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Chapter

			One

			Ghostly figures with black sockets for eyes and dressed in   warbonnets and buﬀalo-skin robes; priests in full-length Catholic regalia with rings of hair on tonsured heads; others — slaves, both men and women, their dark and thin frames bent over in shadowy fields; still others — men in animal skins, dishevelled and sodden, battling wild seas in long wooden boats. Initially, they appeared as if they were actors in an old grainy, black and white picture show, before emerging clear and vivid — symbolically, when Kate was drawn into a world as real as the one in which she lived.

			She had no idea that what she had seen behind her closed lids would be a breach into the past, her past. When she had fallen through the quicksand of time she had encountered cultures where societies were ruled by their religious beliefs that had no regard for basic human rights. She had no idea that the harrowing events she had seen and been a part of were somehow connected to her present-day situation.

			As she emerges from her convoluted and murky depths, withdrawing from the psychic network of her subliminal self that had subconsciously connected with others, Kate is convinced the events she experienced were real and authentic. In her hypnopompic state, she discerns that there is no real barrier to separate the system of reality from which she has just returned and the earthly environment in which she lives, and understands it is only her focus of attention that closes her off from it.

			She wakes with a pounding headache, feeling as though a giant wave has crashed down on her, largely forgetting the scenarios, and silently cursing the unfamiliar outside noises — a racket from a construction site. Auckland councillors are determined to make New Zealand’s biggest city a world-class one with never-ending projects of large-scale proportions at eye-watering expenditure. Moments after she is awake she realises she is at her friend Julianne’s rented inner-city apartment that she shares with her crown prosecutor boyfriend. An apartment seven storeys up; its nighttime vista is a sweeping expanse of glittering diamonds.

			Though Kate remembers fragments of her slumbering adventures; they involved memories of her long-ago companions — many years have passed since she has thought about them — and is convinced that the dream was something else; not merely a dream from a drug or liquor-induced-comatose-stupor because it had so much living weight to it.

			She swipes at her blonde hair which is stuck to her face. Her mascaraed lashes are clumped together. Last night’s makeup, which deepened the colour of her hazel green eyes and enhanced her childlike features has smeared and obscured her prettiness.

			Kate folds back the knitted blanket and sits up on the hard-sided couch. Julianne’s love of high-end furniture synonymous with designer craftmanship affords little comfort. She rubs her neck which she had slept on at an awkward angle. She gratefully accepts the coffee her bestie holds out to her and threads her forefinger and middle finger through the handle as she cups the mug in both hands. ‘What happened last night? I feel like shite.’

			‘Well, we went to the hen’s party and it got a little messy.’

			Kate stiﬀens. ‘How messy?’ She aims her worried gaze at her friend who is the exact opposite of her in complexion and hair shade. Julianne’s long, dark-brown tresses frame her royal blue eyes and perfectly formed, un-Botoxed lips.

			Julianne sits on the edge of a barrel-shaped grey ottoman and regards Kate with a slight, close-lipped smile. ‘Kate-shotting-tequila-oﬀ-the-stripper’s-abs-messy,’ she says with a lilt at the end. ‘Then you passed out and Laurel helped me Uber you here so I could keep an eye on you and be your doting mummy for the night.’

			Kate’s jaw falls slack, her lips slightly parted. ‘No, wait. I wasn’t that drunk.’

			Julianne raises an eyebrow.

			‘Well, I was, but there was something else, I’m sure of it.’ 

			‘Do you think someone spiked your drink?’

			‘Yeah. No. I don’t know. Maybe.’ Kate sips her coﬀee with her shuttered eyes focused on something invisible on the floor. ‘It was as if my senses came alive and everything was much brighter — the colours and the chatter.’

			‘Did you knowingly take anything?’

			‘Like a party pill? No. You know I don’t do drugs.’ She crosses her legs with annoyance. ‘But it felt as though I was more than just drunk.’

			Julianne puts a glass of water in front of Kate. ‘Here, you better hydrate yourself then. Do you feel like eating anything?’

			Kate ignores her question. ‘I saw stuff.’

			‘Now I’m intrigued. Keep talking.’

			‘Inside the taxi,’ Kate continues, realising it was then that she first experienced her strange new perception. ‘It was like a door had opened in my brain. The back of the seat, the fabric. It was alive. So peculiar.’

			‘Okay.’ Julianne says with rising intonation.

			‘I saw the weave of the thread, the particles, moving around at high speed, like a charge of electricity. It was as though I could see the atoms and molecules of the thread. Then the back of the driver’s head. His hair. The minute particles and cells in the strands vibrating at a fantastic speed, like some cosmological web of activity. I could see the basic cellular structure of each strand. When I stared at his hair, I could see billions of dancing molecules. And that’s not all.’ Kate looks at her friend with a fixed gaze. ‘I understood that they had a consciousness.’

			Julianne leans in towards her. ‘The driver’s hair had a consciousness?’ 

			‘Yes. And it was as if I became one of those strands. I appreciated it’s consciousness.’ Kate looks at Julianne with question marks in her eyes; her posture is hunched. ‘Am I making any sense?’

			Julianne’s deep blue eyes are full of compassion. She gives a delicate grimace and mouths a no. ‘I’m sorry, Hun, but it does sound like someone spiked your drink. Who were we with who would do that to you?’

			Kate presses the warm empty mug to her lips. ‘Laurel does have some crazy friends.’

			‘Such as the girl with the neck tatt? Or the quiet one who sat in the corner all night with a sour expression. I saw her watching you.’ Julianne suddenly straightens her back, her mouth dangles open. ‘Do you think the stripper was her boyfriend and didn’t like seeing you licking his chest?’

			Kate stares at her friend for a moment before scrunching up her face and shuddering. ‘Wow, I did that?’

			‘Fraid so.’

			‘Well, I’m not going to hold it against her … if she did. I actually enjoyed the experience. I should be thanking her. Find out what it was she slipped into my drink so I can do it again.’

			‘I thought you didn’t do drugs.’

			‘I don’t. But it might be the trigger I need to open up my mind.’ Julianne raises her brows again.

			Kate shakes her head. ‘On second thoughts … it’s a bad idea.’

			Julianne smiles and gives Kate a sideways glance. ‘Okay, well, fancy some breakie?’ she asks as she stands up.

			‘Just toast and honey, thanks. Manuka if you have it. And another coﬀee. I’ll get it. And thanks for looking after me, Mummy.’

			Julianne returns her grin. ‘No worries. That’s what best friends are for.’

			[image: ]

			Kate thinks about her dream. It incorporated her earliest memories; that of standing in her cot in the cold farmhouse that had been in the family for generations, while it was still dark, and a ghostly wind was thrashing leafy branches against the bedroom’s white wooden sash window. Her brother was asleep in his bed, but Nicky had begun to grizzle, his blond curly hair strewn across his sweet two-year-old angelic face with flushed pink cheeks.

			She was speaking to her friends in a mutually understood language. Merely because no one else could see them didn’t mean they weren’t real. She was visited on separate occasions, by friends who spoke in diﬀerent languages. Sometimes they were in the room with her and sometimes they weren’t. On occasion, Kate’s friends would appear as though she was watching them on a tv screen. Occasionally she would be in the movie with her friends. Though, the Kate in the films was an adult, and sometimes the Kate in the films would be a man. Through her toddler eyes, she was not afraid. Everything appeared as normal as it should, as though it was the most natural thing in the world. She believes she was born with an innate faculty of understanding.

			When she was slightly older, Kate’s friends came from far-oﬀ places to play. At the end of the day, Kate’s mother would call her inside and her friends would say, “Vale,” “Góða nótt,” and “Au revoir,” and return to their far-oﬀ homes in a chariot, a long boat, or a golden carriage.

			[image: ]

			Night has fallen by the time Kate returns to her cosy two-bedroomed flat, which she shares with a flatmate and her cat, nestled in a quiet and leafy West Auckland suburb. Under the shower, Kate lets the liquid warmth wash away her wish-to-be-forgotten night of crazed, unbridled conviviality and thinks about her long-ago companions. They still seem profoundly real. It was around the time she started school when her friends disappeared and never returned. Once she arrived home, she had run to the back of the house and into the garden where they always waited for her. That day they were not there. Kate looked everywhere for them, in among the trees where they played and in a grove of native bush that backed onto the property — where the fairies lived. They too had gone. Kate recalls how upset she had been. Phillipa, the girl who had befriended her on her first day of school, became her best friend, and Kate soon forgot about her first group of friends. She also forgot about the fairies.

			‘Oh no, not again!’ Irritated, Kate turns oﬀ the faucet which has slowed to a stop, steps out of the shower and gropes for her towel in the dark. She has counted eleven unplanned power outages this year. She wonders why, instead of putting up overhead power lines strung with thick black cables, which spoil everyone’s view, the power companies don’t bury power lines. There’s always some speeding idiot who careens around corners on two wheels, or some red-nosed boozer, filled to the gunnels, who slams into a power pole or transformer. She recalls the time when a couple of locals, disgruntled about the soaring costs of electricity, shot at high-voltage power lines and caused a blackout to thirty thousand homes and businesses in the district for five long days. Because it happened in winter, bathing in the creek was not an option, and everyone spent their time huddled in a generator-powered bar that reeked of body odour.

			It always happens when she’s either about to cook dinner or make a cup of tea. And when the power goes oﬀ the water pump is inoperable, so she can’t fill the kettle let alone boil it.

			After drying her soapy, lathered body she feels unwashed and sticky. A night light that automatically comes on with an outage diﬀuses the bathroom in a soft blue hue, oﬀering a subdued light. Kate pulls the hand towel from its ring and wipes the fogged-up mirror.

			‘Jesus!’ She sees a face staring back at her — a face that is not hers. Kate wipes the mirror again, but it doesn’t change. The face she sees is the face of a man.

			Kate is terrified. She wants to scream and run out of the house but is rooted to the spot. It is as if she were in one of her dreams where she feels paralysed and escape is impossible. A forceful drawing-in of shaky breath calms her slightly and she gapes at the face staring back at her — a man with thick black wavy hair, cut bluntly just above his shoulders. His dark narrow eyes look straight into hers, his thin lips pressed into a line. His expression isn’t harsh though, and he studies her. He has a strong Roman nose and strangely, his face is illuminated in light. His garb is a red cloak or red overlay type coat. She can only see to his chest. His skin is dark-hued, but not as dark as if he is of African descent. Alarmed, it crosses her mind that the drug she inadvertently consumed must still be in her system.

			The room bursts into light and she hears the bleep of the microwave downstairs. The face — frozen in fright — is now her own. Hazel-green eyes; sunflowers set inside filmy dewdrops, regard her in stunned disbelief. Dark-brown eyebrows, neatly plucked, frame her wide-eyed reflection, eyes that have a slight downward slant at the outer corners and are a perfect sexy cat’s-eye shape. Or so she’s been told.

			Thirty-one-year-old Kate has always been quietly narcissistic about the shape of her mouth. Her smile turns heads at social gatherings and dazzles even the most hard-hearted of hearts whose day is often brightened by it. Embarrassing years of wearing braces that called for tentative open-mouthed kissing are now a distant memory.

			She becomes aware of her armpit-length blonde hair that is dripping on her feet. She steps back into the shower. She’s still numb from the shock and when her hands don’t cooperate, she turns her back and lets the force of the water clean her and fill the bathroom with steam.

			Even though they were alarming, last night’s and this morning’s incidents hold her transfixed and she thinks about alternative ways to experience them again.
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			Kate remembers a book she once read, about regression therapy. At a training workshop, attendees listened to lectures and participated in experiential exercises. As an exercise, the therapist instructed his participants to team up with a stranger. They sat opposite one another and stared at each other’s faces. In the low-light setting, the strangers saw their partners’ faces change. The instructor, a hypnotherapist, told the participants that they were faces their partners possessed in a previous lifetime. At the time, Kate dismissed what she’d read as nonsense — she didn’t believe in reincarnation.

			It occurs to her that the face she saw must have belonged to whoever she was before. While her brain is still in a receptive state, Kate decides to take advantage of it. With a few deep breaths to calm herself, she gets comfortable, slides on her headphones and plays an audio she bought at a show when a psychic medium came to her town last year. The smooth, cockney-accented voice of the medium carries her into a hypnotic trance and she drifts into a place where time does not exist.

			Once again, she sees the image; this time it is more than just a flat image in a mirror. The man’s features — the thick black wavy hair, dark eyes and strong Roman nose — appear in 3D, vivid in colour, and in diﬀering angles. After a time, the image fades and Kate finds herself in an ancient time, during the era of the Roman Empire.

			She is the face in the mirror. At once she recognises the event as one she watched play out, when she was a toddler standing in her cot in the early morning dark. 

			

			Fabius

			[image: ]

			Roman Empire, A.D. 421

			At fourteen, I am tall for my age. Tarquin, my elder brother by three years, is almost the same height as me. Since our heights are nearly the same and our appearance so alike, people think we are the same age. The only diﬀerence is Tarquin wears his hair much shorter, and he prefers to wear gold-coloured tunics, while mine are ivory-coloured.

			I am not happy with my father, paterfamilias Albus Marcellus. Understand me Pater does not. As an older version of me, Pater’s dark-brown eyes focus on me intently whenever I talk to him. His coarse-wavy-dark hair sits snug around his head and is trimmed above his ears. His face is lined from years of exposure to the sun and hard grind in the merchant industry, often travelling to far-oﬀ lands under the elements for months at a time.

			More from me he expects, more than I feel I can or wish to do. His expectations I do not wish upon me. I have other plans.

			The light of dawn seeps into the sleeping chamber, awakening me. I sleep alone in my cubiculum, which is the first room adjacent to the atrium. My family is fortunate to live in a domus when most Romans live in insulae. We live in the city of Remos, in the province of Gallia Aquitania, where heavy autumnal downpours frequently beset us and which can sometimes flood the city’s thoroughfares.

			Reluctantly, I leave the warmth of my wool-stuﬀed mattress and linen sheets, and swing out my legs. My hand touches the ivory inlaid in the wood as I push myself oﬀ the raised wooden bed and step down. I don my tunic and join Pater and Tarquin in the triclinium to eat. Tarquin habitually rises after me, but this morning he is up before me.

			We lie on dining couches and wait to be served. Mater fills our pottery cups with warm sheep’s milk and hands one to each of us before she joins us on her dining couch. I think my mother, materfamilias Valeria Marcellus, is beautiful. She is tall and dignified, but she does not see herself as above other wives in our social circle and does not bother with mirror gazing, as others do. Mater wears her long, dark, curly hair in a simple braid and secured with a headband. If there is occasion for it, she has it styled into multiple braids, which are looped and coiled and arranged high on her head. My mother is a natural beauty. She does not dye her hair or wear kohl eyeliner, as some of her friends do. She does not need to. Her naturally elongated, amber-brown eyes are pure and untouched.

			‘You need not wait upon us,’ Pater tells my mother as she serves us, draping her linen stola further up her arm and out of the way of the food. ‘I can call upon the servants to do this.’

			Mater pours milk into our wooden beakers. ‘The ientaculum is sacred to family. It is cherished time. I wish to serve my family,’ she replies.

			Pater regards my mother with aﬀection as he breaks the bread and spreads it with bright-yellow butter Mater churned lately. ‘You need not churn butter,’ he says. ‘I have the means to buy the foods we need to eat from the markets.’

			But Mater likes to churn butter. She also likes to milk the ewe, make cheese from its milk, and keep chickens.

			Before we eat, we give thanks. I break oﬀ a portion of the crusty wheat bread, and spoon from the jar the sweetest golden honey. Using the back of my spoon, I spread the honey across my bread. We help ourselves to a long dish of scrambled eggs, cooked on the earthenware platter. We fall silent as we eat our delicious early morning meal. At the end of our meal of eggs, bread, milk, honey, cheese and fruit, we rinse our fingers in tureens of water and again give thanks.

			

			After the ientaculum, Pater bends to kiss Mater and leaves the room to work in the taberna. Tarquin and I meet with our tutor, Magister Linus, in a room curtained oﬀ from the taberna. Our tutor is always there before us — waiting. He holds open the curtain as we enter while touching the side of his mouth and complaining about a toothache. Magister Linus is impatient to begin. His white hair sits on his head like a mushroom. He presses his forefinger to the table to make a point about today’s tutelage while his close-set grey eyes regard us intently. Magister Linus teaches us math and literature in Greek and Latin and likes to lecture us on the many treatises of Aristotle.

			His tone is passionate. ‘Today, you will learn Aristotle’s mathematical sciences and his doctrine concerning the philosophy of nature.’

			I enjoy the teachings, but less so when the magister lectures us on Aristotle’s first philosophy; the philosopher’s wisdom describing theology as a science. I think Aristotle’s belief in God is odd, and wish to tell our tutor so.

			Intent on what he is about to teach us, our tutor leans forward, bestowing on us a keen look, his eyes darting back and forth. ‘Aristotle believed God to be the source of motion and change in the universe. He deemed that there is an endless circular motion in the universe; that everything which moves is moved by something else. Aristotle said there is an unmoved cause of motion, and that this unmoved cause of motion is God.’

			Tarquin and I pay attention, intrigued, while the magister speaks. ‘Aristotle reasoned that if God is an unmoved mover, He must be changeless. If He is changeless, God cannot thus be composed like other substances of actuality and potentiality. He must thus be all form, all actuality, and so entirely immaterial. Aristotle believed that God is absolute self-consciousness, conceived as a perfect being. Since God is a perfect being, He can only think perfect thoughts. To think anything less than perfect would be imperfect, and a contradiction. Hence, the only content of thought that would be worthy of being thought by a perfect being would be Himself. Thus, God thinks only of Himself. If he were to think of anything other than Himself, he would think of the less than perfect.’

			How I see it is this: God would not be thinking of us; only of Himself. I think Aristotle’s belief in God is callous, and points to his thinking that God is a vain god. Whereas I do not think God is vain.

			Magister Linus has noticed my abstraction. ‘Fabius,’ he says, ‘What say you about Aristotle’s theory?’ I know that Magister Linus does not like me speaking my mind, and folds his arms in readiness for my answer. All the same, my Christian faith urges me to stand up for who I think God really is. 

			‘I agree with Aristotle, that God is of pure form, but I do not agree with Aristotle who thinks that God is a god of pure self-awareness,’ I reply. ‘This does not sit well with me. If God thinks only of Himself, it means that God is not significantly aware of the world. A god who separates Himself from the world, and someone who believes that God separates Himself from the world, to me is blasphemy. In fact, what Aristotle believes, I think is a sin.’

			Magister Linus’s lips stay pursed. Tarquin looks sideways at me, smirking. He knows Magister Linus will not like my answer. But my Christian faith is strong; I follow The Nicene Creed. God is our Saviour, and we must worship Him. He sent His only Son to save us from death and sin. But because our education is under the direction of our father, Tarquin and I must learn the course of study Magister Linus has planned for us, and what Pater wishes us to learn.

			I would not normally challenge our tutor. Boys are beaten by their tutors if they disagree with them, or are seen to disagree with them. When we are taught something that the tutor believes is right, we do not need to know why it is right. We only need to know that it is right, because the tutor says it’s right. Otherwise, they order their slaves to hold us down and beat us. But Pater has given Magister Linus strict instructions that we are not to be beaten by his slaves. Moreover, Pater gave our tutor strict instructions that he is to tutor us without the aid of his slaves.

			Our tutor slaps his hands on the table and stands up. ‘That is all for today. I cannot teach. My toothache plagues me.’

			It is early afternoon, so we are surprised. Our hours of schooling typically take up the entire day, ending just before cena, the main meal of the day. Tarquin raises his eyebrows at me. I strongly suspect Magister Linus did not like my comments, and is annoyed and frustrated, knowing that he cannot punish me.

			Tarquin and I make the most of our unexpected free time, and go to the thermae to bathe and to keep company with our friends. Situated in the city, the public bathhouses are inside a giant compound of pillars and marble walls and floors, with bronze statues arranged around the walls.

			Once I strip oﬀ and enter the men’s pool, the strain of the morning washes away. We start by bathing in the tepidarium. The double-pooled tepidarium is huge, with many hundreds of bathers enjoying its warmth. After a while, we move into the steamy, circular room of the caldarium, where we soak in one of the caldarium’s five hot pools. I lean against the side of the pool, my arms resting along its masonry ledge. My wandering gaze comes to rest on the caldarium’s majestic dome. I could gaze at it all afternoon, but Tarquin prompts me out of my reverie and has me follow him into the sauna room.

			My brother talks about his future. ‘I have no choice but to follow in the footsteps of our father,’ he says, hunching his shoulders and looking at his hands that are clasped between his knees. Beads of sweat form on his forehead. ‘Pater has groomed me from a young age to take over the business; this is his expectation. I do not wish it. I wish to become a soldier of the legion, to fight for Rome. But our father is steadfast in what he wants for us, and he expects us to abide. So it is no use to yearn of joining the legion.’

			

			Tarquin has the temperament of a warrior; he would make a brave soldier. I think my brother is meant to be a soldier. I do not share his aspiration, but I feel for him and show him such.

			We stay in the sauna room until we cannot bear perspiring any longer, then we brave the cold of the frigidarium. The frigidarium is in the centre of the main compound, its high roof supported by six giant granite columns.
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			Our servants are ready and waiting to serve us cena. My brother and I have plenty to say. Be that as it may, Pater leads the table-talk. Today is no exception, and our father asks us what we have learnt from our tutor. Albeit, before we can tell him, he reminds us time and again that the education we are fortunate to have, was not possible for him. And while we eat, Pater tells us he did not have the luxury of eating as well as we do, that he did not have lamb and soup and peacock tongues for cena.

			My father is a wealthy merchant, and as Mater says, he is an excellent provider. But he takes pride in coming from a poor background, one where he was not lucky enough to have the same upbringing that he has provided for my elder brother and me. Growing up, he says, he could only read basic words. I am grateful, but Pater’s never-ending stories of woe are tiresome.

			Our father also takes pride in telling us how, as a boy, he had to do menial tasks for a wealthy merchant.

			‘Not a day did I complain,’ he recites time and again. ‘I gave my employer my heart and soul and more than a pound of flesh. In return, the merchant helped me to read better. He also helped me to write and to do basic math. In time, he taught me everything he knew about his business, and about how to succeed in life.’

			Now Pater expects the same from my brother and me.

			The merchant left the business to my father. I will not have the same leg-up that the old merchant gave my father, and nor do I wish it. My brother is the eldest, so he will, in time, take over the family business. Tarquin will follow in the footsteps of our father.

			I am unhappy for my brother, who does not see this as his good fortune.

			The wife of my father’s merchant employer died many years before the merchant. Sadly for him, his wife did not bear him a son, nor did Pater’s employer have any close family to whom he could leave his business, which is why the merchant left the business to my father.

			Pater recounts his beginnings in the merchant industry. ‘When I had the business passed down to me, I was right away seen as a man of a higher class. And because I was now a man of a higher class, I could marry a woman of a higher social class. Money not only brought me stableness in life, but also respect.’

			‘I met your mother at a musical performance,’ our father continues. ‘I had no earnest wish to listen to a musical performance, and neither would I, as a rule, attend one. I went to the Odeon Theatre solely to look for a bride. Your mother was sitting with her family in the ima cavea, the lowest part of the cavea which is reserved for the upper class. As soon as I laid eyes on her, I knew I desired her as my bride.’ He then lifts my mother’s hand to his lips and kisses it, and smiles at her adoringly.

			At the time my father chose my mother to be his bride, she was a girl of fourteen. Mater had gone to the Odeon Theatre with her well-dressed family, and my mother appeared in my father’s eyes as a girl borne of privilege. He was right. Mater sat shyly throughout the performance by the side of her mother, father and aunt.

			‘I was aware of you watching me,’ Mater says, joining in the conversation. ‘I reported it to Paterfamilias.’ Imagining the occasion makes Tarquin and I laugh. ‘When the tediously long and drawn-out musical performance ended, my father approached Pater, questioning him and asking him to make plain his intentions.’

			Pater finishes the story. ‘I greeted him with a handshake and said, “Forgive me, domine, I wish no wrongdoing. I wish your daughter as my bride.” At first, your mother’s father was so astonished he took a step back and regarded me with a suspicious eye. Back then, I looked diﬀerent. I was handsome and broad-shouldered and dressed in fine woollen togas.’ Today Pater is clean-shaven, but as a young man he wore his hair long and had a full beard.

			‘Your mother’s father agreed that I could court his daughter, as long as I could prove to him I was a man of good standing. Upon hearing that, I smiled confidently, and we became friends.’

			My father has always given my mother the respect she deserves, but he is a hard taskmaster to my brother and me. Pater thinks and expects, because he has risen from nothing in life, that his sons should achieve even more than he has. He wants us to earn the same respect and be excellent providers for our own children.

			My wish? I desire to be a priest. My love for God is firm. I do not need the love of a woman when God’s love is the greatest love in which one can rejoice, and I wish only to be of service to Him.

			I believe it is my true calling in life.
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			I untie the strips of cloth that secure my scroll and read the scriptures written by the hand of God. As if by magic the text speaks to me, touching on an occurrence that day. And as if by magic, the text gives me the answers I need. However small my quandary, the answer is always apparent.

			Though I know it is not magic. I know it is God who speaks to me through His scriptures. It is He who guides me, who knows me more than I know myself, and thus it is He who rules my heart.

			God loves me. He is part of my mortal being, and is with me on a day-to-day basis, guiding me to make the right choices. If I did not have God in my heart I would be a lost soul.

			I think about the persecutions of Christians; how, over a hundred years ago, the non-Christians of Rome believed in many gods. Withal, the ruling of Emperors Galerius, Constantius, Diocletian, and Maximian ordered that Christian men and women were to either worship and sacrifice to the Roman gods, or the rulers would persecute them. Many Christians stayed loyal to their faith and ignored the decree. When they did not follow the orders of the rulers, they were sent to arenas where they were killed by lions. I cannot imagine how those poor, God-loving people suﬀered. I pray for their souls.

			I praise the Lord that Constantine the Great stopped the persecution of Christians when he came into power. I praise the Lord that he converted Rome to Christianity.
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			Every night, before I lie down my head, I pray, speaking the passage before me aloud then fall into a deep slumber and wake to the crow of the cockerel. I rise and give thanks for my good night’s sleep and for the rising of God’s enduring sun. I spend much time deep in prayer until I am called for the ientaculum.

			Over the day, I wonder how I can set about telling Pater of my wish to be a priest. Too long have I ruminated over it.

			‘There is never a right time for difficult issues. You should simply tell him,’ Tarquin says. ‘Pater will not like it whenever you choose to tell him.’

			So, I do. While we partake of our main meal of the day, I prepare myself to tell my father I wish to be a priest. It is perhaps not the best time to pick, but it is when we are all lying together on the dining couches. Servants come in and place our food on the mensa. After they leave us to eat, we lie on the three couches that are arranged in a U shape around the mensa. I lie on my stomach on the couch I share with Tarquin, and make myself comfortable by plumping the cushions under my chest. Tarquin lies on his stomach as well. Mater and Pater lie sideways on their couches, facing each other. We men eat hungrily.

			At the end of cena, once the servants have cleared away our pans and pewter plates, I broach the matter. ‘Father, you have noticed I am quiet.’ Pater squints at me, which straightaway makes me nervous. I hear myself swallow. My brother motions me with a small gesture to go on. Mater drops a grape on the mensa and sits up, reaching her hand out to me for moral support. She seems to know what I am about to say.

			‘I beg your forgiveness, Pater … but I wish to be a priest.’ Afraid to look at him, I keep my eyes downcast. Slowly, I lift my gaze to face him. ‘I believe it is my true calling.’ Pater stares at me, his lips pressed together. Moments go by. His silence unnerves me and I fuss with my food.

			Beads of sweat form on my brow and my breathing quickens. The threat of Pater noticing my indisposition worsens my angst.

			Asudden, my father rolls onto his back and sits up, clenching his thighs. I sit up too, sideways on the couch, and gaze through my legs at my clasped hands. Pater clears his throat and I gingerly look him in the eye, but his focus is not upon me. It is just beyond me. My father exposes his bottom row of teeth, holding them against his upper lip for a moment.

			He again squints at me, and says, ‘It is a waste of time. I have other plans for you.’

			I am slack-jawed and unable to move.

			Pater leans into me, his face set in stone. ‘I want you to be a soldier. You will rise through the ranks of the Roman army and make your family proud.’ His expression softens. ‘My son, I know you can be a general, or higher,’ he adds.

			I stare at my father, speechless. Pater ends the discussion and everyone leaves the dining couches and goes oﬀ, Mater lightly touching my arm. I am left alone, defeated. I drop my head and muﬄe my frustration.

			In my chamber I pray, baring my soul to the Lord. I do not share my father’s vision. Being forced into a life as a soldier dismays me. The thought of killing people horrifies me. A soldier’s life can lead to many hardships. I wish to do unto others as I wish them to do unto me. I do not wish to kill them.

			

			I open my scroll of sheets and let God guide my eyes to the text I should read. The passage that I fall upon expresses a great deal. The passage whispers God’s word to me.

			I roll up and place the scroll on the bedstand. I pray again and give thanks.
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			People scream in the streets. Many more are hurrying out of the five-storey insulae. The cramped brick and mortar apartments tower over narrow streets and alleyways, sometimes blocking the sun. Though some have open courtyards, hidden from the street view, that serve as a light well for the lower floors. The rooms at street level are used as shops. The poorest of the poor, the plebeians, live on the very top floors of these apartments in slum-like conditions. The dwellers in these living quarters live in fear, for they are likely to die in a fire.

			Tarquin and I stand at the foot of the stone-paved street and watch the commotion from a safe distance. An old lady shrieks at us as she hobbles past, hurrying, clattering her stick. ‘The emperor is dead! The emperor is dead!’

			Emperor Flavius Honorius Augustus has died. The people gathered in the streets are crying and yelling at one another with wide-eyed, distraught faces. Many are happy he has died and are slinging insults at his loyal followers. These folks think he was a weak emperor. Pater thinks so too.

			At cena, Pater leads the table-talk. ‘I am not at all sorry the emperor has died,’ he says as he pours garum over his plate of vegetables and fish. ‘No, sorry I am not. He was an unfit ruler who did not much present himself in the running of his empire. The emperor’s rulings were ill-fated. Rome is better oﬀ without him. A fortified Roman army we shall now hope for.’ Immersed in his contemplations, my father lowers his eyebrows. ‘The empire has faced crisis after crisis. The first, twenty-five years ago, when a general named Gildo led a revolt against the emperor. Five years thereafter there was the invasion of the Visigoths; tribes of Goths from the west.’

			

			Pater curls his lips as he recollects the event. ‘On that day, the emperor was asleep in the city of Mediolanum. When he became aware of what was happening, he fled to Asti. On that day, Honorius laid open peril to Rome and her people. Seven years after the Visigoth invasion, the Goths again attacked Rome.’ My father shakes his head. ‘The Sack of Rome was a shock to the entire empire, friends and foe alike. The Goth tribes, led by King Alaric, looted the city for days. I had just taken possessorship of the business and feared the Goth tribes would steal my stock.’ His lips tighten and I imagine he is thinking about the looters. ‘Those men by God’s bones scratch their heads with one finger. I wished at the time I was an ironclad soldier of the Roman army.’

			When he speaks with such anger, I wonder if it is why my father wishes very much for me to be a general or higher — because he did not become one himself.

			Pater continues. ‘The emperor’s father, Theodosius the Great, was a better leader, but even he failed to drive out the Goths and other barbarians who invaded the empire. He claimed lack of resources.’

			While my father bristles and speaks of the ongoing political unrest, I think about man’s greed for power. And this saddens me.

			Tonight, I once again unroll God’s scriptures. I read a passage then roll up and tie the scroll with cloth. I reflect on tonight’s mealtime conversation. Emperor Honorius endured his reign of thirty years with much strife. At the young age of eleven, his reign over Rome began. Pater said, as a child of the Roman Emperor, he was vain and weak and thoroughly spoiled by growing up in a royal household. On hearing this, I held only sorrow. Life for the young emperor must have been diﬃcult. We knew Emperor Honorius had not been well for some time. Perhaps this was partly the reason he did not present himself often to his subjects.

			We are told he died from swelling.

			I lower my head and pray for his soul — that he does not suﬀer the punishment of Hell.
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			Mater sees me gazing out of the window of my sleeping chamber, which aﬀords me a view of the age-old olive tree, with its trunk swollen and split into two, and twisted grotesquely into one thick and lumpy trunk. She comes and sits with me, and together we watch the ancient sun as it liquefies and slips below the horizon, the brilliant afterglow bidding us goodnight.

			My mother appears hesitant. Her brow is furrowed in the murky light.

			I light a candle and urge her gently to say what is on her mind.

			‘I sought your father’s blessing for your wish to become a priest. I am sorry, my son.’

			I smile at her. My mother sees my strengths and knows I am an academic and a philosopher. She knows I appreciate our culture and the arts, and most of all she knows my faith and the love I hold for God is firm with all my heart and soul.

			Mater momentarily rests her warm hand on my face. ‘The priesthood is a praiseworthy and respectable profession. You have the right temperament for it.’

			But try as she might, my mother cannot get my father to change his mind.

			The deep love I feel for Mater is as much as I hold for the Lord. She is profoundly warm and loving. My mother is an educated woman who came from a good family. She received almost as much academic education as her brothers. Mater knows her birthright. She is confident and knows who she is.

			My father has always held onto the desire that his family should better themselves. Mater does not share this compulsion. I need not tell Mater how much I love her, for she can see it in my eyes. I calm her concern for me. ‘Do not unsettle yourself, Mater, God is with me wherever I go.’ Her eyes crinkle with her smile and she kisses my brow. ‘Yes, He is. In any manner, you have a few more years to enjoy your freedom.’ She plays with her ear. ‘I have something for you.’

			Mater leaves my chamber to fetch something and I hear her humming a tune while she rummages. Minutes later she is back and hands me an object that is wrapped in a piece of cloth. Upon opening the cloth, I stare in amazement. Three small pieces of gold sit in my palm, gleaming intermittently in the flickering candlelight.

			Mater folds my fingers over my palm. ‘Tuck them away. They are for your future.’

			‘I cannot accept these,’ I say, stunned. But my mother insists.

			‘Your grandfather gave them to me on my wedding night. He instructed that I use them as I wish.’

			‘All the more reason I cannot accept them,’ I argue.

			‘This is how I wish to use them. They are my gift to you. Just as my father said to me, I say to you: You are to use them as you please.’

			Before I can stop her, Mater fetches her needle and lamb’s gut thread, and in the fading light she sews them neatly into the hem of my finest tunic. ‘There. Now you cannot argue with me,’ she says with a smile that reaches her eyes.
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			Pater enlists me in the Roman army and sends me on my way.

			I am sixteen; on the edge of adulthood. For years I will belong to the Roman army; the thought dismays me and fills me with consternation. The hollowness in the pit of my stomach makes me feel ill; knowing that I must pretend to be someone I am not. I do not wish to train as an infantryman. I know that the four months of training will be diﬃcult for me, as they will force me to learn tactics and carry out drills that go against my Christian beliefs. At the end of the four months, I will have to swear an oath of loyalty to Rome.

			They allow us one day only to settle into our new way of life. The emptiness in my stomach returns. I expect it will be a life full of trials and tribulations, and much brutality.

			

			The commander introduces himself as Centenarius Antonius. A man of intimidating stature with a voice to match, he makes known the expectations of the army. With squinting eyes, he informs us that we are to take instructions from him and carry them out without question or qualm.

			On the second day, we are given kits. We practice hand-to-hand combat with wooden swords, spears and shields much heavier than those the army will give us to use in battle. Our heavy training kit is aimed to strengthen us, and to empower us to fight through exhaustion. The cumbersome armour takes much getting used to, and I try not to look awkward lest the men laugh at my oafishness.

			As well as the demanding exercises, we are told we will march every day, twenty-two miles at full pace. When we set out on a march, not only will we carry the heavy armour and weapons, but also tools for making fires and gear needed for cooking.

			On the third day, as soon as light breaks, a century of eighty pedes, including myself, set out on a march. Baggage trains of pack animals and horses carrying artillery follow at the rear. The long day brings much discomfort. Six abreast, we grit our teeth as we vigorously pound the earth. After many hours, the trail of men who started oﬀ with long robust strides of one hundred paces a minute, move much slower.

			The distant voice of the centenarius barks, ‘Quicken your pace!’ Fatigued, we exchange exasperated looks and soldier on.

			When we reach an area selected by the military surveyor, where we are to make camp, my feet are raw and blistered. It is late and we are burnt out, but the centenarius orders us to form in groups of ten; we are to build a fortified camp. We will sweat and slog until we build the camp, however late the hour may be. The castra, he instructs us, is to consist of earth, turf, and timber. Centenarius Antonius stands with a wide stance and commands us to dig a ditch and build a ramp using the earth taken from the ditch. From my kit I pull two wooden stakes, and, along with the two stakes carried by each infantryman, we tie them together to form a barrier. The surveyor, who chose the camp’s site near a river, supervises our work. Centenarius Antonius bellows instructions to the immunes — soldiers among us with particular organising and building skills. These are men who are freed from both ends of army service; from the grunt work of digging ditches, to the more perilous tasks of patrol duty. An immune near me — a nervous-looking oﬃcer, passes on instructions, the veins in his neck bulging as he yells them out. Within three hours we have built the camp. Inside the fortified site, under the dim starlight and a crescent moon, we wearily pitch our leather tents and eat our flatbread and mash. I share my tent with seven other men. Cramped together in each tent lie eight soldiers covered in sweat and grime. I lie flat on my back among the other seven soldiers, grateful to finally be allowed to sleep. In the damp warm stew of our tent, I drift asleep.

			The next day, together as a unit, we learn how to cope with injuries. After yesterday, the coping-with-injuries lesson is like a day of rest. At the end of the day, I feel well rested for forthcoming drills, and whatever else the centenarius has in store for us.

			Attentive, we sit on our haunches and listen to Centenarius Antonius. He lectures us on army discipline. He warns us of the consequences if we commit an oﬀence, such as treason, cowardice or disobedience, mutiny, desertion, or making peace with the enemy. My blood runs cold when he makes known the stipulated punishment — centesimation.

			‘Any man who is guilty of an oﬀence inflicts this punishment on his entire cohort.’

			I look around at the faces of the other infantrymen; some have their mouths agape. They are just as scared as I. We listen, stock-still, as the centenarius bares the specifics.

			‘You will divide into groups of one hundred and each group will draw a lot, and the men of his group will kill the soldier who draws the shortest straw. That means, men of my cohort, that every one-hundredth person will be put to death, no matter who is at fault. Any soldier. And regardless of their rank.’

			His words swim in my head. Comrades killed by the hands of brothers-in-arms. The centenarius has not finished. He goes on to inform us we will need to choose how we kill our poor hapless comrade. It is a sure-fire way of keeping us in line.

			In my confined space I toss and turn at the thought of it, and at the likelihood of it. Judging by the restlessness of my fellow infantrymen, Centenarius Antonius’ warning is playing on their minds as well.

			I think back to a talk I had with my father, and his belief that men of the army are seen as men of glory. He painted a fine picture. He believes it is an honourable thing, his earnest wish that I rise through the ranks of the Roman legion.

			It is not honourable to kill a comrade. There is no glory in killing living souls at all.

			From my chest, I pull out my crucifix necklace and kiss it, and say the fifth commandment under my breath.

			By pure fear, the thought of the punishment makes the cohort stay keen to their tasks. We focus harder and train harder. We learn to cook. We learn to swim. We learn to perform the Roman salute.

			At the end of a gruelling four months’ training and a succession of marches, we are fit, able, and determined.

			Along with a five hundred-strong cohort, I am posted to the Roman province of Germania Inferior. Our mission is to stop Barbarian invasions by Germanic tribes crossing into Roman territory.

			The fortified garrison that will be my home for years, looms into sight. Weary from hours of riding, we approach the stone fort, its appearance menacing. Two watchtowers sit high on either side of the fortified gates. From the thirty-foot-high battlements, guards watch us, motionless and silhouetted. We cross a bridge over a wide ditch and wait. The iron gates squeak open and our cohort files inside. I am one of the last to enter and hear the coarse scraping of a crossbar as it is drawn across behind us.

			A centenarius shows us to our barracks, then leaves us to eat and sleep, ready to start the new day.

			From my calf-skin pouch, I pull out the scroll and am guided through the scriptures, my eyes settling on a passage that calms me. I kiss my crucifix and go to sleep.

			At sunrise the centenarius wakes us. Because we share the barracks with our horses, the air is ripe. The cohort leader’s demeanour is authoritative yet mild-tempered. His expression suggests he was once in our boots.

			‘Cohort, assemble outside,’ he says with conviction. He gives a quick nod in my direction.

			On a wide flagstone thoroughfare, we stand before the commanding oﬃcer who introduces himself as Primicerius Tulius. His chiselled jowl frames his handsome features. A head of glossy dark curls fall about his forehead and come down in a widow’s peak, sitting neatly around his ears. His full lips are like a baby’s pout; alas, his soft appearance is a façade.

			Primicerius Tulius’s voice booms across the fort enclosure. ‘Good men of the Roman Empire, today we have much to do, but first you must know the layout of the castrum. The centenarius will lead you and lay it bare.’

			The centenarius, an elfish man with gingerish red hair, a sickle of a nose, and a protruding chin, takes us past the praetorium, the commanding oﬃcer’s private quarters, and past his own private quarters. The praetorium and plush military oﬃcers’ rooms are ‘not for our eyes,’ he pointedly informs us. Several slaves bustle about, some on their knees scrubbing flagstones. Slaves in pairs lumber past with bent heads and pained expressions, hunched under the weight of rods carrying large vessels of water. The amphorae are tied to the rods slung across the slaves’ shoulders.

			The centenarius shows us the horrea where the grain is stored. He shows us the workshops called the fabricae, where the production of armour and weapons are implemented, as well as the manufacturing of artillery accessories and helmets. The centenarius leads us into a small hospital, where rows of cots line the walls neatly. Upon the cots sit clean folded linen placed at the head end. He then shows us the cistern and the baths, and lastly the stables for the horses of senior oﬃcers.

			The centenarius points out a large building in the centre of the fort. ‘The principia. It is where assemblies are held and where you must meet from this day forth. The principia is the primicerius’s oﬃces, where the legion’s standards as well as its armoury are kept.’

			To my delight, inside the principia there stands a small altar, and behind it a statue of the Virgin Mary. Beside the tabernacle, is a raised platform — the tribunal.

			The centenarius briefs us. ‘Here, tribuni angusticlavii lead assemblies and administer disciplinary hearings when called for.’ My moment of gladness stops short when I recall Centenarius Antonius’ lecture. I pale at the thought of the inhumane punishment. I decide to stop by the tabernacle whenever possible, and pray for our souls.

			The centenarius is still talking, instructing us on the importance of cleanliness. He shows us the latrines. We stare in silence at the row of seats set over a trough of running water.

			‘Fear not, for your drinking water comes from the wells,’ he says with a roguish grin. We laugh, relieved to hear it.

			At the first change of watch, I am chosen, along with four others, to guard the fort. I pull on my heavily nailed sandal-boots and tie them at the front. Next, I don my armour, fitting a bronze breastplate around my knee-length woollen tunic and breeches, and pull on an iron, bronze nose-plated helmet. The weapons I carry today are a gladius, a dagger, and a scutum, that, when held in the defense position, fits neatly around my body.

			As well as the already burdensome weight of the armour, we carry a dolabra, a double-sided tool with an axe on one side and a pickaxe on the other, as a trenching tool. Also part of our kit is a razor-sharp hooked knife that we will use to cut limbs from trees for firewood. When we are not marching, we are to practice battle techniques at the fort.

			We are heavy infantry, always at the ready. Semper Paratus.
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			Despite our being primed and ready, not much happens in the first period of our station. It is a good thing, I suppose, but over time our daily routine becomes tedious, and boredom sets in. I begin to forget the horrors of punishment cautioned by Centenarius Antonius so long ago. Little happens in the second period of our station, and they soon move men of this cohort onto other regions, disbanding and integrating with other cohorts. Some are sent to fortifications in Cōnstantīnopolis and others travel by boat to Southern Gaul.

			A number of men, including me, are left to protect the fort. The fortified garrison’s main reason now is to oﬀer protected shelter for field army soldiers and the limitanei as they pass through to their posts. The fort is also used for storage of food and weapons. We keep spare horses as well. From time to time, groups of passing soldiers arrive at the fort needing horses; theirs having been put out of action for one reason or another.

			Months drag by. Now that our numbers are greatly diminished, the fort is markedly weakened, and because of this we would not bear up under an enemy attack. Most days I spend at the tabernacle, praying that no invaders arrive at our door. There is a sense of peacefulness in the temple, and quietude. As well as many hours of praying, I maintain a healthy fettle and keep myself fit by jogging around the fort and in the open ground outside the fort.

			One afternoon while I am praying, I hear the distant sound of galloping horses. I hastily end my prayer and dash across the castrum, sprinting up the steps, two at a time, to the watchtower. Squinting into the lowering sun I see five riders drawing near, their horses’ hooves kicking up dust in their wake. One holds the flag bearing the insignia of Rome. I hurry to notify the others of the approaching soldiers and we spring into action; gathering water from the well and lighting a fire to make broth from the pork stock made lately and from vegetables freshly picked from the garden. No doubt the visiting horsemen will be hungry and thirsty. Thankfully, Comrade Manius made bread in the large stone oven this morning. A benevolent gentleman with a bearded overbite and thinning hair that sits flat on his head, Comrade Manius is a jolly man. Rigorous training in the Roman legion has not broken his spirit; he too had desires to become a priest. From the storehouse I fetch olive oil and an amphora of watered wine sweetened with sugar of lead. The wine will be a welcome beverage for the horsemen. I sit the amphora in a wicker basket to keep it cool, and make haste fetching pottery cups, paterae and silver spoons for the pork broth.

			The horsemen are centenarius of the Tribunus Angusticlavius, the legion’s senior military oﬃcer. Worthies, field army soldiers call them.

			‘There has been an attack north of the River Danube by Germanic barbarians called the Juthungi, and many of the soldiers who formerly lived here at the fort have been killed,’ the chief centenarius informs us from his horse. At once, I drop to my knees and pray for their souls. As I remember their faces, I wonder who of my former comrades were brutally slain. ‘Tribunus Angusticlavius Valerius sends orders to stay locked in and not to answer to any party of horsemen, unless they prove to be soldiers of the Roman Empire.’

			We happily give him our word.

			Happily, no more parties of horsemen come to our door.
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			I lose track of the years as they drift by. Inchmeal, I notice our group of soldiers diminishing. I hear whisperings, snatched from overheard conversations, that they have deserted the fort. I am in awe of their courage and wonder to where they escape. There is not much left to protect at this remote fort. Germanic tribes and local people leave us alone, as they do not now see us as a threat.

			[image: ]

			It has been ten years since they stationed me at this remote post and no higher authority, no tribuni angusticlavii, have come to check up on us during this time. At the age of twenty-six, the shavings from my whiskers are a mixture of black and grey and I can feel fine creases around my eyes. Clippings, too, that fall at my feet as Pedes Caius trims my hair, show a number of grey hairs.

OEBPS/Fonts/Pelana.otf


OEBPS/Fonts/TimesNewRomanPS-ItalicMT.ttf



OEBPS/Images/2.png






OEBPS/Fonts/MinionPro-Regular.otf


OEBPS/Fonts/TimesNewRomanPSMT.ttf


OEBPS/Fonts/AGaramondPro-Bold.otf


OEBPS/Fonts/AGaramondPro-Italic.otf


OEBPS/Fonts/TimesNewRomanPS-BoldMT.ttf


OEBPS/Fonts/TrajanPro3-Semibold.otf


OEBPS/Images/1.png
SOLDIER

A STORY OF A WOMAN'S NINE PAST LIVES





OEBPS/Fonts/AGaramondPro-Regular.otf


OEBPS/Images/5.png





