










PRAISE FOR BOY CAESAR



‘The novel is sexually graphic but brilliant in its employment of history and its understanding of historical research.’


– Brad Hooper, Booklist


‘Baroque time-travelling reading thrills … Reed’s tale tackles control and being out-of-control in virtuoso style.’


– Scotsman




BOY CAESAR


The Roman gay world is mirrored in Jim’s relations with his duplicitous partner Danny and the contemporary London scene they inhabit. Events take a weird twist when Jim discovers that his partner is living a double life as a member of a Soho cult involving bizarre sex rites on Hampstead Heath. Jim, repulsed by the cult’s activities, finds his relationship with Danny at an end and that he has become a target for the leader’s reprisals. He is forced to take refuge with a female friend, Masako, with whom he visits Rome to investigate sites associated with Heliogabalus. She leads him to a meeting with a wealthy young man called Antonio who claims to be the emperor reincarnated. When Jim and Masako return to London, Antonio pays them a visit which leads to a conclusion every bit as dramatic as Heliogabalus’ own murder. An electrifying poetic recreation of a bizarre period of ancient history, this narrative also dissolves boundaries of gender in the complex relationship of Jim and Masako.


JEREMY REED is a prolific writer of poetry and prose, both fiction and non-fiction, with seven of his novels and five works of non-fiction published by Peter Owen. He has won the National Poetry Competition, the Eric Gregory Award and the Somerset Maugham Award. He is also the author of well-received biographies of Lou Reed, Marc Almond and Scott Walker.
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For Lene and Moo




‘Only by going too far will you get anywhere at all.’


– Francis Bacon in conversation




Introduction


Elagabalus, or Heliogabalus as he is better known because he worshipped the sun, was Roman emperor between the years AD 218 and 222. Literally ‘Boy Caesar’, he came to power at the age of fourteen and was brutally assassinated by the Army shortly after his eighteenth birthday.


Born in Emesa, Syria, he was an essentially benign ruler, remembered for his notorious extravagance, fanatical devotion to his own solar god – to whom he erected temples in Rome, the theatricality of his appearance and his same-sex marriages. An idealist, who had his mother introduce a woman’s senate into the rigidly guarded male hierarchy dominating the Roman Empire, the pro-feminine Heliogabalus alienated both the ruling classes and the drive-unit behind their power – the Army.


Popular with the people on account of his generosity and relaxed system of government, Heliogabalus fought no wars and conducted no personal vendettas against his enemies. Little is known about his life before he became emperor, but the historic impact of his short reign was such that his name has become synonymous with decadent hedonism.


Heliogabalus liquidated a fortune even greater than Nero at the height of his spending. His dramatically colourful reign, recreated here and given the contrast of a 21st-century journeyer in the process of researching his life, is aimed at giving Boy Caesar another bite at the apple.


I have, throughout the novel, taken the liberty of fusing classical and modern times in Jim’s reading of Heliogabalus, a method of dissolving past into present and present into past not dissimilar to the technique employed by Derek Jarman in films such as Caravaggio and Sebastiane.


Jeremy Reed




Thanks to a joy in death or in the new, despite bereavement, and in contrast to ordinary life, all moralities had broken down. What prevailed was the joy of the transsexual, of the requiem, of the kamikaze. Of the hero.


– Jean Genet, Prisoner of Love





1



The year is AD 218. From where he stood, pointing his left cheekbone up for the mirror, Heliogabalus was aware that he was being watched. The sensation frisked his nerves, causing him to freeze. The idea that there was two of him, and that the other meant trouble, had been cooking in his unconscious for a long time.


He could hear the rain outside knuckling the little yellow pompons of flowering mimosa. The unseasonable rains had been returning day after day, the rapping staccato of brilliant showers seeming even to break into his sleep and make noise in his dreams. He was fourteen years old. So much had happened already that he remembered highlights in his life with total recall.


For weeks now, encouraged by his mother Symiamira and her entourage of lovers, Heliogabalus had dared to entertain the hope of becoming not only emperor but caesar. Was he not, after all, reputed to be the illegitimate son of the butchered Caracalla and as such the last of the Antonines?


No matter how tenuous his claims to the imperial title, he knew instinctually that he was about to take up with his destiny. It was somewhere out there on the exhaustive highway that led to Rome. His mother had fed him with ambition the way a slow poison accumulates in the system. It was she who had condoned his wish to make up like a girl and live out his same-sex attractions. She had fine-tuned his aesthetic, allowed him to wear her dresses and been right behind him in his fanatical devotion to the god Elagabal. But more than anything she had impressed on him his difference. He was set apart, she claimed, by the data in his blood. An emperor’s sperm had patterned menus in his genes.


His imagination had needed little prompting. Already he saw himself dragging it in front of the Senate. It was his plan to affront their machismo by insisting that women should be introduced into the governing body. He had it in mind to subvert the whole gender-bias on which Roman society was founded. In the hours in which he was thrown in on himself and had nothing to do, he would create scenarios in his head, like shooting random footage. In these documentaries he was invariably in the process of entering Rome, and to his astonishment there was nobody there. He had come to a dead city.


Alone and waiting for his tutor to return him to the world of Ovid’s Metamorphoses, he busied himself regrouping a vase of candy-pink peonies. The cerise, fist-sized flowers were the colour of sunsets he had known while out riding, the sweat stinging his eyes as he pushed a strawberry roan to overkill in the foothills. His mother had taught him always to be alert to his destiny. For years he had devoted himself exclusively to the cult of the sun-god Elagabal, worshipped at Emesa in the form of a black phallic stone, universally believed to have dropped there out of the sky. He was, as he reminded himself, blood of the Emesan dynasty as well as an emperor in the making. But he was, above all, impatient. The overbite he brought to life was a response to the feeling that he would die young. He could get no purchase on the idea of growing old and of his biological arc peaking.


When his tutor came into the room it was to complain of the violent rainstorms. Despite the use of a saucer-shaped orange umbrella, he was wet through. Heliogabalus had a lot of time for the unorthodox Serge, a man who pointed up the aesthetic aspect of every study. Serge reminded him at times of the little incidental detail used to decorate an almond cake: the cherry dipped in alcohol.


‘We’ll look at what Ovid has to say of Tiresias’ encounter with the snakes today,’ Serge said. ‘But there’s important news awaiting you, and the lesson may be cut short. Something to do with war and the necessity to act fast.’


‘How I wish they could get it over quickly,’ Heliogabalus said. ‘I’ve no interest in politics.’


‘We live or die by affairs of state. You must learn at all times to be diplomatic.’


‘But I won’t be manipulated,’ Heliogabalus fired off, feeling his individuality come up in a rush of confused emotions.


‘These are dangerous things for a young man to say,’ Serge cautioned, the tone of his voice implying a shared complicity of ideas.


Heliogabalus could hear the big rains washing the glass conservatory. His mind jumped to Ovid’s story of Tiresias and how the latter had undergone a sex-change after disturbing two snakes mating in the forest. The way he interpreted it was to read the encounter as a metaphor for the subject’s initiation into the underworld mysteries. Tiresias in being changed into his opposite was also engaged in the process of becoming himself. Serge had encouraged him in his particular take on the theme of transformation, a subject so dear to Heliogabalus that he could place himself in the story and imagine the powerful hormonal switch triggered in his endocrine glands. He had wanted to call musicians in and make a performance of the scene, but Serge had advised against it, saying that the intentions could be misinterpreted.


Quickly establishing a groove for his line of enquiry, he asked Serge why it was that Tiresias had hit out at the snakes with a stick. He couldn’t see for himself why this act of violence should have occurred. ‘Why did he do that?’ he asked. ‘Sex is hardly abhorrent in any form.’


Heliogabalus realized the moment he had spoken that he should have sat on his views. His tutor’s signal this time was to avert his eyes and look away, the adopted gesture counting for more than words.


‘I’m inclined to think,’ Serge said, ‘that we can interpret Tiresias’ stick as symbolizing a caduceus or magician’s wand. You will recall that after eight years of experiencing life as a woman the scene repeats itself. Tiresias goes back to the same place, encounters the identical snakes engaged in sex, hits them with his stick and instantly reverts to being a man.’


‘The way I see it,’ Heliogabalus said, ‘is more to do with the Dionysian mysteries. If Dionysus is a man who wants to be a woman while remaining a man, then Tiresias also fits this description.’


‘Dangerous subject for a youth,’ Serge commented. ‘Ovid himself, remember, died in exile in the Black Sea.’


Heliogabalus smiled. He liked pushing boundaries with Serge and adopting cutting-edge theories that upended his tutor’s beliefs. He knew, too, that his pro-gay expressions were received by Serge with a tacit but secret air of approval.


Serge looked away again. The inconsistent highlights in his hair were to Heliogabalus a sign that his tutor paid insufficient care to the consistency of dye. He could see too many dark roots showing through the blond. Serge looked tired, enforcing the fact that his middle years had come as a source of disillusion. Somewhere beneath the surface, he suspected, was a man in the process of unplugging from the mains.


‘We must observe limits,’ Serge said, looking out at a dense cluster of magnolia trees, their white flowers fisted to debris by the rain’s assault.


Heliogabalus knew that he was pushing an unorthodox line with his tutor, but he could not help himself. If he became emperor, against all the odds, then he would honour Serge and reward him with a suitable sinecure. But he had his own views on the subject and was determined to speak.


‘I’ve written something I would like you to hear,’ he said, picking up the notebook in which he had made sketchy impressions of the difference he perceived between right and left brain functioning, a theory that had grown up from his reading of the Greek mystery cults.


‘The way I see it,’ he said, determined to speak, ‘is that the political male, denied access to right-brain hemisphere functioning, with its accent on imagination, feels immediately challenged when confronted by the feminine within his own species. While governments exist to maintain left-side control –’


‘These views are not helpful to your future,’ Serge interrupted.


‘But they are integral to my beliefs.’ Heliogabalus took a deep breath and continued, ‘It’s my contention that Rome with its partially shut down right-brain hemisphere epitomizes government by outmoded machismo. A constitution in need of being challenged by a pro-feminine emperor.’


‘I must ask you to suppress such thoughts. They are dangerous to you and a death sentence to me.’


‘You can’t kill imagination,’ Heliogabalus retorted, ‘but you can kill the person carrying it. As for me, I couldn’t care. If I go to Rome it will be on my terms.’


Serge looked out again through the glass wall at the stripped magnolias. Heliogabalus knew that his sentiments had met with approval, even if Serge would never outwardly condone such ideas. The sky looked soapy with rainclouds. Inwardly he dreaded the prospect of having to take to the field against Macrinus and prove himself to a largely mercenary army.


‘There’s a line of Seneca’s’, Serge said, ‘which goes “The object of their toil was their epitaph.” You may know it, for it expresses the futility of all human aspirations. Don’t set out to provoke trouble is my advice. It will come to you in due course, anyhow.’


Heliogabalus had to restrain the impulse to laugh. He had no intention of adopting his tutor’s discretion in public life. He wanted to burn brightly and go out in a blinding flash, affirming his vision. ‘What really interests me in Ovid, to return to the Metamorphoses, is when his characters are overtaken by ritual frenzy.’


‘We call it daemonic,’ Serge said. ‘A form of overreach that exceeds intoxication but has properties in common with that state.’


‘I like the idea of the participants dressing in leopard skin and conducting nocturnal orgies,’ Heliogabalus said.


‘You should remember also,’ Serge continued, ‘that orgia are not orgies but acts of devotion and that bacheuein is not to revel but to have a particular kind of religious experience. Ovid is thinking more in terms of what we call inspiration, in the sense of the poet feeling possessed or overtaken by his theme.’


Heliogabalus admired Serge for his unfailing ability to direct ideas into serious discourse. His tone rarely switched from an intellectually maintained gravitas, although he suspected his tutor of being a regular visitor to the male brothel in one of sidestreets in the city centre.


‘Madness as an altered state interests me greatly,’ Heliogabalus said, attempting to hijack the theme. ‘We should differentiate between this and the pathology that labels people mad.’


‘You know too much for your years,’ Serge replied, again throwing his eyes into a wide-screen take on the rain-stripped garden. ‘You speak like a poet. Clearly Ovid has got into your bloodstream.’


‘Ecstasy is the state with which I most readily identify,’ he answered. ‘Doesn’t the Dionysian initiate orchestrate his own measure of dementia in proportion to the increased hold established by the god? I believe I can govern a people through imagination, young as I am.’


Serge was about to tone down the recklessness of his pupil’s claim, when a servant expressing apologies hurried into the room. There had been a change in events and Heliogabalus was urgently required to join his mother in the left wing of the villa. He knew from the peremptory nature of the command that he was being summoned to fight. For months his mother, fuelled by the ambition for power, had been plotting a strategically devised offensive against Macrinus. He knew that she and her duplicitous circle would stop at nothing to have Heliogabalus appointed emperor. The recent news she had given him pointed much in their favour. In the attempt to increase his popularity with a disaffected army, Macrinus had appointed his son Diadumenis associate emperor, a move so unpopular with the Army that they threatened to desert.


As Heliogabalus crossed the marble floors in the direction of a room in which he could hear excited voices, he was aware once again of the individual destiny he carried. If his grandmother, Julia Mesa, younger sister of the empress Julia Domna, was the drive-unit behind the conspiracy, then he was a willing participant in her scheme. He wished only that he could be proclaimed emperor without having to lead a disabused army into the field. He dreaded the rank smells of horse-sweat, the carnage, hot blood gouting in litres, urine and excrement. Armies carried with them the smell of death, like the murdered body he had discovered on the road one day, with his mount rearing up like it had been electrified. He remembered the stench and how flies had lined the wound, thick as black jelly. If he was to be used as a tool in the political struggle, then he assured himself it would be once and once only.


When he entered the room both his grandmother and his mother came over to escort him into the circle. He could see the occasional raised eyebrow express silent disapproval of his light makeup. He was conscious he would be forgiven these things only if he acquitted himself in battle. That he was queer went without saying; that he had a right to be was something it was necessary for him to prove.


Contrary to what he had expected, it was his mother’s lover Gannys who led the way in giving him a résumé of affairs. He was told that the Army had declared him Caracalla’s son and that he had a majority support. Macrinus, believing himself invulnerable, refused to leave Antioch and had left his prefect Julianus in charge of the troops. It was important, Gannys emphasized, to capitalize on Macrinus’ misassessment of the situation. If they struck now they would have the advantage. At the sight of Caracalla’s son leading the Army, it was more than probable that the seasoned praetorians would desert Macrinus’ cause and be won over.


All of this made perfect sense to Heliogabalus, who none the less felt totally dissociated from proceedings. He knew that he had to act and could do so only by adopting Serge’s advice and sitting on his true feelings. He despised Gannys with the same distaste he felt for war. He resented any man whose body came between him and his mother. He looked at the man’s squat, unrefined features and suspected his mother of bad taste. He wondered how Gannys failed to smell him as the intruder on his mother’s skin. Incest was another of his secrets he had to bury. He himself would have peeled the offending scent off her like a roll of film and confronted her with it.


After Gannys the military had their say. The rains were expected to move off that night, and plans to mobilize within two days were intended to coincide with a total eclipse of the sun. He was told that he would be closely protected in the field by a number of select praetorian minders but that it was incumbent on him to inspire confidence in the troops by his leadership. The opposition, he was told, were little more than splinter-groups of mercenaries, criminals and soldiers retained on triple pay. The latter wore red cloaks as gifts from the emperor, as part of his spurious claim to be an Antonine, but had little or no reason to be loyal. He was informed that in the event of victory letters would be dispatched to Rome declaring him emperor, before the procession set off on the long haul to the capital.


He listened to what was being said in a dream state. He had so often imagined himself as caesar that he feared the reality would be disillusioning. Part of him would have preferred to keep the fantasy safe rather than act on it. He could hear the rain outside giving over, perhaps as a sign, he told himself, that now really was the time for him to engage with Macrinus. He was bored by the military, caring more for the damage done to the sprays of lemon-scented mimosa and to the smashed torrent of pink camellia heads than he did for their strategies.


That night he went to his mother’s bed, determined to talk to her of death. It was not so much that he was afraid, it was more that he wanted to test his ideas on the subject against her own. He found her waiting for him in a purple see-through gown and had to dismiss her advances in the interests of conversation. It was not for nothing, he reminded himself, that his real name was Varius, indicating that he was not only the son of various men but that his mother was notoriously promiscuous.


Symiamira, not giving up on her intentions, lay beside him on a couch, her sinuous body forming the shape of an S placed on its side. He resented the fact that his mother considered her body to be her only instrument of expression. He knew from experience that if he coaxed a little of the story from her interior she would reveal an understanding of life that he had never counted on existing. Her reading of character, learned through her senses rather than her head, displayed a naive but profound ability to penetrate defences. He knew that when encouraged to give shape and value to her thoughts she possessed a surprising facility to point up the psychological traits in an individual’s behaviour. Her essential grittiness was not without subtlety, nor her hedonism without the ability to reflect on her life of reckless excess.


Now that the rains had lifted the heat was oppressive. He sat beside his mother, hardly knowing how to start. He wanted to tell her that ambition and death were one and the same and that the pursuit of office was correspondingly an invitation to die. It was not just Serge quoting Seneca on the subject that had triggered the impulse in him, it was the realization that he might die in the field. The priests of Emesa had assured him that to die in the pursuit of individual destiny was the only death acceptable to the gods; only he didn’t want to lose his life fronting an army he despised.


For weeks now the phrase ‘What can be better for me than to be heir to myself?’ had been coming into his mind, and he still had not succeeded in puzzling out the enigma. He decided to try it on his mother, who was in the process of getting drunk.


He assumed she was not listening, as she closed her eyes and seemed to be wanting to shut him out. Then suddenly, in a voice that seemed to belong to somebody else, she said very clearly, ‘Dry stones are not fetched from a stream. You will get to Rome unharmed, but the stones will return to the river.’ She sat up as abruptly, looked confused, and said, ‘Did I speak? Sometimes I have no knowledge of what I say or where it comes from. Don’t take my words too seriously.’


Heliogabalus looked away, his mind elsewhere. ‘What you have just told me is not unlike what I have read in Seneca, who says, “No good thing makes its possessor happy, unless his mind is reconciled to the possibility of loss.”’


‘Your life hasn’t begun yet,’ Symiamira said, by way of reassurance. She angled her foot in his lap, but he would not be drawn. He sat wondering why his individual role in life should be different from Serge’s or his mother’s or Julian’s, the blond boy who was his lover. Sex, he had discovered, was the gateway to an ecstatic union with death, but it offered him no significant clue to his identity. He assumed that nobody could explain to him the mystery of why he, a Syrian youth who had never seen Rome, should be in line to be its future emperor. If the secret was coded in his genome, then he doubted he would ever know. Like all those before him, he would turn the question over in the dark pockets before dawn or in snatches of self-reflection watching a sunset point up acute orange and vermilion.


His mother looked at him from a place that lacked all signposting. He was afraid that she was about to predict his imminent death, but instead she returned to drinking and laughed in a manner suggesting she had scared the thought away. ‘Men think only of their balls,’ she said tersely. ‘They attempt to squeeze the life out of themselves, together with their secrets.’


‘What are you trying to tell me, Mother?’ he asked, the catch in his voice causing her to look at him with concern.


‘That you have a rival in Gannys. He has his own plans to become emperor. If we are successful in our claim he will have to be killed.’


‘But he’s your lover,’ Heliogabalus said, shocked by the ruth-lessness of his mother’s scheming. That life appeared so cheap to her upended his beliefs in its sanctity. He felt suddenly like the casings had been torn from his nerves. In order to make his point he was tempted to walk out on her and on the idea of being emperor.


Symiamira tried again to trigger his sexual interest, but he pushed her away and stonewalled her attempts to coax him into conversation. He knew that if Gannys could be so easily disposed of then his own life would follow. What he wanted more than anything before he died was to know the sort of intense love that his friends had never experienced. That it would be with a man didn’t matter; in his mind the bond could only be heightened by the quality of likeness.


He could hear the noises of an army assembling out there in the night: men who were probably unaware of why or for whom they were fighting. Their needs, he knew, were the perennial ones of money, camaraderie and brutally perpetrated sex on the vulnerable. They would be paid with money derived from theft, and they in turn would commit grossly unsanctioned crimes. He had refused outright to study Tacitus’ Annals or any other martial accounts of the Roman Army’s remorseless war-machine. Armies had been consistemly liquidated, but an essentially genocidal residue survived and persisted. Scorched by the African sun, gored by stampeding elephants, eaten alive by cannibals, he knew the stories and how nothing ever succeeded in turning the Army around. They were rapacious to the point of fighting their own shadow.


He could sense his mother’s feelings of rejection. She got up from the bed and slipped a silk gown over the transparent one. Instead of returning to the couch, she went over to a lamp-lit corner of the room and arranged herself on a tondo of red cushions. She had shut herself up from words again, and her downturned mood showed in the way she narrowed her eyes at the glass.


He felt too vulnerable to risk being alienated from her at such a time. For all he knew, tonight could be their last together, and Serge’s teachings had impressed on him that animosity was the wrong state in which to die. He wanted to make it up and went over to her and bruised her mouth with his lips. He knew that his body language would communicate on a deeper level than words. He worked his tongue like a feeler into her palate and withdrew before he got caught up in the erotics of her response. He could feel her mood change instantly, registering how he had succeeded in throwing the right switch.


‘I’ll follow your advice,’ he said, aware of the compromise he was making. ‘From what I’ve read in the histories, being emperor is an unenviable thing.’


‘You must never say that to anyone,’ Symiamira warned him, her expression so serious that it jolted him out of self-reflection. ‘Men everywhere will envy you your position. Your cousin Alexander, although only a child, has an equal right to rule. Take what is yours, and together we will face the consequences.’


Although he knew he was too young to find a similar basis of trust in himself, Heliogabalus invariably turned to Seneca’s thoughts as a consoling source of back-up. The line ‘I shall never be frightened when the last hour comes; I am already prepared and do not plan a whole day ahead’ had worked its way into his mind while his mother was talking. Philosophy gave him a pivot and provided a necessary window between himself and reality.


He left his mother to sleep. The alcohol had kicked in, and she lay face-down on the cushions. He placed his hand briefly in hers, knowing that at some stage of the night Gannys or one of his equally duplicitous associates would force himself on her.


There were lights on all over the villa as he left his mother’s apartment and went in the direction of his own in search of Julian. Their brief affair, tempered by mistrust and the fear of being found out, would, he knew, end with his departure for Rome. Julian, with his privileged background, his fleckless green eyes and worrying nature, was studying law, and would doubtless in time become a respected barrister. Three years older than Heliogabalus, and with his father having taken up a consular appointment in Syria, Julian was determined to make his future in Rome.


When Heliogabalus went into his room he could smell Julian’s presence. He knew he would be hiding under the sheets, his skin slightly musty with pheromones and a scent that reminded him of the complex notes of vetiver as they came up in the masseur’s green-tiled parlour.


Julian pushed his head out from his hiding place as he heard Heliogabalus enter. He emerged like a diver, his hair tousled from friction with the sheets. His quizzical stare took in Heliogabalus with a mixture of fear and longing. He propped himself up on his elbows, his naked torso catching in the light, a leopard tattooed across his right shoulder.


Heliogabalus quickly undressed. Julian had always made him feel like a commoner, taking every opportunity to demean Heliogabalus’ family. He had in his assured, logical manner – and without intending to cause offence – stripped apart Heliogabalus’ claim to be an Antonine. The line had ended with Geta, he insisted, the younger son of Septimius Severus.


When Heliogabalus attempted to fit his body to Julian’s he could sense the resistance. Julian was somewhere else tonight and was not going to give himself without first expressing his feelings. He knew from experience that coming up against Julian’s body when he was in this state was like attempting to break into a mirror. He could make no purchase on its cold surface.


‘So you’re really going?’ Julian said in an accusing tone. ‘You must know it will all end badly. Reading Suetonius should tell you that. You can’t go to Rome as an impostor.’


‘Who is to say I’m that?’ Heliogabalus said defensively. ‘Besides, Macrinus has to be defeated first. You make it sound too easy.’


‘You don’t really believe that your father was Antoninus Caracalla?’ Julian persisted. ‘You know as I do that he was Sextus Varius Marcellus.You yourself once told me so.’


Heliogabalus swam an arm out across Julian’s chest. He could feel his friend’s heart turning over like a motor in its thoracic groove. The thought that it would stop one day caused him pain, in the way that acknowledging love demanded a corresponding acceptance of death. Julian would die, but whatever had passed between them would, he knew, continue to exist in some form of post-human context.


‘I have to prove myself to the soldiers first,’ Heliogabalus said. ‘It’s the part I’d rather do without. But if I do survive to be acclaimed emperor, then surely you can find a way to join me in Rome. It doesn’t have to be an end.’


‘Never,’ Julian replied, the force of his conviction allowing for no argument.


Heliogabalus felt the hurt go deep. He flinched inwardly. He took the refusal to be a judgement on the incongruous figure he would cut as emperor. Julian would not wish to associate with bad blood, even if the person was caesar. He lay there listening to him breathe in the dark, their sexual energies put on hold by bad feeling. He could sense Julian weighing resentment against desire, while his own cock remained obstinately hard, its impulses untamed by their differences of opinion. He knew that he should let go and turn over and have Julian make things right through the annihilative powers of sex.


Uncertain how Julian would respond, but willing to take the risk, Heliogabalus went under the sheets and took Julian’s urgently demonstrative cock in his mouth. He began fellating it, working on the frets like a guitarist playing the instrument with his tongue. Julian lay back and abandoned himself to Heliogabalus’ sensually improvised rhythm. He knew how to create little triggerings in his friend, as the first premonitory hints of orgasm. But this time he intended to leave Julian with no more than the anticipation of coming and in this way encourage his lover to expand his repertoire of erotic play.


Heliogabalus disengaged and worked his head back to the air, leaving Julian with the excruciating ache of arrested orgasm.


‘I’ll miss you,’ he found himself saying, as their bodies interlocked in the dark. But, even in searching out Julian’s lips, he felt an underlying sadness that he knew would heal in time and be converted to a sense of painless loss. He had come to think of Julian, like he did of the mimosa, as a transient, intoxicatingly beautiful event in his life that belonged to a certain moment. The idea of him growing old or diseased seemed intolerable.


Aroused, Julian tried to flip him on his stomach, but he resisted, preferring to remain with his lips and to hold to their fierce, interrogative vocabulary. There was the enigmatic taste of Julian’s roots on his tongue, that mixed primal scents with the less definable signature of his psychic being. As they struggled to find deeper access to each other, he was aware of how easily love could be transformed into murder. The barely concealed animosity that lived as the subtext to Julian’s feelings for him was starting to be answered by his own sense of wounded pride. He resented being thought of as inferior on account of his illegitimacy. He knew it within him that he had a perfect right to be emperor, and the sleight given him by his friend caused him to be brutal in biting the tissue along Julian’s nether lip. Both manoeuvred for the ascendant position, but neither were going to concede to being fucked. The woman in him had taken offence and closed down the routes by which he usually gave himself with such abandon. Tonight he was going to resist Julian and suppress the fantasy he entertained of himself as a serviceable rent boy: a butch-haired faggot working the bath-houses in the interests of achieving in calculable numbers.


A frustrated Julian fought free of his embrace and sat up coldly. ‘Let’s forget it,’ he said. ‘There’s too much friction between us.’


Julian’s instant cooling shook him. He wanted to live on in his friend’s memory like a bruised emotion that took colour when it rained or when a particular mood invited reflection. First love, he had been told, never died; but already he felt a tincture of hate for his resentful partner. It was a hatred so inseparable from love that he felt confused by the dual emotion.


‘You’ll end up nobody,’ Julian bitched, digging at Heliogabalus’ insecurity. ‘You see, sex will be the end of us both. We’ll be forced to marry, and the compromise will show. They’11 laugh at you if you get to Rome.’


Heliogabalus moved away from Julian and turned to face the opposite wall. This time he felt irremediably hurt and was determined to reject any attempts at reconciliation. Julian’s assertion that he would end up nobody had gone in deep like a twist of wire. If nothing else he had a purpose now: to prove Julian wrong in his spiteful prediction. He would be somebody and nothing less than emperor.


‘I think you should go home,’ he said, as a way of trying to defuse the situation. ‘I need to sleep and have an early start. Let’s not end on a bitter note.’


Julian got up abruptly, like somebody running back out of a sea that had proved too cold. He jumped off the bed, his erection still standing in line with his navel. His petulance showed in the truculent way he stood, the left hand angled to his hip, his chin raised as a token of rejection. His stormy attitude, whether genuine or affected, was the invitation to a potentially recriminative scene.


Heliogabalus made no attempt to have his friend reconsider. He watched him put on his clothes with the sort of indignant haste provided by a blow-out temper. Julian’s shattered hair was standing up spiky like a dahlia. Every cell of him was on alert, waiting for an apology that never came and which Heliogabalus was determined to withhold.


‘Shit on you,’ Julian seethed, as he fussed with his shoes. ‘You’ll be sorry for kicking me out.’


Heliogabalus remained silent. He wanted at all costs to avoid reproaching his friend. He knew he would suffer later for having said nothing and that the minute Julian left he would wish him back, but his mind was made up.


Julian made an attempt to correct his hair, picked up the two books he had brought with him and without turning around hurried out of the room.


Heliogabalus stayed a long time without moving. He settled back on the pillows, stunned by his friend’s abrupt departure. It seemed to him that Julian had taken a chunk of the air with him in leaving, for the room was oppressively hot and he had difficulty in breathing. The atmosphere was still charged with the twitchiness of their recent hostilities. He wondered how he would be able to sleep in the aftermath of what had happened. He blamed Julian for having worked on his insecurity at a time when he was most vulnerable. Tonight, faced with the unnerving prospects of going to war, he had needed his unconditional support. That he had been denied it had come as a shocking reminder of the powers of betrayal. He felt as though a nerve had been cut in his body. He had trusted Julian, who in turn had repaid him by walking out with the calculated malice of someone intent on wrecking his emotions.


He wanted on impulse to run to his mother’s room and take refuge in her bed. Julian had succeeded in scaring up the sleepy chimeras garaged in his unconscious. They stared out like fat pythons sensing feeding time in a vivarium. Their fangs came searching along his spinal chord, jabbing him with current. In his state of panic he imagined himself being ridiculed by the Army, fumbling in his mount, jeered at for his unashamedly bleached hair. There was so much he had need of keeping under cover. He was acutely aware of his difference and of the need to manage it until such time as he could safely own to his true identity. The men outside in the dark, who had gathered together to logo his name as the last of the Antonines, were of a very different nature. He wanted nothing to do with their coarse masculinity and the values by which they lived. He would go out to join them, carrying a wound he could share with no one.


He called his assistant and asked for wine. His only option, he knew, was to drink himself to sleep. When it came, he drank half of the dust-covered bottle without questioning the contents. The wine tasted of fermented sunlight, with the planets involved in assisting its biosynthesis there in the ageing process. He felt the warmth catch in his bloodstream and connect with his brain. His consciousness was slowly being dispersed, as the jungled underworld with its psychic guerillas closed over. His last jump-shot connection before sinking into sleep was the awareness of a black cube of night sky, lit up by the fires the military had built somewhere in the surrounding hills.
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When Jim cut out of Borders, he headed for the Amato in Old Compton Street, Soho. The purchase he had made of The Lives of the Later Caesars linked in directly with the dissertation he was writing on the life of the emperor Heliogabalus. There was so little of a reliable nature written on his brief, scandalous reign between the years AD 218 and 221, and all of it so coloured by the misassessments of Heliogabalus’ biographers, that he was glad of his purchase. The only two accounts in English of his life, a largely apologetic disclaimer by John Stuart Hay and a brittle exegesis by Orma Fitch Buder, had done little to redress the damage done by earlier historians.


It was a blowily cold April day. The thin turquoise sky over Soho was frescoed with meditative rain-clouds. Jim looked up at their slow crawl over the West End, their stop-and-start pace resembling articulated trucks tailgating the hard shoulder of a motorway. By the time he reached the Charing Cross Road entrance to Old Compton Street the shower had opened up in a rapid, torrential dazzle. The street was buzzy with its overtly gay community, and Jim made a hurried dash for his cafe.


He had planned to have thirty minutes reading time to himself before his lover Danny arrived. Danny, who was studying American Literature at King’s, was the drop-dead gorgeous love of Jim’s life. He pinned the thought of him with arrows and daggers to his heart and lived in an emotional storm of possession.


The café was lively with its student spill of Japanese girls, fastidiously dismantling millefeuilles with the studied elegance of a beautician shaping an eyebrow. Jim recognized the red-haired one, Uchiko and threw a smile at her before taking up with his book. He wondered about the process of reading and what sort of access it provided as a tool to jump across the centuries and handle blocks of deconstructed time. That Heliogabalus had become a fiction, a character in part invented by his biographers, was clear to Jim from reading the contradictions inherent in the works of Lampridius, Cassius Dio and Marius Maximus. Nowhere described physically (did he have blue eyes, green eyes, brown or grey?) and correspondingly deprived of any form of psychological reason to account for his actions, Heliogabalus had been reduced to little more than a set of facts by his contemptuous biographers.


Jim chewed on the notion of history as continuous fiction, an area of study with which he was increasingly preoccupied. If he was to retrieve Heliogabalus from a past to which he had no proper access, then it was necessary in recreating him to make him real. In writing about his subject he would have to earth him in the London milieu in which he worked and lived. That way he hoped to get a better purchase on the youthful emperor he was reincarnating for the purposes of his dissertation.


Taking advantage of the time left to him in which to read, Jim got under way with passages lifted from Lampridius’ lacerating account of Antoninus Heliogabalus’ short and extravagantly flamboyant rule. Beginning with an apology for being so imprudent as to commit Heliogabalus’ scandalous life to writing, the author lost no time in alluding to the young emperor’s sexual tastes. After wintering at Nicomedia he was supposed to have conducted himself ‘in a depraved manner, being debauched by men and being on heat’ to such a degree that the soldiers regretted ever having taken his side against Macrinus.


Jim looked up to check the cafe for Danny’s arrival, then continued reading. The author was not going to let go his acrimony and questioned how anyone ‘could endure a princeps who was the recipient of lust in every orifice of his body, when no one would tolerate even a beast of this sort’.


Jim knew very well from less extreme sources that the emperor’s slow procession to Rome could be attributed to a variety of causes other than erotomania. The route was a bad one, and the imperial party demanded the sort of luxurious travel facilities and leisurely stops that were not in the interests of speed. He was also aware that coins inscribed Salus Antonini Aug. and Salus Augusti, struck at the time, suggested that Heliogabalus fell ill some time between 8 June 218 and 1 June 219 and that sickness may in part have been responsible for lengthening his stay in the East. Jim reflected, too, on other omissions on the author’s part and of how Herodian claimed that Heliogabalus sent a portrait of himself dressed as a Syrian priest to Rome to be put above the statue of Victory in the Senate in anticipation of his arrival.


Jim segued in and out of his Penguin edition, assuring himself that he would give the book a closer reading at home. He wondered how Danny would like his platinum-blond hair, a characteristic he had adopted in imitation of his subject. Jim reflected on how the faculty of empathy had been a dominant trait in him since childhood. He had to his knowledge always possessed the gift of dissolving boundaries and of being able to identify with his particular cast of heroes. This time it was Heliogabalus with whom he had chosen to bond, and he wondered sometimes why he had taken up with an obscure third-century Roman emperor, a man who had left nothing behind but the record of exaggerated sensual depravities. Someone who otherwise would have been forgotten for all time.


He was policing his thoughts, looking to freeze-frame a motive, when Danny walked in. His head was shaved at the back and sides, with a bleached forelock noodled on to his forehead. Dressed in a white shirt, engineered jeans and an Agnes B jacket, Danny made a habit of marrying casual with designer elegance. The son of divorced tax accountant parents, raised by his mother in New Jersey, Danny had chosen to escape his emotionally damaged upbringing by doing post graduate studies at King’s in London. Jim had met him at First Out, the intimate café-bar in St Giles High Street behind Centrepoint, and the fusing of their chemistries had been almost instantaneous.

OEBPS/font/MinionPro-Bold.otf


OEBPS/images/4.jpg
Jeremy Reed

BOY CAESAR

cccccccc





OEBPS/font/MinionPro-BoldIt.otf


OEBPS/font/MinionPro-Regular.otf


OEBPS/font/MinionPro-It.otf


OEBPS/images/9780720616026_cover.jpg
BOY CAESAR

Sl

—

‘Reed is the English Rimbaud.” - Edmund White






