
Petronius slept late the next day.  It was something he had not had an opportunity to do in a very long time; late nights and early mornings were the rule on campaign, and in the Usurper’s dungeons it had hardly been possible to sleep at all.  Now he lay on the soft couch with his eyes closed, hovering between sleeping and waking.  Any moment now, Theophanes or Kassander would come in to wake him, and then he would have to eat his breakfast, dress, and see his clients – but until that happened, he would simply enjoy the long-awaited opportunity to catch a few more winks before the day began.


Then he opened his eyes and looked around at the colourless room with its alien furniture, and he remembered.  He was not in Rome; he was in the hotel in the city Hilaria called Constantine, and it had been two thousands of years since he’d been captive in the Usurper’s dungeons.


Oddly, there was something rather reassuring about that number.  It placed him a long way from anything familiar, certainly, but it also meant he had nothing to hurry for.  On the one hand, his chance at last to do something significant had been stolen from him... but on the other, what had been pressing problems a few days ago were now long over and done with, and he need not rush.  The only thing he had to do was find a sorcerer who could send him back, and Hilaria had already done that for him.  The praetor had probably taken care of it by now, and Petronius would be home for supper – provided, of course, that he could trust an Algerian magic-user.  He supposed it was a risk he would have to take... but if that was, indeed, to be today, he was sorry he would not have more time with Hilaria.


Hilaria.  Petronius sat up and stretched, smiling as he thought of her.  Once he had become used to her Latin, he was really quite impressed by it.  It was literary Latin, the intricate tongue of orators and poets rather than the lazy, vulgar version spoken by the plebes.  It made him wonder if she wrote poetry.  Petronius’ father had always warned him against courting educated women, pushing him instead towards spoiled patricians’ daughters who were beautiful, brainless, and boring.  Hilaria could not have been more unlike them.  She radiated intelligence and determination in a way that very nearly outshone the fabulous red of her hair.

Why in the world did she not like to be kissed?  Perhaps her countrymen simply did not know how to do it properly.


Or perhaps she was married.  She hadn’t mentioned a husband, which now that he thought of it seemed incredible.  Maybe her husband was away, serving in a war, or maybe he held an elected office in the country of Canada that he could not leave behind to accompany her.  Or she might be a widow, still mourning.  But if that were true, wouldn’t she have said so, rather than just telling him she did not like kissing?


Sadly, however, he was not going to have time to think about such things.  It was probably best if he did not dwell on it – doing so would only make his desire for her worse.  He got up and retrieved the white robe provided by the hotel, and in the effort to distract himself, began exploring the room.


It was identical to Hilaria’s in every particular – even the bathing room was in precisely the same place and arranged on the same layout, right down to the exact same white robe hanging on a hook.    Petronius ran cold water into the smaller washing basin, and smiled in approval when he noticed that the handles were marked with a blue F and a red C – frigidus and caldus?  The colours were another of this future’s excellent ideas.  Even an illiterate would know that the red letter was for hot water, and the blue for cold.


He splashed a bit of water on his face, then shut off the flow and looked at his reflection in the room’s astonishingly large mirror.  As Hilaria had noted yesterday, he needed a shave, and badly.  Beards had been fashionable in Rome the past few years, but Petronius preferred not to grow one.  He had never liked the feel of them.  Well, if he were to be sent back today, there would be slaves there who could shave him.  He dried his face on a white towel, then went to inspect the rest of the room.

The dresser, tables, and sleeping couch were odd-looking, but familiar enough... but with them went a great many objects that served no obvious purpose.  Some of them came with labels or sheets of writing which might have provided clues to their uses, but these were written in an odd chimera of the Latin and Greek alphabets, which Petronius could not decipher.


Then he found something very familiar indeed.  Beneath a countertop was a row of locked cabinets.  He found the keys hanging on a hook on the wall, and opened the painted wooden doors to find three or four perfectly made, though quite plain, glass bottles.  The labels, apparently of very fine papyrus, were written in a curling script he could not read at all, but each bore a drawing of a cluster of grapes.  Now, here was something he could identify beyond a doubt!


Petronius took out one of the wine bottles and studied it, trying to work out how it was opened.  He missed his collection of wines terribly.  The drink soldiers got on campaign was frankly disgusting, and those unfortunate enough to be stationed south of the Internum Mare frequently got nothing better than dreadful Egyptian beer – made from bread of all things!  A Roman amphora of wine could be opened easily by breaking the clay seal, but the mouth of this bottle was covered by some kind of skin that seemed fused to the glass.  Petronius picked at the edges of it with his fingernails, but could not remove it.  Perhaps he ought to ask Hilaria – she’d told him to come to her if he had any questions, and her room was only just through the wall...


He was in the middle of this thought when there came from somewhere behind him a sudden string of sounds, like a short, sharp note on a pipe played over and over.  It startled him so badly he nearly dropped the wine.  Once he’d caught it and put it safely on top of the cabinets, he turned around to see where the noise was coming from, but as suddenly as it had begun, it stopped.  Petronius looked around the room, but nothing had moved or changed.  He gave up and turned away.


Then there was the sound again, and this time he was fast enough to see what was making it; a boxy-looking device on a table next to the sleeping couch was flashing a small red light in time with the pulsing note.  Petronius set the bottle down and went to take a closer look.  What was that and why did it want his attention?


The string of sounds happened again.  And again.  It was growing quickly irritating – how did he stop it?  He touched the device cautiously, but nothing changed.  Part of it seemed to not be attached to the rest.  He lifted that, and the noise stopped.


Ah, good.  He set the object back in the groove that held it.


A moment later, it started making noise again.  He lifted and replaced it a second time, and waited, but now it remained silent.  Satisfied, Petronius turned his back on it and returned to the far more pressing problem of the wine bottle.


He had only just picked it up when there was a knock on the chamber door.  “Marcus!” Hilaria’s voice called.  “Uh... are you dressed?”


She must still be embarrassed about having burst in on him in the shower yesterday.  He would have to tell her not to worry about it – it was hardly the first time a woman had seen him bathing.  “I am,” he replied.


“Good,” she said.  “Let me in, please.”


He opened the door, and there she was, her bright hair a fiery halo in the morning sunlight.  She was dressed, as before, in a tight tunic and blue trousers that clung to her breasts and hips.  What would she look like in a proper palla, he wondered?  In his mind’s eye he could see the loose garment brushing her breasts as she walked, and was suddenly glad she wasn’t actually wearing one – if she had, he might not have been able to think of anything except taking her out of it.


“Good morning,” she said, with an edge of sarcasm on her voice.


“Good morning,” he replied warily – what was she angry about?  “I was just about to come looking for you.”


“I figured,” she said.  “Let me show you what you do next time the telephone rings.”


“The...” Marcus frowned.  The word was Greek – a rather awkward construction that might mean ‘a voice from afar’.  “I beg your pardon?” he asked.


Hilaria rolled her absurdly blue eyes.  “This.”  She pushed past him and picked up the noisy object – ‘ringing’ was not a word Petronius would have chosen to describe the very un-musical sound it made.  “Next time it rings, you have to pick it up like this and hold it here.”  She pressed it to the side of her face.  “And then you say ‘hello’.  Understand?”


Petronius did not.  “What will that accomplish?” he asked, raising one eyebrow.


“It lets us talk to each other without having to be in the same room.”  She put the object back and looked at him.  “Uh... not that I really think I want to know, but why are you holding a bottle of wine?”


How had he annoyed her?  The only thing that occurred to him was that it might be over the telephone... but surely she must have realized that he would not know what it was for.  He held out the bottle.  “That is why I was going to come look for you,” he said.  “I was hoping you might show me how to open it.”


“Not before breakfast,” she told him, taking it out of his hands as if she were his mother and had just caught him playing with something fragile.  “Now,” she added.  “I’ve got some bad news.  I spoke to the praetor this morning, and unfortunately, he says that unless you’re dying, he can’t make the sorcerers do anything for you until you have some kind of proof that you are who we say you are.”  She put the bottle back in its rack and shut the cabinet door.  “We’ve got the... uh... Praetorian Guard looking into that, but in the mean time,” she straightened up and sighed.  “I’m afraid we’re stuck with you.”


Ah, that explained it – she was angry with the praetor, then, not with Petronius.  “What kind of proof does he require?” he asked.  “I could speak with him myself, if that would help.”


“No,” Hilaria said.  “He... um... doesn’t speak Latin.  Or Greek.  At least, not the Greek you know,” she amended.  “Greek has changed somewhat in the last two thousand years.”


“You could translate,” he suggested.


She shook her head from side to side like a dog trying to dry itself – this seemed to be another habit of hers, like the bobbing motion she did when she understood something. “ No, I really don’t think that would be a good idea.  And there’s something else I need to tell you,” she added.


“I am listening,” said Petronius, resigned.


“My friends and I,” she said, “have been invited to look at a collection of Roman things that belongs to... er... an academy.  We’re expected tomorrow, and we’re going to bring you along, so today I want to go and get you some respectable clothing.  And I think I’ll take you to a barber, too.”

She was still using an annoyingly maternal tone, but Petronius could hardly refuse her offer, so he made himself say, “thank you.”  A barber – so that was the answer!  It made good sense, he supposed... it seemed far beneath a patrician to visit a barber’s shop, but in the absence of slaves, there were not many other options.  And the promise of new clothing also raised his spirits; he was growing weary already of wandering around in sleeves.  A proper tunic would be most welcome... almost as much so as a few more days in which to know this fascinating woman better.


“Glad you approve,” she said.  “What would you say to some breakfast?”


“I would say I’d appreciate that very much,” said Petronius.  He hung back from thanking her properly, remembering her statement that she did not like being kissed.  “If it isn’t too much to ask, I would like some honey with my bread, and a cup of wine.  Those are the luxuries I miss the most while on campaign.”


“Honey we can probably manage,” said Hilaria, “but not wine.”


“Why not?” he asked.  “It is right there in the cupboard.”


“Yes, but if you drink it, the praetor will have to pay for it,” she told him.  “Wine is expensive.”


That was a foolish reason; Hilaria, as the praetor’s guest, had every right to impose upon him for the things she wanted.  And even if hospitality had diminished in the past two millennia – as the gods knew a great many other things seemed to have – the praetor did not seem to be doing his job as host.  “As helpful as he is being, I should say a bottle of wine is the least he could do for you,” said Petronius.


For a moment, a flicker of a smile flashed across Hilaria’s small, pink lips, but it was gone so fast he couldn’t be sure.  “We don’t drink wine before breakfast,” she repeated.  “It isn’t good for you. You can have grape juice if you like, though.”


“When in Constantine, I suppose I must do as the Constantini do,” said Petronius, smiling at her in the hopes of seeing her smile back.  She did not.  “But I had hoped,” he added quickly, “that you might at least tell me what is written on the label?  Where were the grapes grown?”


“Um...”  She took the bottle back out and looked at the writing on it.  “It says this is a local wine,” she said, “made here in the Constantine district.”


“Then at some more appropriate time I would like to try it,” said Petronius.  “I have never tasted a Numidian wine.”


“It probably tastes the same as wine anywhere.”  Hilaria shrugged her shoulders and put the bottle back.


Petronius frowned.  “Give pardon,” he said, “but what did you say?”  He had been unconsciously assuming that Hilaria had come from a fairly wealthy family.  Her education and her interest in history spoke for that.  But surely, a patrician would know more about wine than that.


She looked sideways at him.  “I said it probably tastes like wine anywhere,” she repeated.


“Do you really think all wines are alike?” he asked.


She shrugged again.  “I’ve never liked wine very much.”


“You have clearly not been drinking the right wines, then,” said Petronius.  “They are like men – each has a personality very much its own.  You could not compare the mulsum of the plebes with a Caecubine or Surrentine vintage.”


“Is that a fact?” asked Hilaria, still studying him as if he’d said something very strange.


“It is very much a fact,” Petronius assured her.  “If I am ever in a position to show you, I will.”  Perhaps the wines of the future, or the wines of Canada, were simply not very good... just as the men were apparently not good at kissing.


“I’ll look forward to that,” said Hilaria, though she sounded as though she really did not care for the idea.  “In the mean time, let’s eat, and then we have to go shopping.”


Hilary was getting annoyed with Marcus.  This little game of ‘lost time-traveler’ was quickly losing its charms.  She tried to tell herself that it was not Marcus’ fault, that he was not doing it on purpose, any more than he was purposefully being so damned, distractingly attractive, but somehow it didn’t seem to help.  The sense of humour she’d vowed to keep was rapidly evaporating.


Maybe it was because she was already angry with Ibn Sayid on multiple fronts.  She’d finally retrieved her cell phone, and they’d gotten in touch with the Ministry of Antiquities last night – only to have Ibn Sayid refuse to listen to a word anybody said.  He’d made a lot of excuses about everything, promised that Jazira would call them, and disconnected in a hurry.  Hilary was beginning to think this whole business had not been very well planned, and the Ministry was just scrambling madly to cover its collective ass.


Before going to bed that night, Hilary had, on a whim, done a Google search for ‘Marcus Petronius Longinus’.  That brought up several references to a series of very silly-sounding novels about characters named ‘Marcus’ and ‘Petronius Longus’ (but no one person with all three names), and a Wikipedia stub about a man who’d held a consulship sometime after the death of Marius.  The article was not much help; it consisted mostly of an apologetic explanation that almost nothing was known about its subject.


But anyway... whether his assumed persona was a real person or a figment of his imagination, they were stuck with this man delusion and all, and unless Algeria’s detectives were considerably more competent than their elected officials, it was going to be a while.  At least if she took Marcus shopping, Hilary would have something to do with herself today.  There were few things she hated like sitting on her butt doing nothing.  So, having taught him the fine art of using the telephone, she ordered breakfast sent up.


She’d put a bit of thought into what he might want for breakfast.  Morning meals had tended to be very simple in the ancient world.  People two thousand years ago had no inkling of the modern idea that breakfast was the most important meal of the day; for them, it was just a few nibbles to take the edge off morning hunger.  When the food arrived, she sat and watched as Marcus slathered a bagel in honey and made selections from the fruit and cheese platter.


“How’s the food?” she asked him.


“Very good,” he said, meaning it.  “The bread is particularly fine, thank you.  Are you not going to eat?” he asked her.


“I ate already,” she replied.


She sat and watched him devouring bread and cheese with gusto and tried not to think about her own unhappy stomach, which refused to adjust to smoothies for breakfast... and realized that she was testing Marcus.  She’d told herself that she was humouring him; he’d probably be insulted if she implied that she didn’t believe him.  That was true, but she was also picking at the edges of his delusion, trying to see if she could catch him in an error or anachronism – that was why she’d tried to phone him before actually showing up in person – and so far she had not.  Every time he said something that didn’t make sense, his explanation of it did.  Today, she’d brought along a little notebook.  She was going to write down the strange things he said so that she could look them up later.


“What were those wines you mentioned?” she asked him, uncapping her pen.


“Hmm?”  He swallowed a mouthful of bagel.  “The best wines come from the Falernian area, though Caecubine ones are also quite good.  Many will tell you that the wines of Surrentum are better, but do not believe them.”


Hilary wrote Surrentine, Caecubine, Falernian in her notebook and tried to imagine Marcus drinking wine while reading comic books.  It still didn’t work somehow.  Picturing Marcus with wine was easy... at a candlelit table for two, with the top button of his shirt undone to show just a little of his... oh, hell.  Hilary shut her eyes tight and shook her head.  Anyway.  Wine, yes.  Comics, no.


She had an awful feeling that before long, Marcus wouldn’t be the only one who was crazy.


Despite the apparent bad omen of the snow the night they’d arrived, the weather had cleared right up.  Yesterday, though Hilary had missed most of it, had been beautiful.  Today was equally lovely; there was not a cloud in the blazing blue sky, and the sun was warm on her head and neck.  Hilary couldn’t help smiling as she stepped out into it – now, this was something more like Africa!


Today, she decided, she was not going to let the Western feel of Constantine depress her.  She’d done enough of that.  She needed to simply accept globalization as a fact and stop sulking – especially when she had a job to do.  Marcus needed something to wear, and the European and American shops that dotted the city were therefore a convenience, not a sign of the slow sterilization of world culture.  If MacDonald’s restaurants and car radios blaring Eminem went with that, then that was simply the way it was.


Besides, Marcus certainly seemed to consider the setting exotic enough.  He was trying to hide it, but out of the corner of her eye, she could see him stealing glances at the office towers as they entered a commercial district.  Like a tourist in Manhattan, she thought... except that the tourists in Manhattan knew what they were looking at, while Marcus clearly had no clue.  What did all this look like to him, she wondered.  What did the twenty-first century look like to a man from two thousand years ago?


“So what do you think?” she asked.


He looked embarrassed that she’d caught him staring.  It was a surreal experience, being around a man who was so worried about his manners.  Far too many of the men Hilary had ever known seemed to glory in rudeness.  “What do I think of what?” he wanted to know.


“This.”  She held out her arms, gesturing to encompass all of Constantine.  “The twenty-first century.”


“Well, I... am not sure,” he confessed.  “What is the purpose of all these towers?”


“Business, mostly,” Hilary said.  “People have offices and such things up there.”


“Ah, merchants,” said Marcus with distaste.  He looked around again.  “All of this belongs to merchants?”


“More or less,” Hilary agreed.


Whatever his opinion on the twenty-first century had been, Hilary could see that she’d just lowered it... which was, she had to admit, very Roman of him.  The upper classes in that era had not been fans of free-market economy; those who had to earn their own living were considered lower forms of life.  The lower life forms themselves, she thought, had doubtless known better.


She shook her head and tried to turn to more practical thoughts.  What was she going to buy for Marcus?  Something in her, prompted by his comments about the price of wine, wanted to fit him out in genuine Armani and send the bill to Ibn Sayid.  After all, if the Minister had listened to them and told the hospital to admit Marcus at once, she wouldn’t have to be doing this at all.  But while that might make for satisfying vengeance – not to mention extremely satisfying eye-candy – Ibn Sayid would probably have refused to pay.  Best to keep the tab down, then, and hope she could figure out some way to call it a traveling expense.


She glanced at Marcus.  In the best-case scenario, he’d be in the hospital and out of her hair tomorrow.  In the worst, they’d be stuck with him until the Ministry gave up and sent everybody home.  Somewhere in the middle lay Hassan giving in and letting them dig, with Marcus still around.  In that case, he was going to need something practical; the same sorts of shirts and jeans everybody else had brought along for hot sun and dusty ruins.  But the way he walked – ramrod-straight with his head held high – made it seem that asking him to wear t-shirts and khakis would almost be an insult.  His bearing almost demanded clothing with more dignity.


There was something odd about his posture.  His right arm swung feely in time with his steps, but he kept the left one bent at the elbow, held across his abdomen with his hand in a loose fist.  It was a bit awkward-looking, but at the same time oddly familiar.  Hilary needed a moment to figure out where she’d seen it before, and then her mouth dropped open.  The pose did not seem to be conscious on Marcus’ part, but there it was... a straight back and bent left arm would be needed to keep a toga from sliding off the wearer’s shoulder.  Marcus stood and walked as if he’d worn togas his entire life.


This was getting decidedly creepy.


She led him into a men’s wear store that didn’t look too expensive and called for a clerk.  “Pourriez-vous nous aider, si vous plait?” she asked cheerfully.  The clerk nodded, so she continued in French: “My friend here had his luggage stolen.  The police are looking for it, but in the mean time, he needs something to wear.”


“Oh, dear,” said the clerk.  “If anything is stolen in this city, you will never see it again, particularly if you are a foreigner.  Certainly I will help.  We have special rates for travelers!”  Hilary was almost certain this was a lie, but she said nothing as the young man looked at Marcus.  “I think he will take our size large, but he should try some things to be sure.  What were you looking for?”


Hilary glanced at her companion.  “Let’s see what looks good on him.”


Marcus waited patiently while she chose things.  Definitely no shorts, she decided, but plain t-shirts might not be that bad.  She selected a variety of polos and button-downs, and found a pair of jeans that looked a bit classier than most.  “Here.”  She put the pile of clothing into his arms.  “You go into those little rooms back there, and see if these fit you.”


He looked doubtfully at the clothes.  “Is there nothing else to choose from?” he asked.


“You won’t find a tunic and toga, if that’s what you mean,” Hilary said.  “People don’t wear those anymore.  Not even in Rome.”


Marcus frowned.  “Then what do men wear in Rome?”


“The same thing they wear everywhere else,” said Hilary.


He stiffened.  “You would have me believe,” he took the jeans off the top of the pile, “that men in Rome wear clothing like this?”


“Yes,” said Hilary shortly.  “Exactly like that.”


Marcus looked at her suspiciously.  “Have you ever been to Rome?”


 “Six times,” she said, her patience thinning.  “I promise you.  If you were to go walking around present-day Rome in a toga, they’d think you were crazy and lock you up.  Same thing for present-day Constantine.  If you want anybody to take you seriously, you’re going to have to dress like we do.”


He looked at the clothing in his hands and sighed.  “Very well,” he said reluctantly, “but I must set a limit at the trousers.  Those I will not wear.”


“Then what will you wear?” she asked.


“I have the long cloak you bought for me,” he said.  “That will suffice.”  He held out the jeans to get back to her.  “You may return these to the press.”


Hilary rubbed her forehead... knowing what the Romans had thought of trousers, how had she not seen this coming?  “No, it will not suffice,” she said.  “If you go around in a long coat with no trousers, people are going to think you’re a...” damn it, there was no Latin word for ‘flasher’, and if there were one for ‘pervert’, she didn’t remember it.  “It’s indecent,” she said.  “It is simply not acceptable for a man to go without trousers.”


“I am a Roman,” he repeated.  “I will not wear them.  Not only is it uncivilized, it is not healthy to so constrict the masculine parts.”


Hilary was usually able to simmer for a long time before actually losing her temper, but when he said that, she felt something suddenly snap.  It might have been her temper.  It might have been her frustrated libido.  It probably didn’t matter.


“Fine,” she said, and grabbed her purse.  “Then I’m leaving!  If you don’t want to dress properly, then you can find your own way home, do you understand?”


Marcus drew himself up to his full, impressive height and looked down at her coldly.  “The Romans crush those who threaten us, Hilaria.  We do not bow to them.”


His words together with his physical size sent a chill down her back, but she was not going to let him intimidate her.  “I’m not asking you to bow,” she said.  “I’m asking you to put some god-damned pants on, or I will leave you to look after yourself!”


“Then may Jupiter’s curse fall upon your head for deserting a guest!” said Marcus.


This was the first time she’d heard him raise his voice, and Hilary was a bit proud, really, that she’d managed to rile him.  “I don’t give a rat’s ass about Jupiter!” she informed him.  “You wear the trousers or I’m leaving!”


“Then leave!  I will not wear them!”  He flung the clothing on the floor.


Hilary wheeled around and made to stamp out, but stopped after one step and shut her eyes in mental pain.  No matter how angry she got, he still needed help.  He acted like that because of something that was not his fault.  She couldn’t just leave him... but she also couldn’t take him outside again without trousers.


She reached up and rubbed her temples.  “Okay,” she said, still facing away from him.  “So you won’t do it for the sake of decency, and you won’t do it if I say I’ll leave you behind if you don’t.  Will you do it because I asked you to?”


He didn’t answer.


Hilary turned around, and found him looking at her quietly.  His face was so expressive sometimes, and so inscrutable at others... what was he thinking now?

She bent down and picked up the jeans.  More flies with honey than vinegar, Edouard had said.  “If I say, please, wear these, will you do that?  Nobody in Rome will ever need to know you did it, and it would save me a lot of problems.  Please?  As we say where I come from: amabo te bellissime cum ceraso in apice?”


As soon as the words were out, she knew she shouldn’t have said that.  Something about the literal meaning of amabo te – I will love you – made a Latin rendition of ‘pretty please with a cherry on top’ sound disturbingly sexual... and it wasn’t just her that had noticed it.  Marcus’ formerly unreadable face was now full of shock.


“A... cherry?” he asked.


“Oh, Christ,” groaned Hilary.  “It’s nothing like... it’s a reference to a dessert, if you want to know.  I didn’t realize it was going to sound like... forget it.”  She shook her head, but it was too late – her face was on fire.  She forcibly shoved aside ideas for interesting things that might be done with maraschino cherries, whipped cream, and a man in a toga, and took a deep breath.  “Please, will you just wear the trousers?” she asked miserably.


Marcus looked at her gravely for a moment, then took the jeans from her and retrieved the rest of the fallen clothing.  “Yes,” he said.  “I will do that.”


“Thank you,” said Hilary.  “Thank you very much.  I’m glad.  Oh!” she said, remembering something.  “Before you go in there... let me show you the zipper.”  She took the jeans back – much better that she demonstrate this now, when he wasn’t wearing them.  “You take this tab and pull, and it closes like that.”


“I understand,” said Marcus.


He vanished into the changing room, and Hilary leaned on a wall and moaned.  What was she doing?  Why was she talking to him as if his time-traveler story were true?  Having started, she couldn’t very well stop... he’d probably be very upset if she told him now that she thought he was crazy.  But she couldn’t keep this up, either; she had a horrible feeling that if she did, she was going to start believing it.

The police had better find Marcus’ luggage and get him admitted to the hospital soon.  If this went on too much longer, she was absolutely going to end up in the loony bin right next door.  His delusion was driving her mad.


The door of the changing room swung open again.  Hilary looked up and was at first horrified to see that Marcus had no shirt on, then relieved to notice that he had gotten into the jeans.  “Hilaria,” he said, “I am sorry, but could you help me?”  He held out one of the polo shirts.  “How is one to put this on?” he asked.  “It does not open.”


“You pull it over your head,” said Hilary.  “Like a tunic.”


He looked at it dubiously.  “Surely it is too tight.  Even if I could get it on, I doubt I would ever get it off again.”


“No, the fabric stretches.”  She sighed.  “Here, let me just show you.  Put your arms through first.”  She got the shirt over his head and pulled it down over his torso.  His chest was warm and firm, with just the right amount of curling dark hair.  Hilary found she could barely breathe as her fingers brushed it.  She kept her head down and mentally recited verb conjugations as she helped him turn the collar right side out.  “There we go,” she said.  “What do you think?”


He didn’t answer.  Instead, he ran a finger down her cheek and under her chin, and then gently lifted her head so that she would have to look up at him.  He was going to kiss her...


No, she couldn’t let that happen again!  She stepped away and pointed at the mirror.  “What do you think?” she repeated.


He turned to see, and she saw his reflection frown.  “I look ridiculous,” he declared.


“No, you don’t,” said Hilary, and he didn’t.  She’d been wrong, she decided, about casual clothing being an insult to his dignity.  He made it dignified by wearing it.  He probably would have looked good in anything... but not as good, a treacherous little voice in the back of her head noted, as he had in nothing.


“You are laughing at me,” said Marcus sullenly.


“No, I’m not,” she said.  “How does it fit?  It’s not too tight, is it?”


That turned out to be a poor choice of words.  To her, the clothing looked like it fit fine, but Marcus grimaced and moved his shoulders uncomfortably.  “Of course it is too tight,” he said.  “I have been wondering since I arrived here what would possess people to wear clothing that fits like a second skin, and there still seems to be nothing to recommend it.”


“Well, you can’t step on it and trip,” said Hilary, thinking of the senators, wound up in their yards of white fabric, in Cesare Maccari’s painting of Cicero denouncing Catiline.  “And it doesn’t drag in the dirt, either.”


“Neither does a properly-draped toga,” said Marcus.


“You look good,” Hilary assured him.  She handed him the next shirt from the pile.  “Here, try this one.”


When they left the store, he was dressed in jeans, a dark purple t-shirt, and a white button-down that was supposed to look like Calvin Klein but wasn’t.  She was especially pleased with the purple – it was quite close to the colour the Romans had called ‘garnet’, reserved for the senatorial classes, and it looked fabulous on him.  Back on the street, she dragged him over to a sunglasses vendor and picked him out a pair with a purple tint that matched.  They suited him perfectly.


After that, their next stop was the barber.  When she’d left the hotel that morning, Hilary had intended to get Marcus a ‘proper’ haircut – if Milo complained later, she’d lie and say that the hospital did it.  But now that he was normally dressed, his long curls and week’s growth of beard gave him a sort of scruffy mystique, as if he were a slumming movie star.  The stubble had to go, but she told the barber to just ‘neaten his hair up a little’, rather than actually cutting it short.


“Satisfied, Hilaria?” he asked, as she paid the barber.  It was hard to tell whether this question was sarcastic or not... his face was once again unreadable.


“Yes, much better,” she nodded.  She’d been wrong – he wasn’t just attractive under the dirt, he was gorgeous.  She got a sudden mental picture of him in a toga and sandals, climbing the steps of the Roman Curia.  She’d never thought of a toga as a particularly sexy item of clothing, but on him...


And then her good mood abruptly crashed and burned.


Marcus saw her expression change.  “Hilaria?” he asked.  “Is something wrong?”


“Nothing,” she said shortly.  “Let’s go back to the hotel and see if they’ve had any luck with the praetor.”


“Very well,” he said, but he was confused.  She did not try to explain – he wouldn’t have understood.  Just when she’d thought she was finally getting over it, here it was happening again.


‘It’ was something that had haunted her since high school, but it was only since breaking up with Brad that she’d actually managed to articulate the problem, the exact reason why all her relationships eventually went bad.  It was because Hilary didn’t fall in love with men.  She fell in love with fantasies.


With her first boyfriend, back in school, it had been his grandiose plan to take a year and hike the crusader route across Europe before going to college.  When he realized he was never going to be able to afford it, he and Hilary had broken up.  With Brad, it had been his dreams of NHL stardom.  When it finally became clear that no such thing was going to happen, the relationship fell through.  The fact that he’d been seeing another woman was, as she’d realized one day while drowning her sorrows in ice cream, simply the... er...  cherry on that particular sundae.


Knowing you had a problem was supposed to be the first step in solving it, and Hilary had really thought she was doing better.  She hadn’t had a real crush since leaving Brad; every time she started to develop one, she’d remind herself that what she was infatuated with was an idea, not a person, and nipped the problem in the bud.  She’d seemed to be making progress, but now here she was, falling madly in lust with Marcus’ delusion of ancient Rome.  It made Hilary want a wall to bang her head against.


Oh, well, she thought resignedly.  At least now that she’d put her finger on it, it would go away, just like it had before.

