counties had
been sucking the populations away from the countryside in their insatiable
thirst for more and more cheap labor.  Mills once powered by water wheels had
been rapidly superseded by steam-powered pistons which needed more and more
people to provide the fuel to power them.  By 1780 almost all trees in the
north of England had been cut down and coal had become the most sought-after
commodity.  Men, children and ponies were sent down unsafe pits which collapsed
or exploded with no notice.  Lord Pishiobury had been disgusted as he talked
about the pit owners who became incredibly rich on the back of these
underprivileged people without spending any money to make them safe.


Looking at the state of these
tragic workers, as he passed. Robert understood for the first time why the
peasant people in the North had flocked to the fast-growing cities.  He grasped
the appeal of an income, weatherproof terraced housing and the chance of
regular meals.  Even working long grueling hours in dangerous mines and mills
was better than scratching a living in these cold, hedgerow-lined fields. 
Living in rows of soot-covered houses with your neighbor just one brick’s width
away would be unappealing to a Pishiobury worker but to peasants who lived in
the dilapidated alms cottages with unglazed windows it would be a great
step-up.


In light of the world passing
outside Robert’s coach the things his father’s said began to make sense.  The
people in the North must have believed that anything was better than their lot
in life but what they actually got was a hell on earth.  It was a world in
which children did the work of men.  Sleeping by the looms and machines which
regularly claimed their emaciated limbs, they were fed only once during their
sixteen-hour working day.  When they died, as they did in great numbers, they
were buried in communal graves with no stone to commemorate their existence. 
Adults were employed only for the task that required strength and they worked
as hard as the children but went home to their slums at the end of the day. 
The little pay they earned was taken back by the factory owners for rent and
food because they also owned all of the houses and shops.  If anyone complained
about their inhumane existence they were thrown out of their job and of course
their home.  Losing one’s employment was tantamount to a death sentence, so no
one protested.


Robert also remembered his
father saying that the vast industrial towns in the North were making Britain a
power on the world stage but no recognition went to the people who made it
possible.  The rapidly growing middle class was becoming rich on the back of
the lower classes but all these rustics could expect was a short miserable life
spent in suffering.  Robert knew that the common belief among the people of his
class was that peasants could be made to take any amount of abuse without
daring to make even a whimper.  The aristocracy had believed this for hundreds
of years.  It did not matter how badly they treated the common people — they
never rebelled.


Most of the wealthy
establishment treated the peasant classes as scum but Robert had been raised in
a community that was built on respect and trust. Seeing the real world was
opening his eyes and he no longer trusted the upper class rhetoric.  He knew
that the French revolution was incited by a maltreated population.  He had lost
a close relative in the terrible debacle just a few miles across the channel
and he wondered if the same would happen to England.


The thought of his mother and
father being killed by the angry mob made him sit bolt upright in his hard
leather seat.  The distant North seemed a great deal closer at that moment and
it gave him something new to worry about; and while still deep in thought,
Robert felt his coach pull to a standstill outside the main entrance of the old
public school.


The bursar of many years, Mr
Poynton came out to greet him saying as he came, “Good evening to you young
man.  I trust that I find you well?”


“Yes thank you Sir,” replied Robert still a little
shaken by his thoughts.


“The porter will take your luggage to your
dormitory,” said Mr Poynton as the driver lifted the heavy leather trunk from
the roof rack on the top of the passenger compartment.


Before walking into the great
stone building in front of him Robert turned and much to the amazement of Mr
Poynton embraced his driver.  He noticed the shimmer of a tear reflected in the
lamplight as the hardy-looking coachman bid the boy farewell.  Such a display
of fondness for one’s employer was very rarely observed at his school and the
rawness of the emotions moved Mr Poynton deeply.  He was a humanitarian of
great standing and his view of mankind was very different from many others of
his class.


Dressed all in black, the porter
lifted the trunk as instructed and walked behind the bursar and the new boy. 
Robert thought about offering to help the lad who was no more than two years his
senior but this was not Pishiobury Park.  He had been versed in the importance
of maintaining one’s station and accordingly let the poorly fed boy struggle.


The dormitory with its twenty
beds had the same look and smell as his classroom at Spellbrook.  All but one
bed held a boy and as each sat up to look at him Robert felt a recurrence of
the trepidation experienced during his first days at the old school.  As the
boy in black placed his trunk at the foot of the only vacant bed Robert became
so frightened his humorous defenses spontaneously quipped, “What are all these
people doing in my bedroom?”  Realizing his mistake Robert braced himself for
the worst because showing his playground self to an adult in school had always
caused him pain in the past but on this occasion it met with approval.  Much to
his surprise and delight the witticism made Mr Poynton chuckle and for the
first time Robert relaxed in the company of an adult outside of Pishiobury
Park.


“These are new boys like yourself, Pishiobury,” explained
Mr Poynton still smiling.


“Do I address you as Poynton or Mr Poynton?” asked
Robert.


“You address all masters, house masters and tutors
as Mr or Sir; other boys you will refer to simply by their surname.”


“Thank you Sir, I will do my best.”


As Mr Poynton departed the
dormitory Robert walked to the bed that was allocated to him.  He gave the
porter no expression of gratitude.  This behavior was entirely alien to Robert
but he was determined to fit into the ruling classes outside the Pishiobury
estate just as Nanny had taught him to.











The Leys


 


The years passed, Robert grew
and the masters became fond of the boy who made everyone laugh with his
hilariously constructed observations of life.  Most of the boys also enjoyed
his antics regardless of their age.  The only people who did not enjoy his
company were the other insecure boys who like him had built their defensive
personalities around humor.  These boys all tried to compete with his sharp
mind but their jesting appeared contrived and puerile in comparison with his. 
Whenever Robert was present they lost the focus of attention and therefore
regard for themselves.  Ironical, defeating others with his mind was completely
unintentional because Robert really didn’t believe he had one to speak of.  Any
cerebral ability that others thought he may possess was merely a defense
mechanism and the obliteration of others was an innocent coincidence.


Robert could not accept credit
for any intellectual achievement because his poor academic performance at
Spellbrook led him to believe that he was unintelligent.  Mrs Putnham had
impressed upon him that intelligence is not measured by the speed of abstract
thoughts but tangible things such as the ability to spell or complete
mathematical calculations.  This was unfortunate because numbers and letters
became jumbled or reversed when Robert wrote them down and try as he might
nothing would make them appear as they were supposed to.  Mrs Putnham had
treated his disability like a sin and as she could no longer catch Robert out
verbally she used it to deliberately undermine his confidence.  When in need of
a vindictive break from the boredom of her life she would tell Robert to write
on the blackboard. So while he stood at the head of the class with a board full
of unintelligible characters, Mrs Putnham found sadistic pleasure in repeating
the words, “You are lazy and stupid, what are you boy?”  Not until he repeated
these words loud enough for all in the class to hear could he return to his sad
and lonely seat.


Despite the encouragement he
received from the supportive masters at the Leys, Robert’s time with Mrs
Putnham formed the opinion he held of himself and she had made it abundantly
clear that he was incapable of any academic achievement.  Quite understandably
Robert also harbored an obsessive fear of writing and this hindered his
scholastic progress greatly.  The brilliant minds that surrounded him at
Cambridge understood that the humor he constructed was born of genius but he
could accept no credit for this ability because it was merely a defense against
his terrible weakness.  Everyone who met Robert saw him as a very bright young
man but he saw himself as just another unworthy dullard who could crack a joke
or two — but in his mind, anyone could do that


Inevitably Robert found a field
in which he excelled and his ability to compete and win any sporting challenge
began to compensate for the shortfalls he believed existed in other areas of
his life.  During his eight years at the Leys, Robert spent his free time
during the winter terms playing football and cross-country running, whilst in
summer he played cricket, tennis and rowed in the regattas for his school
house.  The constant athletic activity overcame the occasional breathless
condition that had been with him since childhood and in the process developed
his splendid physique.  In his final year at the Leys, Robert became known as
something of an elite athlete within the Cambridge rowing fraternity and being
one of the leaders in such a sport-obsessed community gave Robert a God-like
status.  In his unassuming way Robert wondered at the respect he garnered from
masters and boys alike.  It intrigued him to think that people with fantastic
minds capable of the most innovative thought processes admired him for
something so basic as physical strength.  Robert could never have imagined it
but the thing these academic thinkers were actually admiring was not the power
of his body but the speed of his brain.


As an escape from reality Robert
rowed for hours on the slow flowing river which gave the old Iron Age, then
Roman city its name.  Every morning he pulled away from the boatsheds on route
to open water while the dawning sun painted the stone arched bridges red.  More
often than not a mist lifted from the ancient ribbon of water to play in the
tentacles of the weeping willows on the banks of the Cam and in these moments
Robert found a small measure of peace.  Only here could he relax his defensive
persona and return to his childhood by the river Stort.


A seemingly normal boy no one
guessed that Robert secretly longed for the last day of each term, a return to
Pishiobury and a semblance of calm.  Home was the only place his mind could
completely stop performing and the many breaks between terms were necessary to
preserve his sanity.  Lord Pishiobury’s own coachman always insisted on
collecting him from school even though a perfectly reliable public coach
service was available.  Robert always rode high up in the seat next to his
driver in order to hear the gossip which carried his inquisitive mind home
ahead of his body.


After his physical arrival at
Pishiobury Park, Robert commenced his own process of unwinding by re-enacting
the security of his childhood.  Walking through the estate for the first few
days of each break Robert shed Cambridge like a grass snake sheds its skin. 
Virtually leaving an obsolete casing behind him Robert ran with the black
Labradors which came from the litters of his beloved Marie.  They made such
fine substitutes because they behaved with exactly the same honesty as his two
childhood friends.  Lord and Lady Pishiobury observed and accepted the change
in Robert.  His extroverted personality always remained for the first few days
of his visits then gradually melted away.  It was like watching two people and,
as trust came creeping back, the Robert they loved as a child would
progressively return to them.  Before their eyes and ears the repartee would
slow and eventually stop.  Then little by little the very same boy who brought
meaning to so many things reappeared.  Lady Pishiobury always postponed any
social functions during his visits because in front of the guests Robert
regressed to his school self and she would lose her wonderful boy for days
afterwards.


Nanny spent endless hours in the
garden with Robert simply sitting and talking to the child she loved and missed
so terribly.  She no longer had a work function on the estate as Robert was an
only child but no one had ever thought of sending Miss Parks away.  She was a
member of the family as far as the Pishioburys were concerned and she would be
welcome to live the rest of her life comfortably within the grounds of the
estate.


Inevitably the time always came
for Robert to return to Cambridge and a few days before departure he would
subconsciously begin raising the defenses once more.  By the time he boarded
his carriage the comedian was completely in control but no one tried to talk
Robert out of this behavior because they were all very mindful of the
alternative.











Kings College


 


At the age of sixteen Robert returned
to Cambridge but not the Leys.  It was time to move to Kings College for
further education.  His parents and Nanny were so proud because places at Kings
were very hard to come by.  Only students who achieved a very high academic or
sporting standard went to this most auspicious seat of learning and Robert had
breezed in on the back of his rowing ability.  Because he was always ashamed of
his written work Robert’s entry exam papers were all very scant which meant
that his marks did not even come close to qualifying but luckily for him he was
known as a very fine rower and a history scholarship could always be found for
a young man who had the potential to win a blue for his college.


Staying on at Cambridge had not
been Robert’s choice because the thought of starting another new school
terrified him.  Lacking any self belief he could not see the point of further
education but his parents refused to let him return to the insular home life he
so desired.


Just days before his departure
Robert’s trepidation became so intense he seriously considered taking his own
life while walking with the guns at Pishiobury Park, but the shame and dishonor
it would bring to his family prevented him from taking such a drastic course of
action.  In desperation Robert defiantly applied to the army believing that
fighting in the Peninsular War was far more suited to his physical abilities
than any academic pursuit.  The thought of dying while fighting with the
British army in Spain or Portugal lifted his spirits because his perfect
paradox dictated he was constantly afraid but never a coward.  A glorious death
while taking as many of the hated Frenchmen with him would end his constant
wretchedness without harming his family honor; but try as he might the army
refused to accept him for officer training at his young age.  Robert discussed
his position with Arthur Wellesley but even he could not overcome the strict
age rules of the British officer class.


Wellesley’s advice was to stay
on at Cambridge and concentrate on history, “ … Particularly the history of
European conflicts also classical military and political history.  I have
learned all I know about fighting from the Romans and the Greeks, what?”  were
his exact words.


Settling in at Kings as best he
could Robert spent all of his time engaged in sporting activities.  He proved
popular with every member of the teams he represented because Robert was not
only a winner but also the life and soul of any post-event gathering. 
Unbeknown to his teammates the constant performance took a heavy toll on his
mental strength which is why he took the next inevitable step on the journey
for a mind in pain.  He and some of the older boys in his rowing team walked to
a tavern after a particularly well-won race and there he drank the first of many
disastrous drinks.  Robert discovered that he hated the taste but loved the
effect so gulping more down he became resigned to his fate and felt more
capable of achieving anything.  The beer seemed to bolster his confidence while
reducing his fear.  Quite miraculously, Robert’s ever-present insecurities
began to evaporate as his friend Jamieson brought his attention back from the
discovery of fake confidence by turning his empty tankard upside down.


“All tankards have glass bottoms these days
Pishiobury,” he said.  “It’s so that one can look up at the bottom before one
takes a drink.  The Admiralty press gangs drop a silver shilling into an
unsuspecting drunkard’s beer you know?  When the poor fool finds it and takes
it out at the end of his drink he has technically accepted the King’s shilling
and incredibly he is dragged off to join the bloody navy!  Can you believe
that?”


Robert heard very little of what
his teammate told him because he was savoring the numbing feeling beer gave
him.  It was a warm secure feeling that was like being back at Pishiobury and
he wanted more.  Against the advice of the older boys he drank too much too
quickly.  When the combination of alcohol and inexperience took effect Robert
was too far gone to care.  As the room began to spin he was no longer capable
of worrying about what was happening to him and at the moment he threw up the
pain of living was completely gone.  Robert took no notice of the terrible mess
he was creating because he was completely lost in the anaesthetizing feelings
of his newfound liquid companion.


At six o’clock on the next
morning Endacott, one of the teammates who carried him home, returned to his
room to wake him for rowing practice.  Robert felt dreadful and could not
motivate himself to move from the couch they had left him on the night before. 
Looking sympathetically at his sad friend Endacott said, “You know the rules
old chap.  If you can’t pull an oar you have to go to lectures.”


Robert kept his eyes closed and
rolled over.  “I don’t give a shit!  I just can’t get up!”


Returning to a restless sleep
the next words Robert heard were: 


“Eight o’clock Pishiobury time to get up!  Endacott
said you were in a bad way but that was an understatement. You look completely
buggered!”


This was a far less familiar
voice.  Robert opened one eye to see who was speaking and realized with great
shock that it was Mr Woods his history professor who added, “Your friend young
Endacott informs me that you are keen to attend a history lecture this
morning.  May I suggest you clean yourself up before I see you in one hour from
now?”


Robert understood the trouble
that he would be in if he disobeyed his professor.  He toyed with the idea of
going to rowing practice but the very thought of it made him feel quite ill so
he cleaned himself up as best he could and wandered through the quadrangle on
his way to a long and boring lecture.


“Good Lord, so you do exist,” were the sarcastic
words that greeted him as he walked into the lecture theatre which he had
visited on only a handful of occasions and all eyes smartly turned to look at
the cause of the professor’s facetious remarks.


Robert felt his first day at
Spellbrook move within him but in his weakened state he could not find the
humor required to fight off his insecurity.  All he could do was bow his head
and follow the worn floorboard until he found a vacant seat at the back of the
room.  In this position he sat feeling terrible, completely unable to
concentrate even though he felt sure a humiliating question would be coming his
way at any moment.  I am going to kill that prick Endacott!  Was all he had the
strength to think about.


After an hour of the most
appalling hangover-filled lecture Robert began to hear almost every other
word.  Mr Woods, who had been delivering lectures on his much-loved history at
Kings for twenty years, was talking about his visit to Rome before Bonaparte
invaded and occupied Italy.  “My colleagues and I spent many months in the old
city and we excavated many sites.”  He was speaking in his usually enthusiastic
tone but he was not able to keep Robert’s attention.


“We carried out digs at the site of the Forum
Romanum, The Coliseum and the Circus Maximus.  We found many artifacts, few as
beautiful as this one.”  Mr Woods held up an object as he spoke.


As though a drug had been pumped
into his body Robert’s hangover instantaneously cleared.  He did not know what
adrenaline was and had no idea why the gold amulet in his professor’s hands
caused the hormone to be released into his body but he was sitting bolt upright
in his chair with profound emotions leaping within him.  Unable to take his
eyes away from the object which glowed bright yellow Robert sat motionless for
the balance of the lecture.  At the end of the class Robert stayed in the
theatre until the other students departed, then, walking to the front of the
room he approached Mr Woods and asked:  “May I have a closer look at your
bracelet please?”


“Yes of course, Pishiobury,” replied Mr Woods.  “By
the way I hate to be pedantic but it is called an amulet.”


Robert took it from Mr Wood’s
outstretched hand as though it were the Holy Grail itself.  The moment he made
contact with the golden object irrational impulses screamed at him to wear the
“lions.”  He instinctively knew that everything would be made clear, his sad
life explained and all would be made safe but, try as he might, the gold band
would not move past his knuckles.  His rower’s hands were simply too big and
Robert felt hopeless, frustrated and betrayed.


The kind teacher had no way of
understanding what was happening to Robert but he said sympathetically, “I have
to go to another lecture now.  Please keep hold of the amulet and return it to
my study this evening.”  With that he was gone.


Saying nothing to acknowledge Mr
Wood’s words Robert walked slowly backwards completely transfixed by the object
in his hands.  When his calf muscle connected gently with the edge of a seat he
lowered himself down without a thought for what he was doing.  Turning the
bangle around Robert recognized every feature of the exquisitely embossed
“lions” which held his attention like a vice.  From somewhere deep within him
tears welled and gradually he began to issue deep heartfelt sobs of purely
instinctive emotion.


Many hours later Robert was
disturbed by the cleaners as they moved through the theatre.  As though brought
out of a trance he realized that he had been staring at the heavy gold bracelet
for many hours without moving.  He felt sore and stiff in the places where his
body made contact with the solid wooden seat so lifting himself slowly to his
feet Robert left the lecture theatre and moved like a sleepwalker through the
college until he arrived at the Mr Wood’s study.  Still mesmerized by the
amulet he knocked on the door.


“Come,” was the simple response.  Mr Woods was
sitting at his desk talking to Anton, a very fat Italian student.


Walking into the well-appointed
rooms Robert spoke for the first time in many hours as he handed back the
amulet to Mr Woods.  “This is the most beautiful thing I have ever seen.”


“Yes it is remarkable isn’t it?”


“It seems so familiar to me.  Is it famous?  Could I
have seen it somewhere before?  In a book perhaps?”


“No. I am afraid that is impossible.  It was only
uncovered three years ago and it has been in my possession ever since.”


“Déjà vu, perhaps.”  Anton sounded completely in awe
of the legendary athlete.


Standing, Mr Woods offered, “May
I introduce Count Anton — my benefactor in Rome.”


“Oh please,” said Anton with modesty, “it was my
father who supported your excavation team in Rome.”


“Nonsense.  Your help was invaluable.”  Mr Woods
turned to Robert and added, “Count Anton fled his family home when Bonaparte
invaded, you know?”


“Really?  That must have been frightening.”  Robert
noticed the individual beads of perspiration forming rapidly on Anton’s
forehead as he spoke.  It was not a particularly hot evening so Robert
concluded that the thought of what was happening in his hometown provoked fear.


By way of confirming Robert’s
assumption Anton said:  


“It was absolutely terrifying.  I got out on the
last ship with moments to spare.  My family are still in Rome managing as best
they can.”


“Are there many more pieces like this in Rome?” 
asked Robert holding out the gold bracelet.


“Not that I know of.  My family have been collecting
artifacts from antiquity but few are as beautiful as the one you ...”  Catching
sight of his teacher’s quizzical expression, Anton stopped talking.


Mr Woods was staring at
something projected onto the old oak paneled wall.  In the flickering light
given off from the candles the amulet’s shadow matched the birthmark on
Robert’s wrist perfectly.


A young porter broke the silence
by popping his head in to let them know the dining room was closing.


“Damn and blast!”  cursed Robert.  “I am absolutely
famished.”  His hangover and spontaneous reaction to the amulet had prevented
him from eating all day and he was feeling a little faint.  “Would you like to
join me for dinner in town?”


Mr Woods had already eaten but
the Italian boy who obviously liked his food, nodded, smiled and picked up his
coat.


As they walked from the college
looking for a place which still sold food at this time of the evening Robert
continued the conversation about Anton’s current predicament.  “What will
become of your family in Italy?”


“We have been successful traders since the time
before Christ.  My father says that we have survived civil wars, revolutions,
the fall of the Roman Empire, religious persecution and the Dark Ages.  He
believes that we can survive this little upstart Napoleon.”


With his interest pricked by
Anton mentioning the Roman Empire Robert asked, “Do you think that Mr Woods
will be speaking of Rome during his coming lectures?”


“Yes of course the whole foundation of history
during our first year is Greek and Roman, why do you ask?”


“I will be attending more lectures, Anton.  I need
to find out everything there is to know about Rome.”


Walking through the narrow
rain-soaked streets of Cambridge they found the tavern where so much damage had
been done the night before.  Opening the heavy door Robert sheepishly crossed
the threshold and much to his surprise the place fell completely silent, it was
though the sound of voices had been coming from outside.


All those who remembered
Robert’s terrible conduct the night before stared at the couple in the doorway
which made Anton extremely nervous as he was not yet aware of his new-found
companion’s poor behavior.


Looking up from his work the
hugely powerful landlord stopped pouring beer and made his way from the bar. 
As he approached Robert he looked him sternly in the eyes and said, “I don’t
want any trouble tonight.  It took me and the wife ages to clean up your mess
last night.”


“I am deeply sorry about last night’s performance,”
replied Robert wondering if the badly scarred man who possessed such huge
forearms was going to harm him in some way.  He could see that Anton was quite
shaken by the palpable aggression of the man standing in front of them so
Robert attempted to take the heat out of the situation by adding, “Please pass
my heartfelt apologies to your good lady wife.  There will be no a repeat of my
boorish behavior I assure you.”


The landlord was obviously
convinced by the Robert’s sincerity and after a moment’s hesitation said,
“Apology accepted, young Sir.  Come in and have another, more gentle, go at the
ale?”


Unable to face the taste of beer
but hungry for its effects Robert asked, “Do you have anything other than
beer?”


“Wine,” said Anton.  “My family is one of the
largest producers of wine in Italy.  You English don’t seem to like it much but
it is a very good drink.”  Turning to the landlord he added, “Show me your
cellar.  This calls for the subtlety of an Italian palate.”


With these enthusiastic words
Anton innocently introduced his new friend to the latter’s next self-destructive
vice.











The History of Rome


 


Robert attended every lecture he
could and because of his inability to construct written words committed
everything to memory.  A compromised system of verbal testing was created to
accommodate Robert’s shortcoming and his razor-sharp memory soon proved more
efficient than the notes that other students were forbidden to use in exams.


The changes within him were
complete and noticed by all but while the academic masters reveled in his
unexpected genius the masters in charge of rowing were all very disappointed. 
Robert had so completely found learning that he only practiced for the many
intervarsity regattas after lectures and at weekends.


He was by far the most
accomplished oarsman and his loss of enthusiasm for their sport worried them
greatly but try as they might none of them could entice Robert away from his
new obsession.


While Robert loved all aspects
of history he became particularly fascinated with the study of Rome and
regularly spent hours scouring the various university libraries for books on
Latin society, architecture, politics, law, commerce, medicine and war.  It
took a good deal of dedicated practice to overcome his reading disability but
Robert’s ever-eager mind soon devised a system of liberating information from
the jumble of words on the page be they in English, Greek or Latin.


While deciphering a particularly
tatty old book, as he lay on the riverbank one sunny afternoon, he found
himself intimately connected to a conflict called the Marsic war.  Turning page
after page he urgently followed the story, which commanded his attention until
two printed images stopped him dead in his tracks.  Robert’s heart raced as he
looked at two hauntingly familiar sets of eyes staring out of the dog-eared
paper.  Drawing his own eyes to the bottom of the page in search of an
explanation for the images, the words in italic typeface told how the prints
had been taken from lithographic plates which were in turn taken from the
drawings of two Roman stone carvings created in antiquity.


The faces were very faded and
hard to make out but the eyes on the right and left-hand pages were still very
clear.  As a shadow cast over the paper Robert read the name Gaius Marius at
the base of the left-hand print and Lucius Cornelius Sulla on the right.  With
no regard for defacing such a valuable old book, Robert felt compelled to rip
out the pages.


“Arguably two of the greatest Romans who ever
lived,” said the voice behind the shadow.


Looking up Robert was dazed by
both the contents of the book and the sunshine in his eyes.  “Anton?”  he said,
recognizing his classmate.  “Tell me all you know about them?”


“Family legend has it our benefactor was extremely
close to General Sulla.”  Anton slowly maneuvered his heavy body to the ground
as he added, “As for Gaius Marius, I have no more knowledge than is printed in
the history ...” Anton’s words simply tapered off.  The book lying on the
riverbank had caught his full attention.


Puzzled, Robert followed Anton’s
eyes to the page and found himself looking directly into the etching of a
beautifully carved marble bust of himself.  It was as though a stone mirror had
been placed in front of him and Robert could not comprehend the bizarre
feelings it provoked within.


Both gazed unspeaking at the
bust with its unusual crown of olive leaves and cloak clasp of wheat and grape
vines.


Anton read the carved name at
its base: “Gaius Marius the Younger.”  And with this exchange, the young men
began a deep bond with a mutual love of Rome as its foundation.


As they got to know each other
better, Robert learned that Anton’s family had been trading commodities for
nearly two thousand years.  The family founder was also known as Anton, or
Antonius as the name was pronounced in classical times.


The family had not sent him to
Cambridge solely to get away from the French occupation.  Like all good traders
they instinctively knew when a worthwhile deal was in the offing.  They had
been developing markets in up-and-coming nations since the time of their
founder.


Commerce was in their blood and
they believed that England was about to become an even greater industrial
nation.  Anton’s father wanted him to become familiar with the English
mentality because he believed that once the British army beat Napoleon there
would be a great deal of bartering to be done and money to be made.


Not a day went by without Robert
spending time with Anton, or Antonius as he was known in Rome.  Robert would
borrow the amulet from Mr Woods and study each golden detail of the “lions” as
his companion recounted magnificent stories from antiquity.  He had such a
wonderfully broad understanding of history and Robert positively craved
information about Rome in particular.  It felt like the city was calling to
him, just as the sirens called the Argonauts in one of Anton’s stories.


Studying together Robert learned
the tactics of two of the greatest generals of their time and felt he
understood Marius and Sulla intimately.  As he read the historic accounts of
their battles he noticed the similarity between the tactics of Napoleon’s Grand
Army and the Roman legions.


When he compared the published
reports of Bonaparte’s battles with the chronicles of the past he understood
how the subtle tactics of great Roman generals were now being employed on the
battlefields of Europe.  Arthur Wellesley had been correct with his advice that
fighting a war was a science which could be learned.  History can teach a great
deal about the moves of one’s opponent.


As he became intimate with every
aspect of Roman conflicts Robert found an unexplained phenomenon while studying
pre-Christian Rome.  Reading about the struggle between Marius and Sulla felt
like he was there with them, yet anything after that time felt like nothing
more than being an observer. Robert read as many books as he could find about
other periods in Roman history but nothing sparked the same emotions as Marius
and Sulla.


During his half-term break he
asked his mother if she had ever read to him about Gaius Marius or Sulla as a
child.  She had never even heard of either man so that couldn’t be the reason
for his feelings of intimacy.


Robert searched his father’s
vast library but none of the gold leaf words on the pale brown spines of the
beautifully leather-bound books fitted his criteria.  Some of them contained Roman
history but they were all concerned with Imperial Rome which meant none of them
dealt with the Republic — the time before Christ.


While carefully leafing through
the books Robert found only two which triggered memories.  One was a reference
to Julius Caesar which seemed vaguely familiar and the other was an English
translation of Homer’s Iliad which prompted the same passionate feelings
as Marius and Sulla.  Robert asked if he could keep the old book and of course,
his father agreed.


Lord and Lady Pishiobury were
delighted by the reports of Robert’s newfound academic achievement.  Both they
and Nanny heaved a collective sigh on behalf of their wonderful son.  They did
not understand the power Rome held over Robert but they relished the fact that
his interest had changed his long term plans.


All thoughts of joining the army
seemed to be replaced by his complete fascination with history and it was their
wishful hope that Robert’s obsession with the detective work which he was
allowing to become his entire life would last until at least the defeat of
Bonaparte.











Learning on the Riverbank


 


The year was 1811 and Robert
turned eighteen.  His body was incredible to look at because it had been molded
by years of working at the oars. He had a wonderful face, piercing brown eyes
and a full head of the same color brunet hair as his mother.  All in all he was
a very good-looking boy who was very sought after by society mothers.


Everyone in the upper classes
liked him and thought of him as a well-adjusted, extroverted young man with
excellent prospects for marriage.  He made them all laugh with his clever
observations and in the company of Cambridge society he behaved himself
completely.  Many of the up-and-coming society girls found him extremely
attractive; on the other hand, he felt they couldn’t be interested in someone
as pathetic as him.  This frustrating impasse caused deadlock because the
custom in polite society prevented a lady from approaching a man.


Many very eligible girls were
deeply disappointed by his lack of response to their subtle displays of
interest and they all assumed that he was too busy pursuing academic success to
concern himself with romance.  No one had any idea that behind his powerful
personality lurked a sad little boy completely terrified of letting anyone
close enough to see the real him.


When he mingled with the local
working people in the taverns of Cambridge however, he behaved very
differently.  Robert was turning to wine more and more as a means of silencing
the doubts that constantly lingered within him and on one memorable occasion,
while enjoying a drink with Endicott and his teammates, he met Nell.


About two years older than him
and stunning in appearance she had intelligent, very pale blue eyes and equally
pale, almost white skin.  As a maid in the household of one of the college
deans she had only one day off each fortnight and as always she was using her
precious time to have a drink with friends.


Robert noticed the girl as she
walked into the tavern but other than longing to be wanted by someone so
lovely, had not given her any thought because he knew that she could never find
him attractive.  He did not yet know it but Nell was from London and not as shy
as the local Cambridge girls.  She knew what she wanted and had complete confidence
in her ability to attract the men she desired.


Nell had been giving off all the
signals that usually worked for her and was a little surprised that he had not
responded to any of them.  Curious, she eventually walked over to Robert, who
by this time was quite drunk, and while standing behind him, said in her broad
cockney accent, “’allow good lookin.”


Robert looked at his friends to
see which one she was talking to but they all stared past him towards the girl
without replying.  He turned to look at the source of the voice and found
himself looking into a pair of beautifully, smiling eyes.  In disbelief he
asked, “Are you talking to me?”


“Yeah I am ’ansome.  Dya wanna buy me a drink then?”


She was a vision to look at and
Robert could not believe what was happening.  “Yes I would like to buy you a
drink, what would you like?”


“Gin, luv!”


“Certainly, please excuse me while I go to the bar.”


As he left to purchase the
drinks the other lads gave her a playful ribbing which Nell responded to with
good humor.


“Be gentle with him, old girl,” said one.


“He’s a virgin, you know?”  added another.


“Don’t you young gentlemen pay no mind to what I’m
going to do to your friend, suffice to say he won’t be disappointed.”  Nell
winked and burst into a raucous laughter.


Robert returned with a gin which
he handed to Nell and a pint for each of his companions.


“Ain’t ya gonna tell me ya name then?”


“Of course …  Sorry …  How rude of me … My name is
Robert …  May I ask yours?”


Robert was obviously having
trouble communicating with a woman, and he was still unable to understand why
someone so lovely was showing interest in him; but he liked the feelings of
self-assurance her attention stirred within.


“Nell.”  The gin was downed in a second. “Let’s get
out of ’eer luvvy!”


“What do you mean?”  he asked completely unsure how
to deal with the situation before him.


“Let’s go for a walk by the river!”


He looked at his trusted
teammates for advice and to a man they all said, “Go on Pishiobury — what are
you waiting for, a bloody formal invitation?”


Leaving the pub they walked the
short distance to the river and Robert could think of nothing to say.  He
thought about making a joke but even his playground character deserted him.


“I know a nice little spot I do,” said Nell. “We
won’t be disturbed there.”


Leading him by the hand she
seemed able to see in the dark.  Nell had obviously been to her little spot, as
she called it, many times and needed no light to find it.  Once there she lay
down in the long grass and playfully beckoned for him to join her.


“Shall I lay my jacket on the ground for you? The
grass is damp and your back will get wet.”  Robert was very excited and making
nervous conversation to hide his lack of experience in these matters.


“It ain’t me back what’s gonna get wet darlin!” said
Nell laughing raucously.  She was a little drunk and more than a little excited
by the prospect of deflowering such a good looking toff.


Robert lowered himself down to
lie beside her and she took complete control of his sex education.  Clumsily exploring
Nell’s body he became lost in the wonder of sexual expression.  Obviously
experienced, Nell did things with her mouth that boggled his mind and the touch
of her skin coupled with the smell of her body gave Robert a fantastic escape
through sexual pleasure.


After what seemed like hours
spent caressing her wonderful form, Nell guiding him into her and Robert felt
somehow validated as every positive emotion he had ever experienced came to
life.  At the moment of climax he fell gently upon Nell in a state of complete
exhaustion.  Robert’s mind had never been so totally occupied at any stage in
his life and no fear or trepidation had been allowed to enter his thoughts for
the seven minutes her act of seduction had taken.


While they both enjoyed the
experience thoroughly each saw what they had just done in a completely
different way.  He found the pleasure of lovemaking intoxicating while she had
enjoyed a quick “shag” with a posh bloke.


Poor innocent Robert interpreted
her interest in him as a miraculous breakthrough in his life but Nell saw it as
another roll in the grass.  At the end of her act of purely hedonistic pleasure
Nell stood up pulled up her knickers and brushed her skirt clean of any
telltale blades of grass.


Robert lay on his back with his
eyes closed savoring the wonderful feelings welling up inside him.


“Goodnight darlin!” was all Robert heard as she
walked briskly away.


Opening his eyes he jumped to
his feet and called after her, “When will I see you again Nell?”


There was no reply she had disappeared
into the night.  He called out her name once more but Nell was completely gone
so he lay back down on the flattened grass exhausted.  The feeling of being
with a woman had been all consuming and her attention, however fleeting, made
him feel worthy.  Like all people who look into themselves and find nothing to
love, Robert found a way to falsely interpret their physical act of lust as a
thing of value.  With no regard for her obvious lack of any emotional
attachment for him, he fell in love with his image of Nell.  So desperately in
need of the approval of a beautiful woman he clung to the little she had given
him like an emotional life-raft.


At every opportunity Robert
returned to the tavern in the hope of seeing his Nell once more and her two-week
absence allowed his imagination to construct a divine, almost Goddess-like
character.  When they eventually met for the second time he was deeply in love
with someone who had never existed.  It was so hard for him to reconcile the
fact that Nell only just recognized him.  She was drinking with another
university student and it was clear that the grass on the riverbank was going
to be flattened again, but not by him.


Robert ran from the tavern with
the agony of rejection pulsing throughout his body.  His defensive mind
hopelessly unable to make sense of Nell’s rebuttal.  Sitting by the moonlit
river Robert’s pain morphed into anger as he created another less-flattering
fantasy character for Nell.


What began as a loathing of Nell
transformed itself to a detestation of women.  His disturbed logic coming to
the conclusion that Mrs Putnham was a woman and she had caused him terrible
pain, therefore all woman cause pain.  The fact that his beloved mother and
Nanny were women was entirely overlooked by his warped mind and his misguided
perception of such a large part of the human population caught him on the horns
of a dilemma.  Robert found the act of sex all consuming and he wanted more,
but unless he was to become like the boys who shared a bed with each other he
was going to have to find a way to communicate with members of the very gender
he now distrusted and loathed completely.


Robert’s unleashed sexual
desires drove him to overcome both his fear of rejection and newfound hatred of
women.  Like an actor in a play he adapted his amusing character to fool the
working class girls into believing he was attractive.  As long as he imagined
someone else was doing the talking he found the confidence to entice his
victims onto the riverbank.  Then at the very moment he finished his purely
physical act Robert’s manner became unfeeling and cold.


Running away from his shameful
deed Robert left the girls to deal with their own confused emotions.  He could
muster no sympathy for his victims because anyone who cared for him must be
just as worthless as he believed himself to be.


Ironically, Robert never pushed
a girl against her will, a simple, “no,” always stopped him dead in his tracks
because in the deepest part of himself he was still a truly decent human being.











Julia


 


Every year the May Balls brought
Cambridge alive.  The University and each college laid on the most lavish
affair and everyone who was anyone traveled the length and breadth of England
to attend.  Daughters were brought out at such occasions.  Eligible young men
from the wealthiest families were in abundance and this is the place where a
good many of the aristocracy had been making their matches for generations.  In
a culture so obsessed with courtship it was inevitable that Robert would one
day find real love with a member of his own class and when it happened his
confused but functioning world was shaken to the core.


Colleges held regattas each year
to coincide with the season of balls and Robert was the star of Kings.  Having
just finished rowing in the final his eight were celebrating their victory by
throwing their diminutive cox into the Cam.  Having waded in to retrieve his
colleague Robert helped his teammates lift the polished wooden boat out of the
water.  In mid lift he caught sight of a lovely young woman standing on the
bank watching him and while drinking in her powerful presence unknown parts of
his mind came rushing into life.


Her translucent blue eyes were
framed sweetly by strawberry blonde hair which flowed with a natural wave over
her well-formed shoulders.  She seemed so familiar to Robert it was like gazing
upon himself but he was sure that he had never seen this beautiful girl
before.  He could not stop walking because they carried the boat above their
heads as a team, but as soon as it was placed on its rack he returned to the
riverbank to look at her again.  Try as he might Robert could not find the
young woman, so with a twinge of sadness he returned to the dressing rooms to
change.


During the spectacular ball at
Kings, that same night, Robert sat with his parents and Miss Parks at a round
table in the vast pink and white marquee.  This year as every year it was
erected on the wonderfully groomed lawns by the river and lit by flaming
torches set on the top of poles driven into the ground.  Lord and Lady
Pishiobury thoroughly enjoyed the obvious popularity of the Cambridge version
of their son.  Every master made a point of introducing themselves.


Both the boys and masters seemed
to adore him and Mr Woods positively sung his academic praise.  Not bad when
they considered his beginnings.  Their heart-wrenching decision to return him
to Spellbrook now seemed completely justified.  Lady Pishiobury and Miss Parks
knew that Robert’s personality was a compromise.  A mother and a Nanny can
always feel fear as deep as Roberts, but he was functioning in society and that
counted for a great deal.


Much to Lady Pishiobury’s
delight, Robert showed interest in an extremely eligible young lady during
dinner.  As one of England’s premier socialites, she had absolutely no trouble
identifying the daughter of another well-established family.


“That my dear is the daughter of Lord and Lady
Martin — your father and I know them well — they have both attended functions
at Pishiobury.”


“Have I met them before Mother?” asked Robert a
little taken aback by her obvious enthusiasm.


“No darling.  I believe you were at school during
their visits.”


Lady Pishiobury had never pushed
Robert towards a match before.  She wanted to protect him from any additional
complication for as long as possible, but now she believed he was of the age
where he must think about marriage and an heir to the Pishiobury name.


Robert was mesmerized by the
emotions generated by just his second, brief sighting of the girl but he feared
the pain these feeling were going to cause him in the long run.  Around women
his senses were becoming more and more predatory but this young lady sparked a
desire to protect her from men such as himself.  Anyway it’s all academic,
reasoned Robert defensively, one as lovely as she could never be interested in
someone like him but, even so, he was compelled to ask his mother for more
information.


“What is her name Mother?” he asked attempting to
sound nonchalant.


“Julia my dear and she is simply divine.  I will
introduce you if you wish.”


“No thank you mother. I was merely curious that is
all; I do not believe that she will be interested in meeting someone like me.”


Lady Pishiobury’s heart bled for
her darling son but Nanny seemed quite relieved.   He was clearly interested in
the girl but so totally afraid of meeting her.  Observing much more than simple
shyness his mother watched Robert stealing glances at Julia during the course
of the evening.  She also noticed that her friend’s daughter could not stop
looking back at him in return.  Julia was obviously as interested as he was and
even more obviously frustrated because Robert would not acknowledge her.


When the dinner ended and the
many waiters and waitresses cleared the tables all guests moved out on to the
lawns to stand by the river and enjoy the balmy evening weather.  When Lady
Martin walked by with her family, Lady Pishiobury quite deliberately caught her
eye and asked, “How are you this good evening?”


“We are well thank you,” replied Lady Martin. “We
are enjoying the ball immensely.”


“I am very pleased to hear it.”  Lady Pishiobury
turned to Robert, “I do not believe that you have met our son, may I take this
opportunity to introduce Robert?”


“Good evening to you Robert,” said Lady Martin
through a beaming smile; then much to poor Julia’s embarrassment added, “I must
confess that I already know who you are because Julia asked me to enquire after
observing you during your fine boat race, this afternoon.”


The poor humiliated Julia turned
bright red and looked at Lady Martin as every child looks at their mother in
such circumstances.  Much to her obvious relief it became Robert’s turn to
changed color when his mother replied, “That is such a coincidence because
Robert was asking about Julia during dinner.”


Observing his discomfort Julia
instinctively helped the young man by breaking the ice. Through a beaming smile
she said, “Good evening Robert.”


“Good evening to you.  May I ask how you are this
evening?”  Robert politely bowed his head slightly as he spoke.


“I am extremely well, thank you.  I watched your
splendid victory today, you row very well.”


“Thank you. Are you at all interested in rowing?” 
Robert was surprised by his ability to find the words to talk lucidly with a
woman of his own class — something he had never been able to do before.


“My brothers row,” replied Julia her eyes fastened
on Robert’s.


The connection between their two
offspring was instantaneous and as Robert and Julia continued to speak all four
parents slowly walked away leaving them to get to know each other.  Nothing
would please both families more than a marriage.  It was very early days yet
but the first step had been made and the mothers were both very satisfied with
their work to date.  Miss Park was not happy about their meeting however; she harbored
strong feelings of foreboding.  It was as though a mistake was about to be
repeated and she knew that nothing good was going to come of this union.


The evening spent in each
other’s company melted away.  Robert behaved in a natural unguarded fashion
with someone outside of the Pishiobury estate for the first time in his life
and was charming in every way.  Julia enjoyed his company as they walked arm in
arm along the riverbank until the sunrise brought a low mist onto the river’s
surface.  “We should return to the ball,” said Julia reluctantly.


“Yes, of course.  Allow me to escort you back.”


As they approached the marquee,
still full of people dancing to the music played by a large orchestra, Robert
and Julia could not let go of each other’s hand as they effortlessly joined the
throng.


“Quite splendid,” said Lord Martin.


“Splendid indeed,” replied Lord Pishiobury.


Both fathers were very happy but
Lord Pishiobury was also completely relieved.  He remembered the anguish on the
day of his shooting party so many years before and marveled at his son’s
apparently normal behavior.  Both mothers were also beside themselves with
happiness.  There was a good chance that a society wedding may have to be
organized and nothing would please them more.


On the following day the mothers
blatantly engineered another meeting, arranging for both the Pishioburys and
the Martins to be invited to lunch at a mutual friend’s home.  Yet again,
Robert and Julia spent all of their time together walking in the grounds of the
wonderful stately home talking and laughing.


Working with military precision
thereafter the mothers planned each day of the week that Julia was to remain in
Cambridge.  Lunches, dinners, walks, picnics, punting, horse rides, anything
that would place one child with the other.  They became inseparable so, when
the day came for the Martin family to return to their home, they both felt a
terrible sadness.


“I will write to you my darling,” were Julia’s
tear-filled parting words as she blew a kiss from the coach window.


Robert’s inevitable misgivings
started before the back wheels passed through the gates of Kings College.


Sensing Robert’s inner collapse,
Nanny spent her remaining time in Cambridge walking with him.  Talking as they
passed along the riverbank, she loved to hear him talk about Rome.  He was so
knowledgably, so intelligent.


Sometimes they sat watching
boats.  Sometimes they skipped stones and sometimes he slept in the sun.  Nanny
always held Robert when the bad dreams wracked his body.  She didn’t know what
could possibly generate such violent thoughts in him.  It was as though he was
remembering someone else’s terrible life.


On the day Robert said farewell
to his parents and Miss Parks his mistrust and insecurities returned stronger
than ever.  Searching for solace, he turned to his well-worn copy of Homer’s Iliad. 
He always felt connected to the story of Helen’s impetuous journey to Troy,
crossing the ocean with her lover Paris.  He felt close to the story of Prince
Hector, brother of Paris, who had lost his life fighting Achilles on the plains
below the high walls of Troy.  The passage in which Homer explained how Helen
stood beside Hector's slain body felt so familiar. Even Homer’s final two
sentences, “These tears of sorrow that I shed are both for you and for my
miserable self. No one else is left.” echoed Robert's fragile existence
perfectly.


As bad luck would have it, fate
chose the week after Julia’s departure to trigger the ailment which had been
lying dormant in Robert’s lungs since birth.  It was a very dry summer; the air
was unusually full of dust and pollens, and during the morning row Robert broke
down at his oar.


Supported by his fellow rowers
he lay in the bottom of the eight gasping for the breath that would not fill
his burning lungs.  Robert felt like he was drowning in fresh air.


After rowing to the bank,
Robert’s teammates carried him to the nearest college on a makeshift stretcher
made of oars and jackets.  There, he passed out.


After days of convalescing the
eminent professors of medicine informed Robert that he was suffering from a
malady known as asthma.


Unfortunately, this was one of
those diseases which gave no outward signs of its existence.  It could not be
treated by bleeding or leeches so in their usually appalling bedside manner
proceeded to tell him that it was all in the mind. “Psychosomatic,” they said
without a thought for the effect their words would have on a mentally fragile
patient.


“What can I do about it?” asked Robert very confused
and fearing for his sanity.


“Absolutely nothing, except snap out of it,” replied
one of the professors as he left the sad boy alone to deal with his mental and
physical turmoil.


Believing that he may be going
mad, Robert tried every kind of thought process to remove his affliction but,
of course, it was a real and very serious illness which could not be changed by
any amount of mind games.  The professors were wrong but not malicious, simply
victims of the thinking of their time, and like all experts could not even
consider an alternative to the accepted diagnosis.


Because of his inability to
breathe Robert could no longer do the things which gave him self-worth and the
speed of his decline was terrible.  He tried to row but could manage nothing
more than a slow paddle before breaking down again.  


Self-doubt occupied Robert as he
wondered what else in his life was psychosomatic.  Were his feelings for Julia
like his asthma?  Did love really exist or was he imagining it?  Even the love
letters she sent every day could not improve his mental state.  Robert read her
words with great hope but shortly after reading them the nagging doubt about
their sincerity returned.


It was while locked in the
mental battle caused by his apparently self-imposed ill health and his
dichotomous hatred of women with his love for Julia that Robert read the news
that tipped him over the edge.


The devastating news of Miss
Parks’s death left Robert completely disillusioned and depressed with the life
that seemed so full of hope such a short time before.  He muddled through as
best he could but nothing brought him out of his mournfulness.


The things that interested him
before now seemed mundane and boring.  He drifted into the role of a drunken
womanizer for no reason that any of his friends or masters could understand. 
He rarely turned up for rowing practice and never attended lectures.


Discarding responsibility
completely Robert began living from one day to the next.  Incredibly a life
that had seemed so promising now appeared so completely ruined and not even
Robert understood the forces that were tearing him apart.  In the year of 1812
the Deans of Kings College became completely fed up with Robert’s drunken
antics and his expulsion became inevitable.


One Monday morning, after a very
big weekend on the town, they asked him to leave before they were forced to
send him down.  Robert was not in any way surprised by their request as he had
been expecting it for some time and without giving it any deep thought Robert
simply enlisted as a lieutenant in the army bound for America.


His parents, Julia and her
parents were all devastated by the news of his hurried departure.  They did not
have a chance to try and talk him out of his rash decision because he had, in a
very cowardly way, left it up to Mr Woods to tell them that he had gone.


Julia never received a reply to
any of her letters and spent her time in deep and constant pain.  She loved
Robert so completely and found it hard to believe that the wonderful young man
she fell for at Cambridge could treat her in such a callous manner.


The ever-reliable Anton watched
his friends decline with great sadness.  He spent days talking with Robert in
his study trying to break the spell that had fallen so completely over him but
nothing could lift Robert from his depression and the decline of such a
wonderful person broke Anton’s heart.


At the moment Robert left
Cambridge to join his ship and his destiny Anton handed him a sealed envelope
saying as he wept tears of frustration and injustice:  “Here is the address of
my family.  Come to Rome one day, when Napoleon is defeated.”











America


 


Robert would have preferred to
do his fighting against the French but Napoleon had foolishly thrown his Grand
Army away in the Russian snow.  The war in the European theatre was very
unlikely to continue much longer.  As coincidence would have it Admiral
Nelson’s destruction of the French fleet in 1805 had given the British navy
complete control of the oceans and the power won at Trafalgar was being used to
blockade the American colonies.  Angered by their inability to trade freely,
the Americans declared war on the British for a second time.


Robert liked the idea of
reversing the outcome of the War of Independence, so he signed up for the
chance of a good fight across the Atlantic.


Taking a public carriage service
north to Liverpool, Robert spent a week in the taverns near the docks waiting
for his ship to depart.  There he sat each day drinking wine while
spontaneously striking up conversations with seamen of all nationalities.  It
was as though an instinct compelled him to ask questions whenever he sat near a
sailor, and this urge to find out about the things they carried across the sea
could not be contained.


As long as he paid for their ale
these men were happy to answer questions about the cargoes their ships carried,
where things were bought and sold, and how long various sea crossings took. 
Everything about this activity felt completely familiar, even the smells within
the strange taverns were remembered somewhere deep in Robert’s core.


When his ship eventually sailed
Robert experienced even more profound feelings of déjà vu during the voyage. 
It was as though he had made such a journey before.  All of the ship’s noises
were known to him, even the motion of the vessel under his feet inspired
memories, but the most peculiar thing of all was the vivid memory of making
this crossing with Julia.  Robert knew that the recollection was impossible
because neither he nor Julia had ever been out of England in their lives.


Even though there were
breathless days, Robert never let asthma get in the way of doing his duty and
from the moment of his very first battle Robert fought like a natural soldier. 
Seemingly fearless his brilliant understanding of tactics guaranteed him many
mentions in dispatches.


He was known by all as an
extremely hard but fair fighter who stood in the line with his redcoats to
receive the volley fire which killed hundreds of them.  All around him men were
hit by hot musket balls as they walked across the battle fields toward the
American positions, but nothing even grazed Robert.


Still unable to commit suicide
because of the shame this cowardly act would bring to the Pishiobury name,
Robert was determined to die in battle with honor and often ran ahead of his
men to present a better target to the enemy.  This course of action had a
strangely positive effect on the battle because the common soldiers had grown
to love their Captain, and his death wish merely spurred the men to keep up
with him.


The Americans knew that the
British always walked into battle, and they were unprepared for such radical
tactics, which resulted in many confrontations being won by the element of
surprise.


Consequently, Robert earned the
nickname Mad Bob and his life-threatening antics became legendary during his
thirty months in the American colonies.


At the end of the war, which the
British lost to the Americans completely for a second time, Robert and his
fellow officers were taken prisoner and put on trial for the many British
atrocities.  As bad luck would have it, he stood out as one of the few British
officers who did not condone war crimes.  The Americans knew that he had
punished his soldiers if they performed acts of savagery and their testimony
caused him to miss out on the chance of a quick death at the end of a rope.


Depressed by his inability to
end his grief, Robert traveled up into Canada with the idea of fighting in the
Indian wars.


While he waited for his regiment
to regroup for the march inland, Robert spent many weeks drinking and fighting
with the French trappers who resented the British imperial claim on Canada.


He rapidly gained a reputation
as a good bare-knuckle pugilist who made money for his drinking by holding
boxing matches with the trappers who had recently sold their beaver pelts.  The
fights went on until one or other could no longer stand and Robert won most of
the time.  This was not the sort of life that most well-to-do young men would
choose but Robert reconciled himself to his existence, because the physical
pain of boxing distracted him from the mental pain of living.


There can be no doubt that
Robert was rescued from an ignoble end by the recruiting officer for the 92nd
Gordon Highlanders who noticed him during a particularly bloody fight.  The big
bearded man dressed in his kilt helped clean Robert’s cuts as he told of
Napoleon’s escape from the island of Elba, and this information acted as a
catalyst which propelled Robert to changed his plans and book his passage to
Europe.


The first ship he could find out
of Quebec was bound for the port of Harwich on the south coast of England. 
After an uneventful but hauntingly familiar passage, his vessel came alongside
at the deep harbor port, which also happened to be the old home of Nelson’s
fleet.  Robert was just one day’s ride from Pishiobury but didn’t give a
thought to returning home to see his parents.  He loved them of course but he
believed that they would no longer love him, how could they?  After all of the
terrible things he had done at Cambridge?


Once on shore Robert found a
packet boat loaded and ready to leave for Belgium on the high tide.  Handing
over a few silver coins from his army pay he was able to board immediately. 
Many of his fellow passengers on the small sailing ship were bound for the
impending battle with Bonaparte but apart from saluting his superior officers
Robert made no contact with any of them.  After a clear night of sailing, land
came into view on the morning of the sixteenth of June.  Ostend harbor was
uneventfully entered and the crew made the ship fast to the bollards on the
quayside.


While the spring lines were
being attached, the harbor master informed the Captain that Napoleon’s army had
crossed from France into Belgium during the morning of the previous day.  Not
waiting for a gangplank Robert swung ashore on a line which hung from a yardarm
and set immediately about purchasing a horse.  Fearing he may miss his last
chance for a glorious death in battle against the French, Robert desperately
needed to find Wellington’s army before it was all over.


The passengers on the ship
watched him bartering urgently with any rider who came by.  Eventually a man
passing on a very old grey was game enough to accept Robert’s extravagant offer
of a full bag of silver pieces.  Everyone lining the gunnels of the packet
wondered what had caused the obvious sadness that seemed to surround the
good-looking young man.


Driving the old horse onwards
Robert rode in the direction of the city of Bruxelles at a gallop.  He
was tempted to stop for food and rest at the town of Ghent because he was tired
after so much traveling but the thought of his final battle pushed him on.  In
the capital of this most strange county Robert’s exhaustion forced him to take
shelter and food at an inn for the night.  Much to his surprise the local
people looked upon him with the same derision as the American civilians.  They
appeared to be more on the side of the French than the English and their looks
of dissent reminding Robert of the angry population in the small towns in that
faraway country.


When he left the inn during the
late morning of the seventeenth, news of a battle began to filter into the
streets.  Fighting had taken place at a crossroads by the name of Quatre Bras. 
Robert used his limited French to ask the locals for directions to the place
but none of them had ever heard of it.  He wasted valuable time trying to find
a relevant map and by midday he was on his way to join the army.


Riding south, Robert found signs
that the British Army had recently passed in the same direction.  Just like
America, every field was stripped bare and all livestock butchered to feed the
hungry regiments.  No farmhouse or tavern had any food to sell because the
British army had requisitioned it all for their march across the country and
the looks of contempt for his worn-out British uniform were unmistakable.


The sun was passing from view as
he and his completely blown horse staggered into an unknown small town. 
Everywhere he looked there were units of the British military making themselves
busy.


A Sergeant stood by the side of
the road and Robert asked, “Have I missed the battle?”


“No Sir we had a bit of a go with the Froggies
yesterday but it looks like the big one will be on tomorrow.”


“Excellent!”


The look on the Sergeant’s face
clearly showed that he could never understand the bravado of young gentleman
officers and the reply from the one sitting on top of the horse that was ready
for the knacker’s yard confirmed his belief that they were all bloody mad.


Realizing that he would never
find his new regiment in the dark Robert decided to sleep half a mile south of
the little town the Sergeant referred to as Waterloo.











Duke of Wellington


 


Lifting his head from the hard
saddle lying on the grass by the side of the dirt lane, Robert looked around
him.  Everywhere men in red coats were moving ordinance of every kind and he
sensed that this day would bring the big battle that would end his constant
misery.


The old grey gelding, which had
never worked harder in its life, lay dead beside him and he was filled with a
mixture of pity and envy.  As Robert kneeled at the side of the horse to say a
few words of thanks in a prayer he heard a very familiar voice behind him.


“Good Lord!  That’s Pishiobury’s boy, what?”


Standing, Robert looked up at
the man sitting astride his horse.  “Good morning Sir.”


Arthur Wellesley smiled, “I had
no idea you were here Pishiobury.  I heard you were fighting in the Americas,
what?  If I had known I would have had you billeted properly, what?  What?”


“May I congratulate you on your title, Sir?”


“Thank you Pishiobury.  The First Duke of
Wellington, sounds quite good, what?”  Wellesley chuckled, “Who are you with?”


“The 92nd Gordon Highlanders, Sir.”


“Well done, good regiment, what?  Come along with
us, I can help you find them, what?  What?”


“I have no horse Sir,” said Robert casting his eyes
down to the grey by way of explanation.


“That will not present a problem.”  The Duke turned
to his orderly, “You there, get Pishiobury a horse, there’s a good fellow.”


During the short wait for the
horse to arrive the Duke asked, “How did things go for you in America, what?”


“Not very well Sir.  They fought extremely
aggressively.”


“Ungrateful people those bloody Americans.  If it
wasn’t for us they wouldn’t be there in the first place, what?  What?”


At the end of a short but
conversation-filled journey their horses came to a stop on the brow of a hill. 
Standing above the field at Mont St Jean they could clearly see the British
army sprawled out across a plateau just below them.  The regiments denoted by
their distinctive standards were drying themselves in the early morning sun
after spending the night lying in the mud made wet by a summer downpour.


“Although they looked dirty and disheveled they are
at least rested after a night’s sleep,” said Wellington with a tone of genuine
concern.


Whilst acknowledging the cheers
of his men Wellington pointed and said to Robert.  “Your regiment is directly
in front of us, look there just before the lip on the flat area in the center
of the field.”  Turning to look at Robert the Duke added in a somber tone. 
“That lip is going to be the telling factor in today’s battle.  I looked long
and hard for such a configuration and now we have Bonaparte in the right place
we will see how it works, what?  Please give my fondest regards to General Somerset,
what?  What?”


Wellington was in no way
compelled to give Robert an introduction to his new Commanding Officer and he
knew that such a greeting from the Commander in Chief would stand him in very
good stead.  Wellesley’s kindness provoked fond memories of his childhood on
the Pishiobury estate as Robert cantered towards his new regiment and his fate.


From the high ground Robert
could make out three heavily fortified farm buildings in the depression below
the lip, which formed the shallow valley of no man’s land below.  Noticing the
Union Jacks flying from their roofs Robert envied the British soldiers who were
clearly going to be taking some very heavy losses while defending them. 
Looking beyond the British flags, Robert saw the Grand Army which had been
tugging at his destiny since childhood.  Grasping the enormity of Napoleon’s
forces Robert relaxed, this is it, he thought, no more pain and
confusion, it all ends today.


As Robert cantered up to the
regiment their red jackets caked in black earth reminded him of the last days
of his campaign in America at a time when everything had gone wrong for the
British.  Those poorly provisioned and harshly treated troops had died by their
thousands in similar dirt at a place that had the strange name of Baltimore.


He recalled a field of black mud
covered in broken cannons and broken bodies.  In his mind’s eye Robert could
see the carnage as clearly as the day of the battle.  He felt for his poor lads
as he remembered the Americans decimating their ranks in retaliation for
burning the city of Washington just one month before.  They just didn’t like
losing their White House.


‘Good morning Sir,’ said a heavily accented Scottish
voice forcing Robert back from his daydream.  Looking down he saw that the
stranger staring back at him was a private soldier dressed in a kilt standing
at attention holding the reins of his horse.  The man wore a tall bearskin hat
with a checkered border around the band.  On his shoulders were the black and
white epaulets unique to his highland regiment.  Robert admired the way he
looked.  It was a shame that he was not wearing one of these regimental
uniforms but there had simply been no time to have one made.


Unlike many officers of his
class, Robert treated every soldier under his command with respect and he
clearly wanted to know this man’s name as he replied respectfully, “Good
morning Private? ...”


”Braithwaite Sir.”


“Good morning indeed Private Braithwaite. I am
Captain Pishiobury. How are you this fine morning.”


“I am well Sir,” snapped the well-disciplined
soldier but Robert assumed that like every other soldier on the field, he felt
like running away.  They all knew how destructive the coming battle was going
to be; they also knew that the British were greatly outnumbered and Napoleon had
won most of his battles over a good many years.


“Where will I find our Commanding Officer?” asked
Robert, as he dismounted.


“Please follow me Sir,” said another very strong
voice in reply.


By the tone of it Robert guessed
it would be a Sergeant Major and this was confirmed as he turned to find a huge
non-commissioned officer standing before him.


“Sarnt major Alfrey Sir,” added the tower of
strength.  “Welcome to the regiment, Captain Pishiobury.  Please, follow me
Sir, I will take you to General Somerset.”


Having walked a short distance
the Sergeant Major made Robert’s introduction to General Somerset, his bushy
sideburns and a heavy mustache framing the booming baritone voice as he said,
“Captain Pishiobury’s arrived, Sir.”


General Somerset stood with a group
of his young officers listening to orders from the Duke being conveyed by a
messenger as Robert touched his cap and snapped smartly, “Captain Robert
Pishiobury reporting for duty, Sir.”


“Good morning Pishiobury welcome to the Ninety
Second, we have been expecting you.  It’s good to see you.  We can do with an
officer of your experience.”


“Thank you Sir.  I will do my best.  The Duke has
asked me to convey his regards to you Sir.”


“Thank you for that Pishiobury.”  Somerset pointed
to his trusted non-commissioned officer, “Sergeant Major Alfrey will escort you
to your unit.”  With that he turned to speak with his more senior officers to
ascertain the regimental state of readiness.


Sergeant Major Alfrey escorted
Robert through the troops, who were drying their uniforms and weapons in the
warm early morning sunshine and said, “The lads have heard of you Sir.”


“By my nickname I suppose?”


“Nickname Sir?”  The Sergeant Major was clearly
feigning ignorance.  Everyone knew Roberts’s fighting name as he was famous for
it but someone of his rank could never be so familiar with an officer.


“I’ll bet you are wondering how I got the name ‘Mad
Bob’?”


“Yes Sir. I was curious Sir,” said Alfrey dropping
the pretence.


“The good news is you will find out today.  The bad
news is, you’ll be with me when you do.”  It was the automatic response of the
schoolboy prankster that always showed itself at times of great stress.  Humor
was still Robert’s means of defense but his faraway voice and humorless smile
did not match the joke.


Nothing further was said between
them but Sergeant Major Alfrey felt the boy’s obvious pain and wondered what
had happened to cause a death wish in someone who even a complete stranger
could see had everything to live for.











Robert’s Waterloo


 


At precisely eleven on the clock
Napoleon started his bombardment of the British lines.  Hundreds of his heavy
gun crews began rapid fire and Wellington ordered the British artillery to
respond immediately.  Cannons were booming on both sides of the battlefield;
each sending clouds of toxic smoke billowing with every blast.  Before long,
one side could no longer see the other.


Due to the cunning of Wellington
the British took very few casualties in the first barrage because he had
prepared for Bonaparte’s love of heavy guns.  Knowing that Napoleon had started
his career in the army as a brilliant young artillery officer the Duke knew
that his bombardment would be very effective.


In order to counter this skill
with the barrage, Wellesley had masterfully moved his army to this field after
their brief encounter at Quatre Bras.  This daring maneuver placed the majority
of his regiments on a raised strip of land which looked directly down on the
field below.  Apart from forcing the enemy to march up a hill the platform had the
added advantage of falling slightly back from the lip and when the troops moved
to the rear of this shelf they could no longer be seen by Napoleon or his
cannon balls.


Just as planned, when the first
shot passed over their heads Wellington simply gave the order for his troops to
pull back forty paces and lay down.  Miraculously his army was almost
completely untouched by Napoleon’s shot.  He himself was in a raised position
at the back of the field and out of range of the French guns, allowing him time
to watch events unfold through his telescope.   The Duke loved battle and this
one was going to be a big one.  Everything was in readiness.  To his rear stood
the tiny village of Mont St Jean, his staff officers were in position around
him and his messengers were standing by.


On the ground below lay Robert
with his new unit snoring loudly.  He was completely oblivious to the crashing
noise of the guns and the choking smoke which swirled around them.  He had seen
so many battles begin like this and he knew it would be some time before the
hand-to-hand combat began.  His bravado was not built on courage or stupidity
it was just that he treated death with complete contempt.


A soldier close by said in a
whisper to his mate, “He is a weird one and no mistake,” and the offending
soldier was immediately chastised by his Sergeant Major for insubordination.


At one hour past midday, when
the sun had dried the field, the French army started marching across the valley
and up the hill.  As they approached in formation between the farm buildings
which had been under constant siege from the very beginning of the battle the
British army lying in the mud was ordered to stand and face them.  Convinced
that his guns had weakened their regiments Napoleon was surprised to see the lines
of red form on the top of the slope his men were now climbing.


The wall of British muskets let
go at once tearing into the French battalions with terrible effect.  Time and
again Robert ordered his unit to reload and fire.  The vast group of men walking
towards them simply reshuffled to repair the many gaps and continued on.


British cannon shot began firing
into the French ranks at a furious pace taking out as many as twenty lines at a
time but still they kept coming.


As the French marched over the
lip of the hill they seemed like indestructible automatons and some of the
British troops started to fall uneasily back.  Seeing this weakness the Duke
rode down to steady them himself.  Reinvigorated by his words of courage the
soldiers braced themselves and after many minutes of extremely fierce fighting
the French turned to withdraw.


Running down the slope to get
out of range, the French were hit in the back by driving musket balls and
cannon shot and to the shock and horror of his men Robert ran after them waving
his sword.  Only when the British heavy cavalry passed him did he stop and turn
back.


While Robert walked back up the
hill with a look of total frustration the cavalry did its gruesome work well. 
The horsemen ripped into the fleeing French but instead of returning as ordered
they carried on towards the French lines where they were massacred by cannon
fire, the muskets of the infantry and the sabers of the French cavalry. 
Wellington was furious because he needed those mounted regiments to complete his
plan.


“We will have to do the job with light cavalry and
on foot now then!” he said, inwardly cursing the insubordinate heavy cavalry
who were always taking things into their own hands in the pursuit of glory. 
“Bring the men back to their laying position!” he ordered as the French cannons
started firing again.  He did not know it but Robert was snoring in less than a
minute.


“Did you see what Mad Bob did?”  said Private
Howatson to no one in particular.


“Yes I bloody did!”  replied a very worried Braithwaite.


“He’s a bloody nutter!”  said another.


“It’s just our luck to be lumbered with a suicidal
maniac; no wonder they call him Mad Bob!” said even another.


Robert had only a few minutes in
which to sleep before the French cavalry began to form lines ready for a full
frontal charge. He was woken by the sergeant majors shouting:  


“Get into squares!  Form your squares!”


Every regiment in the British
army had practiced this maneuver over and over again and in double time the
field that the troops had been laying on looked like a vast checkerboard.


Officers walked around outside
the twenty squares of men arranging them in a pattern that would allow the
cavalry to ride between them and be fired upon without hitting another square. 
When the field was ready the officers returned to the safety of their
formations.


The artillery pieces had also
been rapidly moved to form a line in front of the forward squares and the gun
crews stood ready looking directly down the slope at the oncoming French
horses.


Wellington rode between the
squares repeating the same words to the men as he went, “Be ready for them my
lads; they will come to us; let them do all the work; steady now my brave lads;
remember that you are the cream of the British army.”


Robert looked admiringly into the
familiar face of his father’s friend as he went by and realized there was
something about him that he had never noticed before.  As hard as he thought
about what he saw he could not work out the strange feelings being roused from
somewhere deep inside him.


Completely lost in his thoughts
Robert’s mind searched in vain until the boom of the British cannons brought
his mind back to his square.


The big guns were tearing the
mounted Frenchmen apart as they came and at the last possible moment the gun
crews stopped firing, ran to their nearest square and squeezed between the
tightly packed front line of soldiers who knelt with their musket butts driven
hard into the ground.


Directly behind the kneeling
men, standing shoulder to shoulder, was a rank of men holding their muskets
outwards at the ready.  In the middle of the square stood all of the other
members of the regiment waiting to plug the holes as their comrades in front
fell.


At the end of each musket was a
highly polished eighteen-inch bayonet and viewed as a whole the formation
looked like a huge steel hedgehog bristling with deadly spines.  This structure
was effective against cavalry because no horse could be made to charge at such
an inhospitable defense.


As the brave horsemen thundered
by, Robert stood inside his square shouting, “Shoot the bastards!”  


The unfortunate French could not
penetrate any of the squares and found themselves in the disastrous position of
having to ride back through the British regiments.  Riding over their own dead
and wounded they were cut to pieces by the volley fire coming at them from
every side until they passed down the hill and out of range.


Having taken a terrible beating
the obvious thing for the French cavalry to do was return to the safety of
their own lines and regroup but, of course, these were men of great pride and
that is not what happened.  Unfortunately, all cavalry are driven by the
concept of honor and the shame of defeat overrode the logic of impossibility.
So it became Bonaparte’s turn to watch his cavalry destroy itself with a second
charge at the steel hedgehogs.


Observing these events Robert
found Wellington’s tactics somehow familiar.  The squares themselves brought to
the forefront of his memory an image of the Roman legions which he had read
about on so many occasions and he realized that defense had been the particular
skill of Marius.  In that thought a connection was made with a shock of
realization and time seemed to stand still as his subconscious mind gave up the
information that his conscious mind had been searching for.


“It’s the eyes!”


“Sorry Sir?” said Braithwaite wondering what Mad Bob
was up to now.


“The eyes!” Robert was taking two well-worn pieces
of paper out of his wallet as he spoke.


“Whose eyes, Sir?”


Without answering Robert looked into
the tatty portrait of Marius and Sulla on the pages that he had carried since
tearing them from the book at Cambridge.  There before him were the eyes of
Wellington in the faded face of Marius and in the sockets of Sulla lay a pair
of eyes that were clearly those of Napoleon himself.


“I am caught between Marius and Sulla once more!” 
said Robert with no idea what he was saying.  He was in a trance and all he
could feel was the pain of his life and that of someone else whose emotions
felt completely familiar whilst at the same time completely strange.


Pushing through the ranks of
surprised men Robert wandered out among the bodies still clutching the crumpled
pages, oblivious to the pleading of the French wounded as he walked between
them with his eyes glazed over.


Arriving at the midpoint between
his square and the next, Robert stopped and turned to face the French and
everyone on the field wondered what the hell he was doing.


“That’s Pishiobury’s boy isn’t it?” exclaimed
Wellington mounted and standing deep within one of the distant squares. 
Without waiting for a reply to his question the Duke started shouting, “Get him
back in!”


Within no time, everyone was
repeating his words, “GET HIM BACK IN!”


Hearing the commotion behind him
Somerset turned and started running to the other side of his defensive position
to see what was happening.  As he ran he heard his trusted Sergeant Major
calling out a question to one of his soldiers.


“Private Braithwaite.  What did that officer say to
you before he left the square?”


“He said he was caught between Mary’s ass and a
sailor Sarn’t Major.”


“If I find rum in your canteen, you’ll get another
flogging my lad!”


“What’s happening Sergeant Major?”  interrupted
General Somerset relieved that the French had not breached his square.


“Mad Bob … sorry Sir.  That is, the Young Officer
has walked out Sir!”


“I can see that man, go and get him back in!”


“You heard the Officer, Braithwaite take two of your
mates and go and get him!”


“Me, Sir?  Why me?”


“Because you let him go lad!  And don’t call me
Sir!”


“Yes, Sarn’t Major.”  Braithwaite had resigned
himself to being trampled under flailing hooves.  Touching two of his mates on
the shoulder he added, “Come on lads let’s go and get Mad Bob!”


The square opened as Braithwaite
spoke and then closed as he and his unfortunate friends ran out into no man’s
land.


Robert stood motionless, simply
staring at the French cavalry who had turned to regroup for their second
charge.  His face like everyone else’s was blackened by powder residue from the
flintlocks but unlike most his had two perfectly straight white lines running
from the base of each eye to the edge of his jaw.


Oddly the tears which poured
uncontrollably from Robert’s eyes were those of someone else someone in even
greater pain than himself.  It felt as though he was being given a glimpse at
the very thing that caused his lifetime of insecurity, and totally confused by
his apparent madness, a rapid death seemed to be the only logical escape from
this unknown character’s all engulfing torment.


“Be a good Officer and come back with us please
Sir!” said Braithwaite in a pleading voice.


The silence on the field where
they stood was made more eerie by his Officer staring at the French saying in a
distant voice, “Come on Sulla.  Let’s make an end of it here and now.”


“We can’t go back without you Sir!”  added Private
Howatson and his words seemed to break the young officer’s spell.


“What the bloody hell are you men doing out here?” 
shouted Robert amazed at the position he found himself in.


“We can’t go back without you Sir!”  repeated
Howatson.


“Christ, they’ll be upon us in a minute!” whimpered
Braithwaite as he watched the angry French horsemen thundering down on such an
easy target.


The British regiments cheered
the four running men on and when they plunged through the lines at the very
last moment everyone but the French felt total relief.


“What the bloody hell do you think you are doing
jeopardizing the lives of my men, Captain Pishiobury?” shouted Somerset, who
was very upset and very red in the face as he berated his young officer.


“I must confess Sir, that I have no idea what
compelled me to do what I did,” replied an extremely humble Robert.


The spell once broken seemed to
leave him with the beginning of an explanation for his illogical existence and
even though his constant doubt still lingered, Robert desperately wanted to
live long enough to understand what was hidden so deeply within him.


“Get back to your post; we will take this up at the
battle’s end, if you survive that is!”  The General walked away wondering what
had caused the young man to behave in such a strange and suicidal manner.


Robert turned to the men who had
saved him and apologized for nearly getting them killed.  All three of them
looked at him as though he were a mad man but saying nothing they turned to
face the French once more.











Victory


 


When the last of the French
horses passed through the British squares for the fourth and final time the
formations broke up to rematerialize into a long line on the lip of the hill.


Where the squares had been, lay
patches of trampled grass surrounded by perfectly straight lines of British
dead.  The area in-between the bare patches of green was littered with the
blood and carcasses of the French heavy cavalry.


A horse wounded by musket balls
lay kicking in the mud on top of its still conscious rider who cried out in
agony.  The British soldiers paid no attention to his cries behind them because
they were looking intently at Napoleon’s Old Guard marching across the field to
deliver what Bonaparte referred to as his hammer blow.  As the regiment who had
never lost a battle approached with drums beating the French artillery
bombarded the British line with devastating effect.  This time, Robert and the
rest of the army could not retire and lay down because they had to be all
together, ready for the Guard when it arrived.


For three years the only thing
that had occupied Robert’s mind was the thought of dying honorably in battle to
end his hollow pain.  Now as he stood on the thin red line watching men being
blasted to pieces by cannon shot he wanted to live with all of his heart.


Surveying the battlefield before
him in order to distract his mind from this perfect irony Robert noticed quite
how grand the battle had been.  His field of vision extended from the heavily
defended farmhouse on his left past the La Haye Sainte farmhouse almost
directly in front of him and onto the large stone building called Hougoumont on
his right.


As far as the eye could see lay
the dead and wounded from both sides of the conflict.  Corpses lay everywhere
in lines in piles in the most tangled of positions and for the first time in
his life Robert did not envy them their fate.  How bizarre that he would have
gladly given his soul to be adorning this field only moments before but now he
not only wanted to live he was going to fight with all his power to survive.


When the cannons slowed then
ceased their crashing something familiar snagged at Robert’s thoughts.  It was
the regular beat of the French drummers; and while looking for the source of
the familiar noise, Robert caught sight of the Old Guard marching towards his
position from the right of the line and he became completely transformed.


With great clarity he was
watching a 2000-year-old Roman legion marching through the eyes of another. 
Brass tassels striking red tunics replaced the rhythm of the drums as Robert
became completely oblivious to the battle raging all around him for a second
time.


“Charge!’ ‘Charge!”  Were the words that brought him
crashing back to his field of battle and after a bloody fight which could have
gone either way the Old Guard turned and ran for the first time in their proud
history.  Their retreat signaled a turn in favor of the British so Wellington
drove home his advantage with great speed.   All regiments were ordered to
follow the fleeing French down the hill across the road which passed directly
through the middle of the valley and on to Bonaparte's own camp.


All of the French but two
regiments of Napoleon’s personal guard ran away and these men of honor formed
squares and braced themselves against the light cavalry, which rode ahead of
the advancing British infantry.  The thought of surrender for a second time was
too appalling for these proud fighting men to consider so they decided to stand
and cover the retreat of their beloved Emperor.  With their tall bearskin hats,
their bushy walrus mustaches and the earrings, which denoted their exulted
status they died with great honor.


Robert no longer had the taste
for killing or dying and he ordered his men to take care as they walked.  All
of them were grateful and surprised that Mad Bob had seen the light and was no
longer hell bent on getting himself, and them, killed.  At eight on the clock
the day was completely won by the tactics of Wellington; and the British
soldiers, who could still muster the strength, gave three cheers as the Duke
and his staff passed through their ranks.


Just like Marius, thought Robert
as the Duke rode by, your men love you.  Shocked yet again by his apparent intimacy
with a historical figure Robert decided then and there that Rome was the place
for answers and determined to get to the ancient city just as soon as the army
and circumstances would allow.











Battle’s End


 


Going about the field helping
wounded comrades and looting the twenty-five thousand French bodies took the
victorious British troops all of the remaining twilight hours.


At the end of this most
important day, great fires were lit and much needed food prepared.  Robert
thanked Wellesley’s messenger who rode up to convey an invitation to dine with
the general staff but chose to stay near the men who had saved his life.  Upper
class officers seldom showed such loyalty to lowly peasant soldiers and his men
were puffed with pride as the ornate dragoon rode away to tell the Duke that
Robert would rather be with them than him.


After a meal of scavenged French
food some of his men fell into exhausted sleep exactly where the lay.  One man
near a distant fire played lament-filled tunes on a harmonica and a few of the
lads hummed the chorus to familiar songs as they stared into the fire and
relived the horrors of the day.


Unwilling to rest until a
measure of amends had been made, Robert wandered around until he found a dead
courier and one of the many dead drummer boys.  Kneeling down he respectfully
closed the child’s still terror-filled eyes before unbuckling his white
shoulder strap.  A few looked up with curiosity in their tired eyes as Robert
sat near the fire with his legs on either side of the musket ball riddled drum
but they turned back to the fire having answered their own unasked question.


Opening the French messenger’s
highly polished black leather pouch, Robert removed a piece of paper and rested
it on the still tightly stretched calfskin drum.  Then, by the light from
burning debris he removed a pencil from the pouch and found the courage to
write a letter for the first time in his life:


18 June 1815.


Waterloo.


Dearest Julia.


The pain I have caused you is
burning within me as though I inflicted it upon myself.  I can offer no
explanation for the most callous and heartless treatment of one who deserves
nothing but respect and the safety of complete love.


Since first we met at Cambridge
so many years ago it seems that I have been constantly at war with the Americans,
the French and myself.  Until this day I had not understood any of the emotions
that compelled me to you then drove me away, but during this most fierce of
battles I caught a glimpse of my soul and have realized the folly of my ways.


It has become clear to me that
the puzzle which has so irrationally clouded my life since birth can only be
solved in Rome and it is there that I must take myself at the conclusion of
this business with Bonaparte.


The purpose of this letter is
not to ask for your forgiveness because I clearly do not deserve the respect of
one as worthy as yourself.  It is merely an attempt to place your mind at ease
and make sure that you understand my behavior was driven from within me and not
induced by you.


The shame I have brought upon
your family and my own ensures my expulsion from polite society.  Therefore at
the conclusion of my time in Rome I will be returning directly to Canada where
I hope to make a new start.  Please pass my most humble apologies to your
mother and father.


We are destined never to meet
again my dearest Julia but I will think of you every day until my very last.


With all my love.


Robert.


One further letter of apology
was written to the parents to who he had caused so much pain.  Robert then lay
his head on yet another dead Frenchman’s discarded pack and fell immediately
into a peaceful sleep.


As he lay under the brilliant
stars in a field full of dead and sleeping bodies, Robert dreamed of himself
and Julia standing on the deck of a sailing ship crossing a deep blue ocean.









France


 


On the morning of the day
following the battle of Waterloo, Wellington rallied his able-bodied troops and
began the long march for Paris.  The regiments remained always at the ready in
case Bonaparte turned his retreating army for another battle but it was all
over, the French people had no more heart for war or their Emperor.  They like
France were in a mess after twenty five years of revolution then war and now
defeat and everyone was just too busy looking for food to fight.


As they marched the British
found that the retreating Grand Army had devoured every single scrap of food. 
Anything edible was completely gone as though a vast swarm of ants was passing
ahead of them.  Riders were sent in all directions but everything for miles around
had been taken and this caused a new set of logistical problems for
Wellington.  Provisions had to be brought in wagons from the Low Countries,
lines of supply became stretched to breaking point and the advance slowed to a
frustrating crawl.


When the bedraggled British army
eventually entered Paris its humbled citizens were made the scapegoats for the
soldiers exhaustion, hunger and frustration.  A defeated city in the hands of a
vengeful army is a very dangerous place and the British quickly imposed martial
law in an attempt to minimize the inevitable raping and looting.  As hard as
they tried, it could not be stopped completely.  Robert made it very clear to
his lads that they were duty bound to help any innocent civilians and in the
event of them being caught doing anything untoward they would be
court-martialed and hanged on the spot.


Wellington liked Robert’s
professional approach to soldiering and used his trusted unit to round up many
of the senior city officials.  Robert was also one of the many officers
involved in the hunt for Bonaparte but their search was in vain because he was
found a long way from Paris by the British naval blockade on a ship bound for
America.


Even the locals cheered when
they heard the news that Napoleon had been sent away for a second term in exile
and this time there would be no escape from the barren rock of an island called
St Helena off the coast of Africa.


As with all cities in France,
Paris was short of every commodity, the people were starving and the British
began to fear insurrection.  Something had to be done and all resources were
directed to the task of feeding the starving populace.  Robert volunteered his
services, such as they were, to the quartermasters and while serving as a
provisioning clerk it was discovered quite by chance that he had the most
incredible ability for logistics on a grand scale.


Robert instinctively knew how to
purchase and move great quantities of food from wherever it could be found into
the city.  He understood the complexities of importing goods from foreign
countries, even the ships necessary to move cargo he managed in the most
efficient manner.  As impossible as it seemed it was as though he had
provisioned a war-ravaged population before.


Robert also had an instinctive
nose for sniffing out corruption and counseled Wellington to bring in draconian
laws to deal with the black-marketeers who exploited their own people by
stockpiling much-needed food.  As much as the villains tried to work around the
laws young Pishiobury was always one step ahead of them.  His foresightedness
never ceased to amaze the Duke.  Robert seemed to understand the criminal mind
intimately.  His detailed directions allowed Wellington’s flying squads to
drive them out of business.  By way of an example many were even dragged from
their slums and guillotined in the Place de la Concorde just as Robert’s Aunty
Prudence had been years before.


As so often happens when someone
performs well, Robert found himself trapped by his own ability.  The harder he
worked the less expendable he became which meant he was one of the last
frontline troops to leave Paris.


Always extremely anxious to be
on his way, no one would let him go because he was just too competent.  Worried
that he would be held up in Paris for many years Robert found that he had
another instinctive ability.  It was the skill to delegate responsibility and
within weeks he had created a structure that rendered him superfluous.


Having freed himself by the
spring of 1816, Robert requested a special discharge while partaking in one of
his regular evening meals with Wellington.  The grateful Duke readily agreed
and when he heard that Robert intended to visit Rome he offered to provide an
escort.


“Paris still has many un-needed British soldiers who
are constantly involving themselves in drunken brawls,” he said; then added,
“Sending a few across country will keep them occupied and out of trouble,
what?”


A few days after their last
dinner together Robert departed. It was a simple farewell and Wellesley asked,
“What shall I tell Lord and Lady Pishiobury when I see them dear boy, what?”


“Please inform them that I most sincerely meant my
written apology for my ridiculous and shameful behavior at Cambridge and that I
will write to them from Canada.’


“As you wish Pishiobury but I think you will be
welcome home you know?  Your Mater and Pater love you very much.”


“I’m afraid you don’t know the half of it Sir,” said
Robert, “I am compelled as a gentleman not to compromise my family honor.” 
Shaking hands as he spoke Robert noticed, what looked like, a little moisture
in the Duke’s eyes as he turned to board his carriage.


Sitting back in the plush
leather seats Robert admired his luxurious coach and fine horses as he rolled
away from the waving Wellesley.  The entire rig had been purchased for
surprisingly little money because in the complete wreck that France had become
the value of everything except food had collapsed.


Trusting the lads to do a good
job Robert sent them out to purchase a coach for his journey and he was very
pleased with their work.  Haggling for a good price was expected in Paris and
the men brokered a very good deal from the once wealthy but now
poverty-stricken owner.


As Braithwaite had once been the
coachman for a wealthy highland family he jumped at the chance of driving to
Rome.  The other men were equally keen to form Robert’s guard because they both
loved his leadership and wanted to get out of Paris.  The only one who could
not ride a horse was Howatson and rather than be left behind he volunteered to
sit in the dickey seat at the rear of the carriage where he held a short musket
at the ready.


Each man was heavily armed
because there were so many hungry and desperate French soldiers wandering the
countryside.  It was no longer safe to travel the roads without a military
escort so the Waterloo-hardened veterans riding before and after the carriage
were always alert and ready for an attack.


The journey was unhurried as
Robert wanted to enjoy the sights passing his window.  Sometimes when they
stopped or made camp Robert surveyed fields where copies of very old maps told
him Roman battles had taken place.  His history lessons grew to become a much
anticipated highlight for his veterans and they loved the fact that Robert knew
everything about the Roman leaders who tamed the wild country they now knew had
been called Gaul.  Wherever they went Robert told them, ‘Marius fought the
Gauls here or Sulla there, even Julius Caesar against Vercingetorix there.’


It seemed that over a period of
several hundred years the Romans had fought on every inch of this country and
they found themselves excited about the prospect of each new stop on their most
fascinating journey.


From France they made their way
through the Alps and just as Hannibal with his elephants, crossed over the
border into Italy.  When they camped in the countryside by the road they all
slept under the stars by the carriage but whenever they stayed in a town Robert
always paid the price of a room for his comrades.  They stayed at places like
Pisa with its strange leaning bell tower and a variety of other coastal towns
and villages.  Beautiful late summer weather accompanied them on their way
southwards.  All enjoyed their peaceful surroundings as they rode gently by the
side of the Ligurian Sea and the closer they came to Rome the more Robert found
the smells and sounds of the ancient countryside hauntingly familiar.


Carriages always develop faults
on long journeys such as this and the men traveling with Robert had become
extremely adept at fixing them.  The failure that stopped them on this occasion
involved the axel and the lads swiftly set about repairing it.  Robert offered
to help, as he often did, but the men took pride in looking after him.  It was
a compliment of course but always left him bored for the duration of the
repairs.  After watching for a few minutes, he decided to go for a walk among
the old olive trees in the grove by the side of the road.


“Shall I bring the musket?” asked Howatson reaching
for his weapon.


“No. I will be safe enough thank you,” said Robert
in reply, while tapping the grip of his holstered flintlock pistol.  The first
simple steps soon turned into a purposeful gate, each stride drew him onward in
a seemingly preordained direction.  Within ten minutes Robert was no longer in
control of his objective.  He became a passenger as something inside his body
took him deeper into the ancient grove.


When he found a very old well he
was somehow resigned to the fact that it would be there.  Resting his back
against its crumbling stonewall he sat looking into the distance and
impulsively reached for his wallet.  After a few moments wondering about the
meaning of the familiar eyes on the wellworn paper Robert noticed a movement
away to his right.  Moving rapidly for his pistol in defense he noticed that
his potential assailant was nothing more than a harmless young girl carrying a
wooden pail.  Placing the flintlock on the ground he stood and just as had
happened outside the square at Waterloo, Robert felt the strong presence of the
strange being moving deep within him once again.


While he had never seen her
before, the girl stirred feelings of familiarity for his inner companion.  It
was like watching a sibling as her strong but feminine body glided over the
ground.  In all of his life he had never seen such primitive beauty and her
innocence moved Robert’s hidden persona to the verge of tears.


Making eye contact as she
approached, the startled girl triggered floods of protective emotions within
him.  Nothing was said but a connection was made and the girl placed the pail
calmly on the ground and walked over to the well where the being within Robert
beckoned her to sit.


He watched his hand gently brush
the strawberry blond hair from her eyes as she lowered herself to sit with him
and even this spontaneously intimate act seemed right.  After a long period of
silence the purpose of their meeting seemed to have been fulfilled and she
instinctively rose to leave.  Robert filled her bucket and placed the rope
handle in her most beautifully formed hand.  He then watched her walk away
carrying the water and felt there was something very significant about this
girl’s unhindered return to her life in the groves.


Wondering about the implications
of what had just transpired Robert was forced by the growing heat to find shade
under an old olive tree where he sat until the shortening shadows told him it
was time to return to his men.  When he placed his hand on the ground to lift
himself to his feet the edge of a metallic object pushed against his finger. 
Brushing away the dry soil Robert saw what looked vaguely like the hilt of a
dagger completely eaten by rust.  Cleaning away the years of dirt and decay the
piece fell apart in his hand and without a thought for its origin Robert
casually discarded the dust and walked back to the ancient road which the
Romans called the Via Aurelia.


The pitch black horses seemed
restless as he walked out of the trees and his already mounted men were
obviously very happy to see him return.  Having fixed the coach they were all
worried that something may have happened to him and Robert was touched by their
concern, it was very clear that they truly loved their battle-hardened Captain.


Touching his empty holster
Robert realized that he had left his pistol by the well.  It did not matter
because there were spare weapons in every locker on the coach so giving a shrug
he said, “Let’s make all haste for Rome lads.” Then spontaneously added, “We
must travel at the gallop!”


There was no real urgency but
traveling at speed seemed like the correct thing to do.  Braithwaite did not
question the order he just whipped the horses to a foaming gallop and
concentrated only on the task in hand.  Passing very old villas and houses in
the Italian countryside provoked flashes of familiarity for Robert but entering
the gates outside the city of Rome felt like a homecoming.


Exhausted tired and hungry they
clip-clopped through the dark streets until they found the home of Anton.  It
was a huge high-walled structure near the river Tiber and Sergeant Major Alfrey
dismounted and knocked on the solid wooden door, which was opened by a
housemaid holding an oil lamp.


Lights started appearing at
every window as the household was roused to greet their guests.  Anton had been
expecting Robert and his party for some days and had left instructions to be
woken upon their arrival.  While standing in their nightshirts the family
welcomed their son’s old Cambridge friend and his cohorts warmly.  After a
light supper the friendly housemaid showed Robert and his men to rooms in
various parts of the house.  The old home was truly vast and each man was given
a room of his own.


After settling in and getting to
know the family, Robert spent days walking through the old city with his men
looking at the places he seemed to know intimately.  The lads were fascinated
with his explanations of the old roads, columns, buildings and ruins.  They
loved the stories attached to even the smallest of stones and as fighting men
they connected with the honor of the conflicts depicted on so many structures.


Visiting the Circus Maximus,
Robert explained the bloody mayhem that had taken place down on the racetrack
over many hundreds of years.  Leading his men down to the archaeological dig
under the great stand Robert experienced a bitter paradox.  Expecting to find
pleasure in the place where Mr Woods found his beloved amulet, he found
unimaginable physical pain.  Just entering the dank space made his body, head
even fingernails ache.  Unable to understand the hurt, Robert had to leave the
cold and violent room.  Sensing his discomfort the men caringly supported his
return to the sunlight.


When the time came for them to
leave they were all sad but their departure could no longer be delayed because
the 92nd Highlanders were disbanding and the men had been ordered back to Paris
for demobilization.


It was a cheerless farewell with
grown men fighting back tears but Robert made their trip home a lot easier by
giving them the coach, the horses, the weapons and enough money to get
everything home to Scotland where such things still fetched a pretty penny. 
His final words had been to extract a promise from each that they would use the
proceeds of the sale to buy smallholdings for the future of their families and
they all gladly gave their words.


Once alone, Robert began his
search for an answer to his troubled life and during his wandering he found
places that felt like home.  Day after day he was drawn to places like the
fruit and vegetable markets where he would stand and watch the men trundling
their barrows across the cobblestones.  Robert felt close to these nocturnal
people, with their leather aprons and always found an element of peace as he
listened to the droning voice of the auctioneer.


These phantom memories of having
been in Rome before were now commonplace and Robert was becoming more and more
resigned to the feeling, which had once frightened him.  He no longer saw them
as odd nor feared for his sanity, he simply wanted to understand the emotions,
which had set him apart from others and scarred his life.











Clarity


 


One morning, as the respectful
house servants served Anton his usually lavish breakfast, Robert plucked up the
courage to share the thoughts he had been keeping close to his chest since the
riverbank at Cambridge.  Fear of being thought a sorcerer or a warlock had
compelled him to keep his intimate knowledge of Sulla and Gaius Marius hidden
away but newfound feelings of security were allowing him to trust both himself
and others for the very first time.


Between sips of coffee, and more
modest mouthfuls of breakfast, Robert spoke about the great men’s history
changing lives in amazing detail.  He understood the motivation behind their
many conflicts.  He knew incredible minutiae that had never been published in
any history book.  He even knew the real reason why the Senate banished Sulla
from Rome; yet everything after that moment became completely strange to him.


“88BC?”  There was more than a little surprise in
Anton’s reply.


“Exactly,” confirmed Robert.


“My family have always referred to that year as both
the terrible time and the best time,” continued Anton.  “It was the year of our
success but also the year Sulla returned to Rome, massacred many Senators and
occupied Rome with his legions.”


“The year Rome’s streets ran red with blood,” interjected
Robert.  “I know what the history books tell us but, unlike the years leading
up to 88BC, the events of that year feel completely unfamiliar to me.  I know
that Sulla turned for Rome at the very moment his army boarded ships bound for
the Mithridatic War, but I have no idea why.”


Anton stopped chewing and looked
at Robert.  After a moments thought he turned and politely dismissed his
servants.  Waiting for the black-clad men to leave the room he could not resist
just a little more of the cold meats, delicate cheeses and wood-fired bread. 
Much to Robert’s frustration there was a long pause for chewing and swallowing
before Anton continued with the suspenseful words:  “What I am about to tell
you has never been heard by anyone outside my immediate family.”  Being
uncharacteristically hesitant, he added:  “88BC was the year our founder
Antonius moved from having nothing to becoming the biggest provider of
foodstuffs in all of Italy.”


“In just one year’s time?”  Robert’s surprise was
heard in his tone:  “How can that be?”


Once again, Anton paused before
saying.  “My family has always been too ashamed to speak of it but the truth is
Antonius had a benefactor.”


“Ashamed?”  asked Robert unable to understand why
Anton would struggle with such an innocuous fact.  “Who of us can honestly say
they have not received support at one time or another?”


Mopping his lips with a linen
napkin Anton bought a little more time to find the right words.  “More than a
benefactor.  You see, the truth is our founder Antonius was simply given all of
this.”  Anton paused for a sip of freshly squeezed orange juice.  His words
were not coming easily.  “I think this will be made simpler for me if I show
you.”


After a little more breakfast,
Anton led an impatient Robert through the house and down a very old case of
stone stairs.  Finding a hidden key above a rafter, Anton unlocked the heavy
wooden door to a vast stone vault.  It was a very dry and very well-organized
space at the very bottom of the house.  The temperature inside was permanently
cool which explained why Anton had insisted Robert bring his winter tailcoat.


Looking around the room, Anton
pointed out the many wonderful old artifacts lining the walls.  He knew the
history of ancient helmets with faded horsehair plumes, swords, shields, spears
and ancient weaponry of all kinds.  He knew everything about the valuable
paintings hanging on the walls and the ancient ceramics which sat in beautiful
presentation cabinets wherever Robert looked.  On shelf after shelf sat buckets
of well cared for rolls of parchment and books of all kinds and ages.  Picking
up a silver breastplate in the shape of a powerful man’s torso Anton spoke in a
solemn voice:  “This is the thing I have brought you here to see.”


“It seemed so familiar to me.”  Robert was clearly
moved by the object.  “Could I have seen it somewhere before?”


“That is simply not possible.”  Anton handed the
silver armor to Robert.  “It has been hidden within this collection for over
two thousand years.  Not a soul outside my family has ever seen it during that
time.”


Holding the silver carapace with
cautious reverence Robert asked, “How did your family come by such a valuable
object?”


“That is the crux of it,” said Anton, still a little
tentative.  “It was given to our benefactor in gratitude for a deed well done.”


“A deed?” wondered Robert turning the breastplate. 
“What deed could possibly warrant something so valuable?”


“Our benefactor rode through the night with the very
information that halted Sulla’s departure.”


“Just who was this well-informed man?”  Robert tried
to make the silver breastplate fit his body as he spoke.


“Well-informed woman,” corrected Anton.  “Clitumna
Livia Drusus.  Sulla’s savior.”


The breastplate clattered to the
stone floor as this strange name struck spontaneous shock and fear in Robert. 
The sudden weakness in his knees compelled him to sit.  Not wanting to risk his
weight on any of the ancient furniture, he fell to the floor with no idea why
the name had such an untoward impact on him.


“Are you ill?” enquired a concerned Anton, kneeling
by his dear friend’s side.


“I have no idea,” replied Robert in a beaten tone.


“I will summon help.”  With those words Anton was
gone.


Alone in this cold place,
surrounded by artifacts, Robert felt isolated and vulnerable.  The woman’s
Latin name provoked visceral feelings of defeat, fear and deep loss.  Once
again, someone else was raging inside him and this time Robert truly feared for
his sanity.  The optimism so acutely felt at Waterloo was now completely spent
and he knew that his obscure misery would have to end.


Without waiting for Antonius’s
return, Robert stood up and walked from the vault.  An hour later he was booked
on the first ship leaving for Canada and a battle, any battle, that would bring
him his longed-for tranquility.


That night he hoped to find a
little calm in the recurring dream of himself standing on the foredeck of a
sailing ship with Julia.  Crossing the imaginary blue ocean had offered
feelings of comfort since Belgium, but now it was simply a restless interval
between the pain of night and the time daylight brought him back to his
miserable existence.


During the sad days between the
revelations in the vault and his ship’s departure, Robert killed time with
endless wandering.  Everything in Rome had become tainted by that woman’s name
but, like an addict, he felt unable to stop punishing himself with the sights
of the city.  He could feel it destroying him but the unknown force dragged him
from street to streets searching for God knows what.


These miserable daily journeys
were always brought to a wine-sodden crescendo in exactly the same place. 
Whatever it was that drove him to the Circus Maximus always forced him to sit
in exactly the same seat with exactly the same terracotta jug of red wine. 
There were hundreds of rows but one stone seat in particular attracted him. 
Any attempt to move caused deep upset so it was simply no longer worth the pain
of trying.


On the sunny afternoon of the
day his ship was set to depart for Canada, Robert paid one last visit to the
Circus Maximus.  Walking to his regular seat in the stand he found a woman’s
handbag lying by itself completely unattended.


Looking around the arena, he
could see no one.  The appearance of the bag was a mystery.  It had to be moved
if he was to sit in his normal position but sliding the bag with his foot
caused it to spill open.


Like a ship being launched into
the sea out slid the amulet.  It felt surreal and to make things even more out
of the ordinary there was a letter addressed to Robert in Mr Woods’ very
familiar handwriting.


Instinctively sliding the gold
band onto his hand Robert noticed a woman entering from the rear of the
Senatorial seating area accompanied by Anton.  Her back was turned towards him
but there was something achingly familiar about her.  Mesmerized by the woman,
he watched her, seemingly searching for someone, or something, in the stands.


Applying pressure to the rigid
amulet Robert tried to force it over his knuckles as the woman slowly turned to
face him.  Recognition provoked surges of pure emotion.  Perspiration cascaded
over every inch of his skin and the gold band gave way all at once landing
directly over his birthmark.


Robert was instantly cast back
in time.  He experienced feelings of becoming the same person who controlled
him while walking in a trance from the square at Waterloo.  All around him
stood thousands of people dressed in the style of ancient Rome cheering at the
top of their voices.


Looking down he noticed that he
was dressed in the same Roman manner and, with great surprise, he realised his hands had become those of a
woman.  He was a completely different human being.


Beside him stood a fat man who
looked like Anton and a maternal woman who he knew intimately.  It was Nanny
Parks.  She was also dressed in the style of ancient Rome; her hair was
different but, there could be absolutely no doubt, it was his beloved Nanny. 
He wanted to embrace her but yet again, he had become a mere observer in his
body while someone strange, yet familiar, used it to play out an unknown role.


Robert was horrified to see
gladiators committing bloody murder down on the racetrack below and such a
humane reaction surprised him.  In battle he had seen and done far worse acts
of violence ...


The face of a young man looking
at him from the crowd stopped his thoughts dead in their tracks.  It was the
face on the statue, his face, and floods of uncontrollable guilt pulsed through
the very frightened mind within.  He knew that his alter ego was torn between
feelings of love and guilt for the young man, but did not understand how or
why.


Robert recognised the great Sulla instantly as
the woman inside him moved his gaze.  Standing at the front of the Senators
seating area Sulla’s silver breastplate flashed in the bright sunlight.  With a
growing sense of panic, Robert experienced the wave of emotions provoked by
very same object in Anton’s family vault.


Much to Robert’s amazement he
watched the ornately clad General leave the Senatorial box and make his way
through the crowd in his direction.  The emotions of the being who controlled
his senses were now on the very edge of panic as Sulla stood before him looking
hard into her eyes.  Robert experienced the turmoil of confused feelings which
the woman inside him felt for this man; it charged through his veins like fire.


As Sulla kissed the woman
within, Robert felt his ever-present pain lift like a curtain from his heart. 
The things that wronged this woman were being righted by one simple, but much
longed for, act of kindness.


With pleasure replacing pain,
Robert
was returned to
himself, standing in an empty Circus Maximus being kissed by his Julia.  As her
lips moved on his, the hollow, sad, lonely feeling in his heart evaporated.


“Robert, my love.”  Julia’s words were both a
statement and a question.


“Julia, my love.”  There was absolutely no
hesitation or doubt in Robert’s reply.


Julia’s relief was made clear in
her happy smile.  


“Your mama and papa both long to see you again,
Robert.  They have booked our passage home.  If you are willing to accompany
me, we sail tomorrow on the noon tide.”


“I would like that very much.”  Robert was extremely
relieved to feel his words ring true.  The pain, guilt and general malaise he
had always felt was now completely gone, erased by someone or something unknown.


With the extraordinary feeling
that more than two people had found calm this day, Robert looked into Julia’s
eyes and returned her lifesaving kiss with interest.
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