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            Preface

         

         The need to write this book began almost fifty years ago. In my teenage years I regularly visited my grandfather – an important political figure in Romania between the World Wars – in a forced labour camp in the eastern part of the Wallachian Plain where he had been banished, after many years of imprisonment. Just like Ovid, his punishment had come without even the semblance of a trial. During those summers I came to understand what exile is, what it means to be a scapegoat, and, most importantly, how freedom can take many different forms.

         After university, for my first job I moved to Constanta, historically known as Tomis, the city where Ovid had been exiled. I began to research Ovid’s relegation to the Black Sea, and – inspired by the parallels I saw between the poet and my grandfather, and even myself – I wrote a play about him. Sadly, the project was rejected by the local theatre. They told me precisely why: the subject could be seen as a criticism of the local Communist authorities. I had never wanted to leave Romania more, to exile myself.

         Years later that wish came true, and with the liberty to travel came a new understanding of freedom – and of exile. Twenty-five years passed as I pursued my engineering career, but Ovid was never far from my mind. Eventually, I began to write about him again. This time I decided it would be a novel. I travelled to his birthplace, Sulmona in the Abruzzi Mountains, to Rome, and finally back to Constanta, following in Ovid’s footsteps.

         Back in London, a multi-layered story about exile – and the ways out of it – waited to be written. The novel was soon published, in Romanian, by one of the most prestigious publishing houses in Bucharest – Humanitas.

         Then, during the pandemic, I went through the book again, and with new insights, rewrote it for an anglophone audience – an audience who, following years of lockdowns and isolation, understand freedom and exile perhaps more than ever before.

      

   


   
      
         
            Prologue

            The Palatine Hill, Rome, September, AD 8

         

         Ovid’s attention, as he climbed the Palatine Hill towards Augustus’ palace, latched on to the pigeons taking flight around him. It was a bad sign, and if he believed in auguries he should heed it, flee Rome and make for Sulmo without a moment’s delay. His friends had warned him the moment they had heard of the Emperor’s summons. This meeting, they had said, will end in disaster.

         The pigeons descended earthward once more, coming to settle on the palace’s fence, where they watched Ovid approach and pass though the Imperial Gateway. Two lictors stared at him with surly disregard as he neared. Either they did not recognise him or they did not care who he was.

         ‘Publius Ovidius Naso. Here by order of Emperor Augustus.’

         One of the lictors looked at Ovid with mounting contempt and then gestured for him to follow them inside the palace and through a sequence of labyrinthine corridors. They came to a stop in a large hall.

         ‘Wait here’, they said in unison – as if Ovid had a choice – before leaving him alone.

         Ovid looked about him. The hall was filled with statues of old men, all now dead. Some of them he had met, and only two he had liked. One of the latter was Marcus Valerius Messalla Corvinus, a staunch republican, his late patron and a good friend of the Emperor. Since his death last year, without his protection everything had changed for the worse for Ovid – his Ars Amatoria had been banned straight away, while the publishing of the Metamorphoses had been restricted. And now this meeting.

         A soft-footed servant appeared. ‘Caesar Augustus is waiting in the study’, he said.

         Ovid’s blood froze. The study. It was well known amongst the Roman elite that should the Emperor greet you there only trouble awaited. Few had ever seen it, and for those who had, not a single one would dare speak about it afterwards – with the exception of Corinna, the muse of his Amores, the woman whom he loved and abandoned to sex-obsessed Augustus to save his career. And who was now Ibis’ wife.

         Ovid followed the servant out of the hall and through a door into the dreaded space. There, in the middle of the room, a laurel tree – full grown and enormous – rose up from the floor and out through the opened ceiling, where its branches reached freely towards the sky. Ovid’s breath quickened.

         The Emperor’s low voice sounded from behind the laurel tree. ‘No greetings, Naso? Good. Spare them.’

         Unsure how to reply, Ovid kept his mouth shut. Such was always the safest course of action around Augustus, who could misconstrue a single word with fatal consequences.

         ‘Do you like my tree?’

         Ovid took a few steps to his left, so he could see the Emperor reclining on a couch pressed up against a back wall. The most powerful man in Rome did not seem to be in a hurry.

         ‘It’s Apollo’s love tree’, Augustus continued. ‘Like my patron god, I enjoy love very much. Yet I have banned your books about love. Interesting, no?’ He did not wait for a reply. ‘Now tell me: do you know why you are here?’

         ‘I am here’, Ovid said, keeping his voice meek, ‘because you called.’

         Augustus nodded, satisfied by the answer. ‘Good. Then let us get this over with. I shall not ask you to betray any of your friends. They have already confessed more than I wanted to hear. I doubt you will have anything of interest to offer which might lessen your sentence.’

         ‘My sentence?’ Ovid spluttered before his voice caught in his throat. The burgeoning terror he had felt since disturbing those pigeons had been well founded. This was no meeting. This was a trial. But what on earth for?

         ‘We shall keep this short. You have three options. The first is obvious. Kill yourself.’

         ‘But Emperor, I do not know—’

         ‘Since you do not believe in the afterlife,’ Augustus interrupted, ‘you have nothing to fear.’

         ‘Please, I cannot understand—’

         ‘It is a good option, I believe. Die and I shall ensure that, in Rome, your dignity and your books – with a few exceptions – will be saved. You will have a grand funeral. What do you say?’

         ‘To suicide?’ Ovid sighed with exasperation. ‘Even were I to know the charges that are held against me – and I most assuredly do not – then I would still choose anything other than my own death.’

         Augustus whistled through his teeth. ‘I thought that might be the case. There is honour in this kind of death, but you have never been a man of honour. You are too vain for that. No matter. Perhaps you will prefer your second option.’

         ‘Emperor, I must protest, I—’

         ‘Exile. On some Greek island. You will lose everything but your life.’ Augustus grinned. ‘Even you must agree that suicide is preferable to that.’

         Ovid felt dizzy. His poems were in danger. Death or exile – what choice was that? ‘What if the jurors don’t find me guilty?’ he muttered.

         ‘Jurors? What jurors? There will be no trial. You should know better than that.’

         Ovid gasped for air. He considered imploring the Emperor further for answers, but held his tongue. Anything he might ask would only be ignored or interrupted. Instead, he waited for the third option. It was all that was left him.

         ‘No thoughts, Naso? But you are normally so liberal with them.’ The Emperor took a moment to gaze at the backs of his hands. ‘All right. If you choose not to do the decent thing and kill yourself, and if you likewise choose not to settle on a Greek island, there is only one other alternative I can offer you.’ Augustus paused. ‘Relegation.’

         ‘Relegation?’ Ovid whispered.

         ‘Relegation. No confiscations. But you will be spirited away from Rome with immediate effect. And you will never return.’

         ‘Does that mean…’ Ovid composed himself. ‘Does that mean my poems will be safe? That they will not be banned from Rome’s libraries?’

         The Emperor took a moment to consider this. ‘Yes. They shall remain. With the exception of the already outlawed Ars Amatoria, of course.’

         ‘And this relegation. Where will it be?’ Ovid could feel his hands begin to shake.

         ‘To a place where you will be given the chance to change. At the ends of the earth. I have been there myself. I am not ashamed to admit that I liked it.’

         ‘The ends of the earth?’

         ‘Not far from the gateway to Hyperborea. By the Black Sea.’

         Ovid felt as if he were suspended over a bottomless ravine, neither falling nor able to fly away. ‘Pontus Euxinus’, he whispered.

         The Emperor breathed in deeply, as if absorbing pleasant memories. ‘There is a port there, in front of the sacred island of Leuke, where Apollo has one of his finest temples. The priest there is a friend of mine. Truly, it is the best place on earth to experience transformations. And transform you must, Naso, for this… this…’ – he waved his hand up and down Ovid’s body with a dismissive snort – ‘this is no acceptable way for any man to be.’

         ‘But’, Ovid protested weakly, ‘it is outside of the Empire.’

         ‘Isn’t crossing boundaries one of your many talents?’ Augustus rose from the couch and began to dust the leaves of the laurel tree with the sleeves of his tunic. As the foliage danced around him it caught the sun’s rays, and Ovid felt as if a green-gold shower were falling from the ceiling.

         For the first time since entering the study, he felt the sharp edge of rage. There is no reasoning with him, he thought. The bastard thinks himself a god. He cleared his throat. ‘I demand to know what charges have been brought against me.’

         Augustus pursed his lips. ‘You are a nuisance, Naso.’

         ‘And for this, for being a nuisance, I must be punished?’

         ‘That is only one small aspect. Of course.’

         ‘Then what is the rest of it? Why? Why? Why am I to be exiled?’

         ‘Not exiled. Relegated.’

         ‘It is banishment from Rome—’

         ‘Or death’, Augustus snapped. ‘Now enough questions. Which is it to be? You have wasted too much of my time already. Shall I choose for you?’

         Ovid stared into the eyes of his Emperor for as long as he dared. He could see, incontrovertibly, that there was nothing he could do to nudge Augustus away from the decision he had made. The man’s resolve was firm. Ovid’s choice was bleak, but simple – banishment or suicide. There was no other option. ‘I choose the Black Sea’, he said. ‘To save my poems. From my understanding of relegation, it means they will be not be confiscated. They will continue to be published. You will not interdict them.’

         Augustus became impatient. ‘How many times do you need to hear the same answer? With the exception of Ars Amatoria, I will not ban them’, he said. ‘You know, without you, I truly believe that Rome will change for the better. Gods willing.’ He turned his attention to the laurel tree. ‘I shall have a branch of this tree dipped in gold for the temple on Leuke. You will give it to the high priest there, along with my regards.’

         ‘How long do I have?’ Ovid muttered, gazing down at the floor.

         ‘If you haven’t changed your mind and cut your veins by the end of the month, you will be escorted to Brindisum and placed on a boat for Tomis.’

         So that was where he was to spend the rest of his life.

         Tomis.

         Ovid shuddered. Even the name sounded like a curse.

      

   


   
      
         
            PART ONE

            The Gate

            Tomis, a port on the western coast of the Black Sea, six years later

         

      

   


   
      
         
            Expecting the Unknown

         

         The stone bench, too short to allow Ovid and his backgammon partner, the Aedile of Tomis, to recline in the customary manner, obliged both to stare at the board and only squint at each other. A bead of fresh sweat coursing down the Aedile’s forehead indicated that he had cheated again. Dice games always brought out the worst strategies in this city magistrate, but now was not the time for a confrontation. Any accusation, no matter how well founded, would devolve into argument. Ovid knew he would need the Aedile’s support as long as he were to remain in Tomis. Hopefully, that would not be for long. Rome’s envoy, General Gaius Julius Vestalis, had arrived the day before and was due to pay him a visit. Finally, he hoped, the Emperor’s pardon.

         ‘Is there anything you will miss from Tomis?’ the Aedile asked.

         ‘The six years I lost.’ Ovid threw the three dice from the leather cup, made his move, and then sat back, squeezing the armrest of the bench – the head of a stone lion. Thankfully the beast did not bite back.

         All of a sudden a silence settled over the garden, smothering like imminent death. For three days the nerve-itching rhythms of clashing bronze pots had filled the air, and finally they had reached their conclusion. Outside Tomis’s city walls, this year’s Lemuria festival had ended. Ovid had avoided this particular celebration, as he had most of them since his arrival. Unlike the city’s citizens, he took no pleasure in appeasing the lemures, those spectres of the restless dead that now, though somehow comforted, could wander freely for another year.

         A gust of wind rustled along the wall from one forsythia shrub to another until it reached the lilac tree, which shivered warnings. The violet bells, hundreds of them, released their sweet spring fragrance, which would have filled Ovid with joy were it not tempered by the perpetual salty smell of rotten algae. He had never liked the sea, and this particular one – the Black – which began just two streets away from his house, he hated. He gazed over at the lilac tree, and smiled. He was not afraid of lemures. Indeed, he wished for their existence. It would give proof to the notion of afterlife, would mean that death was not death, that there was something waiting for them all beyond this earth. If there were any truth in such thoughts, it would at last free him from his fears of dying, but he knew there was not.

         The sun disappeared behind a cloud, casting a shadow over the garden. A hedgehog appeared from beneath a shrub and began to nose around the stationary feet of Spiros, Ovid’s only slave, who stood under the wooden portico.

         The Aedile had taken his turn – if there was further trickery, it went unnoticed – and it was Ovid’s go once more. He threw the dice with a generous flick of his arm, and when they tumbled to a standstill all sides showed six. The highest of the Vultures!

         ‘Unbelievable. You know, the locals claim you are a magician’, the Aedile said. ‘Perhaps they are right.’ He leaned back into the stone bench, conceding the game.

         Rather than try to explain sheer luck, Ovid instead pointed towards the moss-covered statues which rested on a pedestal built into the garden wall. ‘Blame my house gods.’

         ‘Them?’

         Ovid allowed a smile to creep across his lips. ‘When I get pardoned, these you can have.’

         ‘I’d rather have your slave.’

         ‘He is not for sale.’

         ‘Shall we bet on him?’

         ‘No. You could get lucky.’

         A loud banging echoed through the courtyard. It was the front door.

         The general, thought Ovid. Only Romans knock with their foot.

         The house came to life. It was the first time in a long while that he had seen his four lazy servants so animated, as they swarmed about each other in a clumsy pantomime. It was almost enough to make him laugh.

         ‘I expect you will be leaving now’, Ovid said to the Aedile.

         ‘No. I must make my amends to the General.’ The magistrate’s tone was sincere. ‘Last winter, when barbarians launched a large offensive across the frozen Danube, General Vestalis – who was chief centurion at the time – pushed them back and saved Scythia Minor and Tomis with it. Yet Tomis, as usual, failed to offer its gratitude.’

         ‘Perhaps now is not the time for this… business.’

         ‘Tomis is my business. Be generous. You will be out of here soon.’

         Ovid nodded. The Aedile was right. Soon he would leave Tomis, and perhaps the magistrate might never have such an opportune time to speak to the General again. ‘Fine’, he said. ‘But forgive me while I retire for a moment. I must prepare.’ Turning on his heel, he made his way out of the garden towards his study.

         As soon as Ovid was out of sight, Spiros approached the Aedile. ‘I can’t believe that you tried to bet on me. I told you I don’t want to be anyone’s slave. I want to be free. I don’t want to stay in Tomis.’

         The Aedile looked at Spiros with contempt. ‘You want too many things. All at once. Help him to get dressed. And for once, don’t be quick.’

      

   


   
      
         
            Orange Powder for Everything

         

         In the semi-obscurity of his study, Ovid marvelled at the rays that pierced the cracks in the window shutters and turned the dust particles into thousands of miniscule worms of light. They reminded him that miracles did exist, even if the afterlife did not.

         A knot began to form in his stomach, restricting his breathing, as if he were being strangled from inside. He knew this discomfort, knew it well, and began to search for the only treatment that worked. The General would have to wait. There it was: the small leather pouch of orange powder, bitter and choking. Unlike the other mood-changing mixtures he had tried, this powder, provided by Antipater, the best doctor in Tomis, had never failed. Ovid thrust his tongue inside the container, and with the dexterity of a lizard flicked the concoction into his mouth. It did not take long for that familiar warmth to course through his body, and he breathed out contentedly. He had again escaped death. At least, for now.

         Planting his feet firm and wide apart, his body straight and balanced, he imagined himself gripping the polished handrail of a racing chariot. He could feel the jolting racetrack beneath him, could hear the cries of the driver, see the obelisk of Apollo, there, directly before him. There could be no mistake. He was back in Rome. He had entered the Circus Maximus. Around him, the excited crowd cheered. Had they been waiting for him? The driver waved to the public, but Ovid kept his hands on the rails, his attention caught by the Palatine. Augustus had not yet finished building his huge white palace when Ovid had been relegated to the Black Sea, but now it appeared complete, resplendent in its opulence.

         A voice – distinct, recognisable – drifted out from the crowd. ‘The General is waiting.’

         The wild cries and low hums of the Circus Maximus slowly began to vanish, fading away to reveal nothing but his study and, stood before him, Spiros. ‘The General is waiting’, he repeated.

         Ovid nodded, allowing the hallucination to recede.

         Spiros held out a folded garment, which lay draped across his arms like a fainted maiden. ‘The toga with the purple border’, he said. ‘As you requested.’

         ‘It had better be clean.’ Ovid checked for pigeon excrement. ‘And no moths.’ He began to dress himself, surprised that, after so many years, the toga still fit him well.

         Spiros held up a silver mirror.

         ‘Take that away.’ The last time Ovid had looked closely into that glass, the yellow spots he had seen on his face made him fear his liver was damaged. In Tomis no one polished mirrors.

         Turning his back on Spiros, he was relieved to feel that his heart rate had subsided. Piece by piece, he rehearsed the protocol that accompanied a noble appearance – the gestures, the posture, the voice, the pace. The more he practised, the closer he felt to Rome.

         ‘Open the door’, he ordered, and stepped into the atrium.

         The General was obscured from view by the supplicating Aedile. ‘General, our association to honour god Augustus and goddess Roma begs for your protection. We would be delighted if you were to accept the patronage of our association.’

         God Augustus, Ovid thought. In my house? He should have been disgusted by the idea, but instead he felt sympathy for the magistrate, and for all the provincials like him. Living so far out on the periphery of things, they had to work hard to attract attention.

         The Aedile, spotting Ovid, held up his hand. ‘Publius Ovidius, let me introduce General Gaius Julius Vestalis.’

         The General, a lean young man already with grey hair, dressed in a plain woollen tunic, his military background betrayed only by his sandals, advanced and offered his hand. Ovid remained still. He let the man wait with his hand outstretched. In his house, only he decided with whom to shake hands.

         The Aedile, always quick to understand a delicate situation, chose to intervene. ‘Ovid, the General is the hero from Aegissos I told you about. It was he who last year saved Scythia Minor and, by extension, Tomis.’

         Ovid smiled. ‘Be welcome in my house, General’, he said at last, holding out his hand so that their forearms met in a loud clap. Only now he realised how much he had missed this Roman handshake, and for a brief moment a sensation of camaraderie, of belonging, coursed through his veins. The orange powder had not suppressed every emotion.

         ‘It is time for me to leave.’ The Aedile backed away from the General and, as he made his exit, stopped beside Ovid and gently touched his shoulder. ‘Thank you. I’ll arrange you a quick passage out of Tomis, once you get the pardon.’

      

   


   
      
         
            The Price of Freedom

         

         As soon as the Aedile left, Spiros ceremoniously opened the double doors and invited the General inside. The stifling silence, which had filled the garden earlier, now moved into the house and took possession of the rooms.

         Vestalis sauntered up to the set of small imperial statues which depicted Augustus, Livia and Tiberius, a strange gift Ovid had once received from his friend Cotta Maximus – the son of Messalla, his long-time patron who had passed away a few month before Ovid’s exile – and which Spiros had displayed unsolicited on the house altar. ‘Even from here’, the General said with a half-smile, ‘you’re keeping an eye on them.’

         And vice-versa, thought Ovid, but abstained from commenting. These pieces belonged in a box, and would remain in Tomis after he had left.

         ‘That golden laurel branch. I have seen those only in the temples of Apollo.’

         Ovid stared at the branch. What was it that he had been told to do with it? He shook his head, searching for the memory, but it would not come. All he knew was that taking it back to Rome would mean another affront to Augustus, and throwing it away would be an affront to Apollo. What an idiot Spiros was to display all these items, believing that they would impress a military man.

         He hoped the conversation would turn soon to the matter of his pardon. Vestalis, however, seemed to be in no hurry. He pointed at the mosaic walls with their dark and imposing mountains. ‘This landscape is a good substitute for the real thing’, he said, switching from Greek, Tomis’s language, to an impeccable Latin.

         ‘Perhaps. Although I’ve never quite felt that the pieces of the mosaic belong together’, Ovid said. He turned to look at the General. ‘Have you really recaptured the Danube Delta from the Scythians?’

         ‘Sort of.’

         ‘We were never told that it had been lost.’

         ‘The first casualty of every war is truth. You must know it. It is not much different with art.’ Vestalis looked again at the mosaic. ‘Art really is a curious thing, isn’t it? We see not only what is present but also what is absent.’

         Ovid wondered how much this General truly knew of art and illusion. Yet, again, it was a conversation he did not want to have. It would only serve to delay the purpose of this visit. Pardon. Release. Freedom. Ovid pulled apart the heavy crimson curtain to the dining room. ‘Can I invite you for lunch? It will be frugal, I’m afraid, but you are welcome to it.’

         ‘Would you be offended if I stayed only for a drink?’

         Offended, Ovid thought. Hand me over the pardon and you can clear off immediately. ‘You’ll like the wine’, he said, tempering his thoughts. ‘But I should warn you that the water here is miserable.’

         The two men entered the dining room. On the low, square table surrounded by couches, two silver drinking goblets stood proud. In perfect order around them sat the best silverware, which Spiros had laid with care. A servant came forward to wash their feet, and what should have been a mere formality turned into a thorough cleanse, which Vestalis seemed to enjoy. At least he can see that I’ve maintained standards, Ovid thought as he watched the General sigh with pleasure. Spiros poured the wine and delivered it to the men’s hands. They toasted Rome.

         ‘Do you know,’ Vestalis said, ‘few believe you are still in Tomis. Fewer still believe you were ever here at all.’

         Ovid leaned forward. He had thought that this rumour must have faded away by now. It had floated around Rome since his relegation. In his letters, his friend Greacinus joked about it. Cotta as well. What if this General was visiting him not to bring the pardon, but for some other reason? ‘Have you come to check on me?’ The wine gave him courage – or perhaps it was the orange powder.

         ‘Most people think that you struck a deal with the Emperor. That he let you live wherever you chose if you just got out of his way.’

         ‘Augustus doesn’t make deals. For that matter, neither do I.’

         Vestalis took a long and measured gulp of the wine. ‘I read some of your latest poems about exile’, he said.

         ‘What did you think of them?’

         ‘They deal with places that don’t exist, where the snow hasn’t melted for years and where the wine freezes into icicles. I wondered why. Why do this? Any of it?’

         Ovid laid his cup down and looked Vestalis square in the eye, being sure to keep his voice level. ‘What’s your message, General?’

         Vestalis placed his cup down beside Ovid’s. ‘How much do you admire Germanicus?’ he said.

         Admire? The truth of it was this – not at all. But that could not be said aloud about Rome’s most successful General. After all, he was Livia’s grandson, of imperial blood. ‘General,’ Ovid said, ‘I’ve heard that you are a Celt. My knowledge of your kind is that you are direct and honest. So don’t mince your words. Relay your message, whatever it is. And make it short, I beg of you. Have you brought my pardon?’

         ‘No.’

         The answer felt like a blow to the testicles. Ovid reached out to grab his cup and managed to lift it to his mouth. Once he had drained it, Vestalis picked up the jug and performed the refill. Ovid drank that down too. Sobriety was far from him, a dozen drinks back in a timeless past, and yet he knew the oblivion he craved would refuse to come close. Instead, he would need to balance through the torture of his scattered thoughts – the forgotten outcast suffering his slow death amongst these freezing winters and that horrible, ever-present sea. Life had failed him once more. Immortality was a hoax. Existence was meaningless.

         ‘Publius Ovidius, I am here to bring you an offer. An offer to become the next imperial poet. To surpass Virgil even.’ The General’s voice had changed, grown deeper, more sonorous.

         Ovid took more wine. ‘Whose offer? Say only what is needed’, he muttered, trying to hide his curiosity.

         ‘Rome needs you.’

         ‘Which Rome, General?’

         Vestalis stood and, hand on his dagger, checked the room for eavesdropping servants. Once he was satisfied they were alone, he faced Ovid. ‘The true Republic of Rome. Which must be freed from Augustus’ tyranny.’

         Ovid could not believe he had heard correctly. This was conspiracy against the rule of law. Perhaps Augustus did not deserve to be defended, but Rome’s peace surely did. It was not the first time that ambitious generals had tried to grab power. ‘You’re talking of civil war?’

         ‘All the troops along the Danube and the Rhine are pushing for Germanicus to become Rome’s next emperor. And he, in turn, wishes to become your future patron.’

         ‘Which of my book does he like best? The Metamorphoses or my Ars Amatoria?’

         ‘Neither. He wants you to start writing odes which will unite aristocrats and plebs, soldiers and civilians, young and old. Under Germanicus’ banner. We are asking only for what you do best anyway. You should be proud that Germanicus has chosen you.’

         Ovid stared at the General. He had delivered the proposal without hesitation, as if it were not high treason but sound logic. ‘Do you really expect me to encourage this… this collective suicide?’

         ‘Who else but you can make Rome dare to believe that young Germanicus can carve a new beginning? If you want to return to Rome in glory, this is your one chance.’

         ‘I am no good at odes’, Ovid said. ‘You are too young to know, but I have always been the subtle, lonely rebel.’

         ‘I disagree. Your only ode, the Gigantomachia, the battle of the gods, was an immensely popular success. That’s why it was forbidden by Augustus.’ The General produced a half-size scroll from his tunic and handed it to Ovid, who recognised the expensive blue-wax seal. It was the mark of the most influential protector in Rome alive, Paullus Fabius Maximus. ‘Read it.’

         Ovid opened the letter. It was brief, its message unfair.

         
             

         

         Do the moral thing. Help Rome and pay your debts. 

         In friendship. M

         
             

         

         For a moment, Ovid felt rage bubble inside him. Debts? The moral thing? How dared Maximus speak to him about helping Rome? What had Rome done for him? Maximus had been the one to assure Ovid that Rome would be so outraged by his relegation that obtaining his pardon would take but a few months – many years ago.

         ‘What has Maximus to do with all this?’

         ‘Senator Fabius Maximus is our most important supporter in the Senate’, Vestalis said, retrieving the scroll and burning it with care over the oil lamp. Then – slowly, very slowly – he chewed and swallowed the remains of the letter, washing it all down with a healthy draught of wine. Instantly, his demeanour softened. His mission was complete.

         ‘The old man will kill us all’, Ovid whispered.

         ‘This is your chance to become free.’ Vestalis’ voice was soft, calming. ‘Isn’t that what you want above all else?’

         Ovid stared at the mountainous landscape on the wall. He would not engage in a debate about freedom with this military man. He picked up the bell from the table and shook it. Spiros appeared within seconds. ‘Prepare the General’s sandals. My guest is leaving.’

         ‘I will be back in the early autumn.’ Vestalis smiled. He looked tired now, older somehow. ‘Be creative, poet.’

         ‘Be successful, General.’

         Spiros led Vestalis out of the room. By the time he returned, Ovid had passed out.

      

   


   
      
         
            Keep Ovid Alive!

         

         General Gaius Julius Vestalis dragged himself through the heat towards the main gate of Tomis. He damned the rule that forbade carriages inside the city walls during the daytime: it was the rule that was forcing him to walk. The intoxicating effects of Ovid’s wine had not entirely worn off, and his thirst nagged at him. His two guards followed behind, the rhythmic clapping of their lead-soled sandals on the large, uneven stones driving him to distraction.

         ‘Hurry up’, he hissed at them.

         ‘It’s best we avoid the crowds returning from the festival, General’, one of them replied nervously. ‘They might invite us to join them for a drink.’

         ‘Any news from Centurion Plautus?’

         ‘He should be waiting for you in the garrison by now.’

         The General allowed himself a sigh of relief as they came to the main gate. He climbed into the waiting carriage.

         The driver set off at great speed, seemingly showing off his skills as he rushed the four horses along the uneven road. He began to shout back towards Vestalis: muddled explanations about the rags on the poles that marked the reed-covered huts they passed. ‘That’s where they sell the fresh oat brew. Delicious it is, and much cheaper than wine. I can stop if you want to fill up.’

         ‘Shut up and drive’, the General shouted back.

         Soon they came to the camp’s rampart. The horses slowed, and Vestalis could hear the agitated legionnaires they drew level with, each swearing in his own native language. Vestalis jumped from the carriage and marched down the main alley towards the praetorium – the officers’ headquarters – his neck stiff, chin pushed out. The thick Tomis dust that had dogged his short journey was not allowed in here. Even the noise seemed to have been shut out.

         Vestalis’ lieutenant came forward to meet him. ‘The troops are ready’, he said. They were packed and set to start marching the next morning one hour before dawn, as was the custom.

         ‘I have changed our plans’, Vestalis said, pointing at the sun. ‘There are another three hours before sunset. We will leave as soon as I meet Centurion Plautus.’ He could taste the dying fumes of Ovid’s wine on his own breath. ‘And bring me a jug of water.’

         ‘You’ll want wine’, the lieutenant said.

         ‘Just do it!’

         The lieutenant scuttled away, leaving Vestalis to enter the praetorium, which looked like a fort within the fort. The gate promptly opened, and guards escorted him to a building of red brick and a bright room with a shining mosaic. He let himself fall into the encrusted armchair, the only furniture present of any use.

         The wait was short. Centurion Marcellus Plautus – the prefect of the auxiliary cohort, nicknamed the Commander – announced his arrival with the violent closure of the entrance door. Shaven, tanned and corpulent, he advanced in a rough soldierly manner towards the General. ‘I hope you will at least deign to tell me why you came to Tomis with your troops.’

         Vestalis fixed Plautus with a cool stare. ‘I liked you better during the campaign’, he said.

         ‘During the campaign? When I openly distrusted you and you kept your distance?’ Plautus sneered.

         ‘You followed my orders. We won. That’s all that counted.’

         ‘Do you want to replace me? Is this why you are here?’

         ‘The troops are needed in Thrace. I stopped here only to meet Publius Ovidius Naso.’

         ‘The outlaw?’

         ‘My personal friend.’ Vestalis stretched out one leg, and then the other. ‘Personal.’

         The bald spot on Plautus’ pate glittered as his snakelike face paled. He looked away. ‘I hoped in all earnest that your visiting Ovid was a rumour.’

         Vestalis sipped from the cup of water before him. ‘Centurion Plautus, watch your tone. I may be younger, I may be less experienced, but I am now a general. And I want you to take care of Ovid.’

         ‘I am an army man’, Plautus said. ‘The Aedile is in charge of him. I am here to serve Rome. I have little interest in civilians.’

         ‘And what if no one gives a fuck about your interests?’

         Plautus glanced at the closed door and lowered his voice. ‘Under normal circumstances,’ he growled, ‘I would have killed you for that, General.’

         Vestalis smiled, taking no pains to conceal his arrogance. ‘But there is good reason why you did not. You know it and I know it. Now, follow what I am saying. I want Ovid to do well. Alive and writing.’

         ‘I shall not babysit a poet.’

         ‘Listen carefully. A friend of mine is looking for a first centurion to his second legion. If you were not so stubborn, you would be perfect for the role.’

         Uncertainty worried its way across the lines of Plautus’ face. Uncertainty and, Vestalis could tell, temptation. ‘Not one thing I was promised when coming here has materialised’, Plautus said. ‘If anything, I – and my men – have been forgotten.’

         ‘Here is another promise for you. If anything happens to Ovid, I will hold you personally responsible.’

         ‘But he is old and sick.’

         ‘Perhaps. Or perhaps he simply needs to be sobered up. Buy him the best physician in town.’ Vestalis slammed a leather bag on to the table between them. Coins. A multitude of them. Plautus looked from the General to the bag and then back to the General again. With the briefest of nods, he picked up the bag, weighing it in his hands.

         ‘With this I can finally pay my men’, Plautus said. ‘As a sign of gratitude, you can have my tribune.’

         The clasp of their right hands was more a seal than a farewell.

         The Tribune entered the room soon after Plautus left it. He had red, bushy hair, a face that looked as if it never needed to be shaved, and a gaze so beyond reach it bordered on insolence. Such a look would have ended the military career of any of the General’s own men.

         Vestalis took out a silver coin and marked it with his dagger. ‘You will send letters for me’, he said. ‘This will be your stamp. You need not sign the letters. Just mark each sheet with this.’ He held the coin out.

         The Tribune did not look at it. ‘I am not an informer.’ His voice was blunt, matter of fact.

         ‘And nor do I expect you to be’, Vestalis said, though he did not withdraw the coin, but held it there, between the two of them. ‘What is your opinion of the Roman exile?’

         ‘I know his name, but none of his poems.’ The Tribune removed his gaze from the wall and looked into the General’s eyes. Vestalis was pleased to see that there appeared to be no guile within them. The coin remained where it was. Vestalis knew its magnetic draw was beginning to work its way into the Tribune’s blood, that soon it would grow irresistible.

         ‘I’m giving you this chance because I trust Celts. As you know, I am a Celt too.’

         The Tribune rolled his shoulders. ‘Was it my pride that gave me away?’

         ‘Your hair.’

         Gently, the Tribune reached out his hand and took the coin. Then he stood straight, angled himself towards the door, and, louder than he should have, so that anyone listening outside might hear, said: ‘I refuse to take your assignment, sir!’

         Vestalis smiled again. ‘Get out!’ he shouted, matching the volume and tone of the Tribune.

         The Tribune looked down at the coin in his hand. He passed his thumb over it twice, palmed it, flashed Vestalis a brief and complicit smile, and then strode towards the door.

      

   


   
      
         
            Same Poison in Different Quantities

         

         The new staircase trembled under Plautus’ weight as he climbed to the first floor. This inn behind Apollo’s temple had never entirely got rid of its dubious reputation, even after the city council had forced its greedy owner to refurbish. The man was a scoundrel, little more. Plautus could see him poking his head out of the door, perturbed by the arrival of a visitor at this late hour.

         ‘The brothel is two streets away.’ The innkeeper held his oil lamp out to identify the intruder.

         Plautus decided to ignore the man. He was not worth his breath. Pushing past him, he made his way up the staircase. A door to his right cracked open and a short, bald-headed man peered out. ‘Commander!’ he said, bounding into the corridor when he recognised Plautus, his eyes twinkling. ‘Has your gonorrhoea returned?’

         Without a word, Plautus grabbed the man by the tunic, lifted him into the air and carried him back into the room to slam him roughly against the wall. ‘What happened to the fucking Roman?’ Plautus barked.

         ‘Please, let me down’, the man said, raising his hands to protect his face. ‘Please, Commander!’

         Plautus dropped him to the ground, and his knees buckled under the sudden impact.

         ‘Antipater? Are you injured?’ The voice of the innkeeper filtered through the closed door. He clearly did not have the temerity to open it and see for himself.

         ‘He is still alive’, Plautus shouted. ‘Now leave us be.’

         Footsteps sounded along the corridor, receding into silence.

         Antipater gathered himself and rose to his feet. His legs shook and he found it a challenge to look Plautus in the eye. ‘Which of my medicines didn’t work? What do you want, Commander?’

         ‘First, I’d like to know what the General and the old Roman wreck have in common.’

         ‘How should I know? My friends are not his friends. You know this.’

         ‘You fuck his slave. What did he tell you?’

         ‘That he loves me.’

         ‘I have no interest in that. What did the General talk to Ovid about?’

         ‘Spiros was too afraid to eavesdrop.’

         ‘This I can’t imagine.’ Plautus took two steps back. ‘I have a task for you. I’d like you to keep Ovid alive.’

         ‘Alive? I am afraid I cannot guarantee such a thing.’

         ‘Why not?’

         ‘Ovid is in his mid-fifties. At that age, he may die from a hundred and one causes, not least from the terrible Tomitan water. Men like Ovid drop dead every day. To pretend to you that I could keep him alive would be just that – a pretence.’

         Plautus lowered his voice. ‘You are the best physician in town.’

         ‘I am the only physician in town. All the others are a bunch of false healers.’

         Plautus pulled from his pocket one of the coins Vestalis had given him and placed it on the table.

         Antipater’s eyes grew wide. Rubbing the coin between his fingers, he examined it under the lamp. ‘New’, he muttered. ‘Germanicus’ head. Is he allowed to mint his own coins now?’

         Plautus did not answer, but watched the physician, as, mesmerised, he gazed at the coin in his fingers.

         ‘It’s a lot a lot of money for a lost cause. And it is not enough to start building a proper temple for Asclepius, with incubation facilities and the likes’, Antipater said softly, as if talking to himself.

         Plautus grabbed the physician by the chin and spoke into his open mouth, spitting his syllables. ‘If anything happens to Ovid,’ he said, ‘I will kill you.’ He placed four more coins on the table.

         Nothing more needed to be said. Plautus marched out of the room. Antipater slumped back against the wall, rubbing his face with one hand and cradling the coin with the other. The door creaked open and there on the threshold stood the innkeeper. Antipater nodded at him.

         ‘You have many visitors today. Your lover is waiting for you downstairs. Shall I let him in?’

         ‘No’, Antipater said. ‘Find me a carriage. I’m leaving Tomis.’

         The innkeeper took a deep breath before answering. ‘I can’t.’

         ‘You can’t what?’

         ‘I can’t find you a carriage.’

         Antipater threw the coin at the innkeeper’s feet. ‘You can do whatever I tell you to do.’

         ‘I’m sorry.’ The innkeeper stooped down, picked up the coin and laid it on the table. ‘The Commander caught me on his way out.’

         ‘And?’

         ‘And he warned me not to help you flee Tomis. He was crystal clear. He has left two guards outside my inn to ensure that neither you nor I misunderstand him.’

         Antipater kicked out at the table, missing by a few inches and almost falling over. ‘Send Spiros up’, he growled. ‘I need to fuck him.’

         Moments later, Spiros appeared. The innkeeper pinched the slave’s bottom as he closed the door on the two men and left them to each other. Once they were alone, Antipater strode towards Spiros, but the slave held his hand out to stop him.

         ‘Ovid is unwell’, Spiros said. ‘The General’s visit confused him. He asked for you.’

         ‘Unwell?’ Antipater looked at the coin in his hand. ‘Then I must help him.’

         Spiros snorted. ‘Are you mad? He is on the verge of death. Finally.’

         ‘I cannot let him die.’

         ‘You are mad. If you keep him alive now, what was the point of it all? Why have we bothered with any of it?’

         ‘There has been a change of plan. Forget Ovid. Forget his death. I will attend to him, and then if we leave at dawn we can reach Callatis in a day or two and sail for Greece from there.’

         ‘I don’t want to be a fugitive slave. You know my contract as well as I do – as long as Ovid is alive I will never be a free man again. He must die.’

         ‘You don’t understand’, Antipater snapped. ‘If Ovid dies then that bloody Plautus will kill me.’

         ‘Why would the Commander do that?’

         ‘Never mind.’

         ‘We should not even be having this conversation’, Spiros said, jabbing his finger into Antipater’s chest. ‘You said the orange powder would work. In weeks.’

         ‘Usually it does. I don’t know how he’s lasted so long.’

         ‘Then what can we do?’

         Antipater felt suddenly exhausted. ‘You still want Ovid dead?’

         ‘I want my freedom.’

         ‘And for this you are willing to risk my life?’

         Spiros gazed down at the floor, and did not reply.

         Antipater cursed the day he had fallen in love with such a base and selfish slave. ‘Then we will make one final attempt’, he said. ‘And then you must help me escape. Before Plautus catches me.’

         ‘How will it be done?’ Spiros’ smile was sly and hopeful.

         ‘I shall change Ovid’s treatment’, Antipater said. ‘Rosary peas. I have only a handful, but if done properly, it will serve. In a few days’ time we shall leave Tomis together. You a free man. Me on the run.’

         Spiros grabbed Antipater’s hand and pulled him onto the bed. The doctor fell into his lover’s embrace with a resigned grunt. As the bed began to creak to their rhythm, a banging sounded from below. It was the innkeeper, smacking on his ceiling with a broom. Infuriated – could he not get a moment’s peace? – Antipater leaped from the bed and, naked, marched out into the hallway.

         ‘Stop it!’ he shouted. ‘Or are you jealous now?’

      

   


   
      
         
            The Unimaginable Life

         

         When Ovid awoke the following morning, it was with an excruciating headache and a strange sense of disconnection. Had he really been denied pardon, and – stranger still – had he really been asked to commit high treason? For a few moments he allowed himself the luxury to imagine it had all been just a dream. Or nightmare. But as his familiar jittery headache slowly began to force its way back to the forefront of his consciousness, so too did reality. Before him, a singular task lay. To write an ode for Germanicus. It could bring freedom, or – more likely – it could bring death. Ovid stretched out his arms and legs. Was it worth the gamble?

         Stuffing a stylus and some writing tablets into a leather bag, he slipped out of his house through the garden gate. He could not deny the thrill, the creeping sense of adventure that coupled this strange and dangerous enterprise before him, nor could he deny the illicit pleasure it brought with it. He felt alive, more so than he had for some time. The itches were gone. And perhaps, he reasoned, that alone made the lingering threat of death worth risking.

         It was early, and most of the town were still asleep. The back streets were empty of people but not of household rubbish. Rubbish was everywhere in Tomis. Ovid stepped carefully through the detritus, thrown out by the citizens overnight, and now scattered and unrecognisable, fed on and sifted through by birds and rodents. Soon he approached the cliff, relieved to be free of these filthy streets, and navigated his way around the clusters of thistle bushes. The perpetual murmur of the sea, always a siren-song for Ovid, grew in volume as he neared.

         Six feet from the edge of a cliff, he stopped. This was his favourite spot. Despite all his disdain for Tomis, this particular place had a beauty he could feel in his bones. Here, he often liked to imagine himself transformed into a huge and heavy bird, all ruffled grey plumage and an enviable wingspan, so large that even he was unsure whether he could take off. More than once he had become so immersed in the fantasy that he had almost run, almost jumped, just to see if he would actually take flight. But something deep inside stopped him each time. While his mind could allow him the thought of suicide, his body always refused.

         Ovid lowered himself to the grass, assumed a position which, under the right circumstances, had proven to bring him inspiration – head bowed over his knees, like a foetus – and allowed his mind to wander.

         … my muse… where is my muse?… is she gone or just unwilling to help?… perhaps confused by the dimensions of the ode’s subject… perhaps confused by the absurdity of it all… could this be a sign?… the sign that it’s finally time for me to give up elegy, to switch to the epic style, to allow the drama… to take solace in it, to find safety there… for there will be little safety in this ode… can I even finish it before spies inform Augustus about it?… surely there is only one way this can all end… murder… a murder even Livia would salute…

         Ovid lifted his head. A gust of wind assailed him with the strong and salty stench of rotten seaweed. He felt the pressure of nascent memories as they jostled for space against the walls of his mind. They were there, somewhere within that smell, tied to Livia, to Augustus’ wife…

         The Gulf of Naples! Baiae! It all surged back to him in one great, rolling tide. That day – how long ago? Twenty years? Could it really be? – with his wife, Fabia, in the villa of her cousin, Senator Paullus Fabius Maximus. Back then he had not known Maximus so well – he was not the friend he would later become – and Ovid remembered the trepidation and reserved respect he would harbour around his wife’s cousin in those days. After all, one did not treat lightly the most trusted adviser of the Emperor Augustus.

         The evening had been calm, peaceful even. Maximus lit candles while his wife, Marcia, wearing her hollowness with customary grace, played the harp, and the sea splashed some hundred feet below the terrace. The sunset, Maximus said, called for a poem – would Ovid read from his Ars Amatoria? The lady, he added, would enjoy it especially.

         Ovid followed the trajectory of Maximus’ pointed finger, and was surprised to see on the terrace a woman leaning over the enormous white marble balustrade. He had not noticed her before. Draped in an extravagant beige cape, she was trying to arrange with her pink-gloved hand a rebellious strand of hair that kept falling forward from her covered bun. She had her back to them all, and Ovid could not be sure if she was even listening. Yet when he began to recite, she immediately uncovered one ear and turned slightly in his direction. Her cape slipped, displaying, for a brief moment, a naked shoulder. Was it, Ovid wondered, an invitation?

         Hoping to draw her out yet further, he lowered his voice, and she turned a little more. He sensed he had her undivided attention, though he still could not see her face. Coming to the end of his poem, he chose another, this one licentious, the type he usually recited for good friends only. And this time, as he reached the conclusion, she clapped her hands, and turned to face him.

         Ovid forgot to breathe, forgot to close his mouth, forgot even to blink. Those hands of hers, which continued to clap as she sauntered towards him, those pink-gloved hands could change the life of any man in the Empire, be it for better or for worse. He was being applauded by the most powerful woman in Rome. The Empress. Livia herself.

         ‘That was good’, she said. ‘You’re good. Now, make me laugh.’ The command was crisp, devoid of hesitation. Livia got what she wanted when she wanted.

         Ovid gazed at her. There was something about her stare which devoured him, something love-hungry and, without doubt, irresistible.

         ‘Why don’t you tell Livia Augusta about the metamorphosis of the hunter Actaeon?’ said Fabia, and added: ‘As you intend to write it.’

         For a moment, Ovid paused. Was he really about to tell her this story, this kernel of an idea he had barely worked out yet? It seemed foolhardy from Fabia to choose this when he had numerous finely crafted pieces at his disposal. But Fabia wanted this particular story and he could not, would not, disappoint her.

         ‘As we all know,’ Ovid said, ‘Actaeon accidentally saw the goddess Diana bathing, and for this she transformed him into a stag. However, this was not to punish him, but to get him ready for love. Diana was filled with lust for Actaeon and, shortly afterwards, changed herself into a deer. But then came tragedy for poor Actaeon, whose own hounds, not recognising their master, ripped him apart. What seemed an accident was not. Jealous Apollo, who had always longed to have sex with his twin sister, but feared Zeus’ anger, had altered the hounds’ sense of smell.’ Ovid looked at the Empress. ‘Do you think it is far-fetched?’

         Livia burst into laughter. ‘That is what you will write? My husband will not like it. He may even want to punish you for laughing at his patron god. But I will not let him. For now you are safe.’

         Later, after the poem had been made public, the Empress’s predictions had proved true. Augustus did not like the rewritten story of Actaeon at all. He did not demand Ovid’s punishment, but he did make his displeasure known. Twisting subjects and writing about everyday titillation to achieve fame was unworthy. In his opinion, minor poets should take example from Virgil and Horace, for there was glory in following their footsteps. Not in this kind of base and immoral perversion.

         Once they became true friends, Maximus often liked to remind Ovid of that evening on his terrace – and always with a sly smile. ‘Livia, not me, is the reason that you remain invulnerable. She likes you and your poems hot.’

         Ovid let the memory wash over him as he gazed out at the Black Sea. Through the years of his banishment in Tomis he had thought of Livia, wondered whether it might be by her hand that his pardon would be granted, by her grace that his return to Rome would be allowed. Of course it had not happened, but Ovid had long suspected that, though she had never brought him back, it was likely that her influence all along had kept him alive.

         He thought once more of Vestalis’ offer, of the ode to Germanicus. To write it would be to shake off Livia’s protective arm for good – Germanicus may well have been her grandson, but everyone in Rome knew that it was her son, Tiberius, whom she was grooming to be the future emperor. Ovid had never been averse to risk, had often taken it gladly, but displeasing Livia could, he knew, be the last mistake of his life.

         Perhaps he should have taken Augustus’ advice all those years ago, perhaps he should have denied his character and instead dedicated himself to the emulation of Virgil. After all, wasn’t Virgil just another opportunist at heart? Wasn’t Rome’s official legend, the Aeneid, no more than a commission, a monumental delusion? But no, Ovid had spurned the imperial advice and instead chosen to tease the Old Man, to mock his rules and to scorn Rome’s elite. That was easier than writing an ode, subversive or not.

         Ovid pushed his hand deep into the leather bag, searching not for the stylus but for the receptacle containing the new medicine Antipater had given him. Finding it lodged beneath a writing tablet, he pulled it out and held it up to the light. He did not know why the physician had replaced the trusted orange powder with this new concoction, but he hoped it would be just as effective.
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