
Evidently, Algerians had better taste in cinema than Canadians did – Caesar did not appear to be a popular movie in Constantine.  There were only three other people in the theatre, which was not a problem; Hilary and Marcus got to pick where they sat, and other patrons might not have appreciated Hilary translating all the dialogue for her companion’s benefit.  It was an interesting experience, trying to make the dialogue work in Latin; for lines that, technically, were supposed to be Latin, many of them were remarkably difficult.


She’d wondered how Marcus would react to the film.  Ancient drama had been highly stylized, very different from modern plays and films in which everything was made to seem as natural as possible.  And sure enough, only a few minutes into the movie he started asking her questions.  One of the first was why the actors wore no masks – he seemed to find it very strange that people could believe a man was supposed to be Julius Caesar when he was obviously somebody else.


“The actor is much too tall,” Marcus pointed out.  “And the Julii Caesares don’t have such a long nose.”


“If he wore a mask, we wouldn’t be able to see his face,” Hilary pointed out.  “People go to see movies as much for the actors as for the stories.”


“Really?”  Marcus asked.  “Actors are like gladiators, then?  Fans attend to see their favourites?”


“Yes, exactly,” said Hilary.  “And with actors, you don’t have to worry about them dying at the end of the movie.”  That had been the fate of many a popular gladiator.


“I see,” said Marcus.  “So then, the tall man is Caesar, the fellow with the very square chin you said was a Marcus Antonius... who is the Nubian woman?”


“Queen Cleopatra,” said Hilary, trying not to cringe.  The woman on the screen was dressed like an Egyptologist’s wet dream, in a complicated headdress and a costume that showed a great deal of coffee-coloured skin.  But what had really made Hilary hate this movie was that its Cleopatra was also an absolutely dreadful actress.  Every word was so loaded with melodrama that it almost made her makeup look subtle.


“What?” Marcus stared.  “A Cleopatra of Egypt?”


“I’m afraid so,” sighed Hilary.


“Surely not!” said Marcus.  “The Ptolemies and Cleopatras are of Macedonian descent!”


“Sssh!” Hilary hushed him.  The three other moviegoers were starting to glare at them.  “Whisper, please!  There are people who think Cleopatra the Seventh might have been the daughter of a black concubine,” she explained.  She’d always found that idea a little silly, herself.  There were coins with profiles of Cleopatra on them, and they all portrayed her with Caucasian features.


“That is ridiculous,” said Marcus.  “The Ptolemies call themselves the golden-haired kings.  It sets them apart from the people they rule, and they do not stoop even to sleep with Egyptians, much less Nubians!  No child of such colouring would ever find itself in line for the throne.”


“Really?”  Hilary looked at the screen, where Cleopatra was running a hand down Caesar’s arm during a scene that really should have been a political conference.  “Golden-haired kings... so you’re telling me that Cleopatra would have been blonde?”


“Well, I obviously can’t say for certain,” said Marcus.  “But I imagine so.  The family was gold-haired and blue eyed.”


Hilary laughed out loud.  “That is wonderful,” she said.


“She would never have worn that absurd costume, either,” said Marcus, disgusted.  “A queen who can afford to wear purple wool would never appear in public dressed in bleached linen.”


“No, I guess she wouldn’t.”  Hilary grinned – when it came to Cleopatra, she had personally never been able to shake the mental image of Elizabeth Taylor in far too much eyeliner, but as usual, everything Marcus had said made perfect sense.  The Cleopatras were Macedonians – Greeks – and did consider themselves racially superior to the native Egyptians.  Caesar’s mistress would have been a blue-eyed blonde who dressed in a purple chiton, not the dark seductress who invariably appeared in books and films.  That was an image taken from carvings and paintings many centuries older than the Macedonian dynasty.


The movie continued, and sometime around the birth of Caesar and Cleopatra’s son, Marcus stopped asking questions.  For the remaining hour of the film, as it chronicled – badly – Caesar’s ambitions and fall, he sat silent, watching the images and listening to Hilary translate.  He was still quiet as they left the theatre.  It was getting late in the afternoon by this time.  Shadows were lengthening, and the sunlight had taken on an amber tint.


“So what did you think?” asked Hilary.


Marcus zipped up his jacket – there was a chilly breeze blowing – and thought a moment before he answered.  “Is that history?” he asked.  “Those things actually happened?”


“Sort of,” said Hilary.  The two of them didn’t really have anywhere to go, but for some reason they kept walking, heading north to keep the low sun out of their eyes.  Hilary looped her arm through his, letting his big, warm body shelter her from some of the cool wind.  “Not exactly as they were portrayed there, but basically, yeah.”  Marcus made a small sound of acknowledgement, but his expression was distant.  “What are you thinking about?” Hilary asked.


“Many things,” he said.


“Like what?”  She felt a little more ready to talk about time travel now, so if he wanted to start... maybe she could believe it.  Or at least, let herself pretend and see what happened.  That might work better... if she just pretended, then she could stop as soon as this started getting scary.


But he paused, distracted by something.  “Now, that’s interesting,” he murmured, looking out towards the southwest.


“Huh?  What is?”  Hilary followed his gaze, but couldn’t see anything strange.


“The moon.”  He pointed to it, hanging over the downtown towers.  “It was just coming into its last quarter when I left – now, it is in its first.  This time and mine both see the same face of the moon.  I suppose,” he added, “the moon is one thing that will remain unchanged – however many millennia would pass.”  He sounded as if he found that quite comforting.


Hilary couldn’t resist bursting his bubble.  “Not quite,” she said.  “I read somewhere once that it gets a little further away every year... something like half an inch.”  She did some mental multiplication; that would be less than a hundred feet in the last two thousand years.  Not nearly enough to make it look bigger or smaller from Earth.  “And there’ve been people on it since you left.”


“What?  On the moon?” asked Marcus.


“Uh-huh.”  She nodded.  “That was before I was born, but I’ve read about it.”  What a strange idea that must seem to Marcus!  The Romans had thought that the heavenly bodies were made of some kind of glowy stuff called quintessence and mounted on crystal spheres that rotated around the earth.  Not a cosmology friendly to space travel.


“Really,” said Marcus, looking up with renewed appreciation.  “What’s it like?”


“Pretty dull,” Hilary admitted.  “It’s all gray rocks, and there’s no water or air – they had to take those with them.  And things don’t weigh as much, so you can jump really high.  A day lasts two weeks... or something like that.  I don’t know very much about it,” she confessed.  The information had come from one of the National Geographic articles she could remember reading as a child.


“Why would anyone go there, then?”


“To prove that they could,” said Hilary.


“Ah,” said Marcus.  “The same reason the son of Caesar went to Britain, and Alexander the Great conquered the East.”


“Exactly,” said Hilary.  She looked around.  “Where do you want to go now?  I guess we could head back to the hotel...” but she didn’t want to do that.  What she wanted was to walk in the city with Marcus and just talk... about time travel, or about anything or nothing else.  Just to spend time with him, without necessarily having to do anything with it.  How long had it been since she did that with anyone?  “Or we could just go for a... hey!”


“What?” he asked.


She pointed.  “Would you look at that?”  Only a few feet away was a sign directing them to the Perregaux footbridge.  “I’ve been here two weeks and I haven’t seen the bridges yet.  Why don’t we go take a look?”


“I don’t know,” he said.  “Why not?”


Hilary laughed.  “I can’t think of a reason, either.”  She tugged on his arm.  “This way.”


Although she was terrified of dogs and didn’t like making speeches, heights had never bothered Hilary.  She stepped out onto the suspended footbridge without the slightest hesitation.  It was Marcus who hug back, eyeing the thin cables and the five-hundred-foot drop with considerable trepedation.


“Is this quite safe?” he asked.  “What’s supporting the centre?”


“It’s fine,” Hilary assured him.  “These cables are steel, not rope.  It’ll hold.  Look at all these people already crossing it.”


Marcus looked.  She saw his adam’s apple bob as he swallowed.


“Don’t tell me Romans are afraid of heights,” she teased.


“Heights don’t bother me when I’m at the bottom of them,” he replied stiffly.  “I’m coming.”  He stepped gingerly out to join her, and she leaned on the railing and gazed west down the ravine.  There it was, exactly as it had looked in the Google photographs; cliffs and jungles all around, with the Mediterranean-style city looking like icing about to slide off the edges of a cake.  The sun was turning red and the sky golden – a perfect postcard moment.  Hilary took a deep breath of cool evening air and tried to savour the moment – in a minute, something would happen to remind her that there was nothing truly exotic left, but for now...


“Metellus had great plans to besiege this city,” said Marcus, keeping his head stiffly up as he came to stand beside her.  “He meant to have archers all around the cliffs, with infantry and siege engines on the approach to the plateau.  I was looking forward to seeing it.  I suppose that even if I do go back, I might have missed it by now.”


“You think so?” asked Hilary.  A nervous little butterfly fluttered inside her as she added, “I mean... it is time travel.  Maybe you’ll go back to the same day you left and not miss anything at all.”


“I hope not,” he said.  “If that should be the case, I’m as likely as not to be killed.”


Hilary breathed out.  They’d managed to say something about it and neither had gotten upset... maybe she could believe this.  But she still didn’t want to think about it too hard right yet.  She stepped back to lean her head against his arm and said, “I always felt a bit sorry for Metellus.  He was sent home before he could finish his job.”


“Marius is like that,” said Marcus, putting an arm around her shoulders.  The weight of it was warm and soothing.  “He can be a brilliant general, but he does his share of scheming, too.  It’s easier to steal someone else’s glory than earn your own.”


“Is that why you hate him?” asked Hilary.


Oddly, this seemed to surprise Marcus – she felt him stiffen.  “I don’t hate him,” he said.  “He has never given me any reason to love him, but I certainly don’t hate him.  He is simply a creature of politics – I’ve seen enough of such people to be used to them.  What gave you the idea that I hated him?”


“Well, it was just the stories you were telling me the night we met,” said Hilary.  “You kept dropping all these snide little remarks about him.  I thought you really didn’t like him.”


“Oh, that.”  He looked away, and to Hilary’s surprise, she actually saw him blush.  “It’s not that I hate him.  It’s only... you seemed far more interested in him than in me, and I was... a bit annoyed by that.”


Hilary laughed softly.  “Jealous?”


“Perhaps,” he admitted.


“Silly,” she smiled.  “What have you got to be jealous about when he’s two thousand years away, and you’re so close?”


“I don’t know,” he replied.  “I’m not sure I ever did.”


She took his hand and squeezed his fingers – he really did have gorgeous hands.  She’d been watching them during their evening conversations, as he gestured, pointed, and rubbed his nose or chin, and it had gotten hard to concentrate on what he was saying when she kept thinking about how much she wanted those hands touching her.  Marcus returned her smile and kissed her knuckles.  It was a warm, firm, impeccably polite kiss, but she knew better now than to think there wasn’t any passion behind it.  There was a lot that went on inside of Marcus – he simply contained it better than most.  Hilary wanted to see him let it out.  She leaned in, intending to kiss him...


“Ma’am!” a voice said in heavily accented English.  “Sir!”


Hilary and Marcus turned their heads to see a beaming grin wedged somewhere between an enormous turban and a bushy black beard.


“Yes?” Hilary asked cautiously.


“You visitors, yes?” the man asked.  “I have things to show you!  Relics of ancient kingdoms, come and see!”


“We’re not interested,” said Hilary.  She turned and glanced down the valley again, but the spell had been broken.  They were back in the present.  It was time to go.


“I have jewelry, belong to queens,” said the man.  “Suit you fine, beautiful turquoise suit your skin!  Come see.”


“No, thank you.”  Hilary grabbed Marcus’ arm.  “Marce, veni mecum,” she said to him.  “Let’s go.”


“Sir!” the man tried Marcus.  “I have tie pin, cufflinks, you like...”


“He’s not interested, either,” snarled Hilary, and dragged Marcus off the bridge back onto the plateau.  They kept their backs turned as they rounded a corner at a very fast walk, leaving the vendor behind.


“Asshole!” Hilary muttered.


“A seller of keepsakes?” asked Marcus.


“How could you tell?” she asked sarcastically, and then remembered who she was talking to – how could he tell?  Ancient Rome didn’t seem like a place where one would find souvenir stands.  When she thought about it a little more, however, she recalled that people from all over Europe had come there on various sorts of business.  Why wouldn’t they want gifts to take home to their families in far-flung Gaul or Greece?


Marcus smiled.  “Another thing that has not changed.”  They stepped out of a side street and onto a wider thoroughfare.  The sun was well and truly setting by now, and the city was closing up for the night.  Shops were shutting their doors while cars went to and fro.  Marcus stopped on the sidewalk and watched the activity for a moment.  “You once asked me what I saw in this city,” he said.

“Yes?” asked Hilary.


“I see the triumph of decadence,” Marcus told her.  “I see people with so much money that they must buy things simply for the sake of buying them – not to have, only to buy.  I see people who cannot conceive of having less than everything, and would not understand what a simple life was.”


“Yes,” said Hilary.  “Exactly – you are exactly right.”  That was, she supposed, a side effect of the sterility of the modern world.  People tried to atone for it by filling their lives with stuff... but stuff was no substitute for humanity.  Hilary herself knew that all too well... her computer, her cell phone, all these things that were supposed to help her keep in touch with people, but in the end only made her feel even more cut off.  If she and her mother had never understood each other face to face, how were they supposed to do so with voices echoing over thousands of miles on a phone line?

She sighed heavily.  “Do something for me, would you?”


“Do what?” asked Marcus.


“When you go back to Rome,” Hilary said wistfully, “take me with you.  I hate this place.  I feel like all my life I’ve wanted to get out of here, but everywhere else I go is here, too!”  The words caught in her throat, and she felt a hot prickle in the corners of her eyes.  “I want to see Rome when it was Rome.  I want to...”


She stopped as Marcus put a hand on her shoulder.  Hilary didn’t want to look at him – she knew that if she did, she would burst into tears... but it didn’t matter, because he didn’t wait for her to look.  He simply pulled her close and held her tightly, and this time, she didn’t even try to resist.  She’d wanted this so badly, but she’d kept telling himself that his embrace wouldn’t solve all her problems...


And it didn’t.  But with his arms around her and his scent, all warmth and spices and masculinity, in her nose, for a few blissful seconds everything else was far, far away.  She took a deep, shuddering breath, and managed to suppress the urge to cry, holding herself perfectly still in one long, quiet moment.


“Thank you,” she murmured as she straightened up.


“For what?” he asked.


She shook her head.  “Nothing.”


“You’re welcome.”  He took her hand again, and she looked up at him.  His fingers were so warm on her skin, it seemed almost as if they could burn her – but not as badly as the fire behind his eyes.


This time, all the annoying souvenir salesmen in the world couldn’t have stopped her.  She stood on her tiptoes, and kissed him.


It had been a peculiar afternoon.  Petronius really wasn’t sure if he’d accomplished anything today, or not... it seemed as if he both had and hadn’t.  He’d found proof that he was going back – there had to be sorcerers in this future, and yet there was no evidence of them.  The ring was also proof that he was who he said he was, and yet Hilaria had told him to his face that she still thought he was mad.  And he felt both infinitely closer to her and infuriatingly further away.  They’d been speaking as if both were terrified of breaking something with their voices.  If he could not figure out how he was going to return to his own time, could he not at least know where he stood in relation to this beautiful, frustrating woman?


There was only one way to find out.


As she gazed up at him after their short embrace, it occurred to him for a moment that they were in the middle of a public street... only whores and their customers kissed on the street in Rome.  It was hardly appropriate... but then, when in Algeria, one ought to do as the Algerians did.  He hadn’t noticed anyone kissing on the street here, but he’d hardly looked for such; for all he knew, it was something they did all the time.  And it seemed at least that it was perfectly acceptable in Canada, because she did not hesitate in the least as she stood up to meet his lips with hers.


And then at last – at last! – he was kissing Hilaria Quinta.

Petronius feared that at any moment she might suddenly change her mind again, but she did not – instead, she parted her lips and finally, finally let him in.  His body flooded with warmth as though he were drinking in her colours, filling himself with the tropical blue of her eyes, the fiery copper and gold of her hair, the silken white of her skin.  The thunder of her crackled on his lips and fingers and stirred a little flame deep inside him.  He’d never wanted Flavia like this... he’d never wanted any woman like this.  And he couldn’t imagine ever wanting any other woman again.  


Their lips parted only slowly.  Petronius raised his hands and caressed her cheeks.  “Now, was that so terrible?” he whispered.


She giggled.  “I’ve had worse.”


“Do you know what I think?” he asked.


“What?”


“We have been to the theatre,” he said.  “We have kissed.  I think then it is time we tried the wine.”


“Oh.”  Hilaria’s face fell.  “I don’t know...”


“A couple of cups, properly watered, will not make a drunkard of you in a single night,” he said reasonably.  “Let’s go back to the hotel.  You may contact your friends and tell them we’re back, and we may try the wine there.  And if you do not like it,” he added magnanimously, “I will never mention it again.  How does that sound?”


“Tell you what,” she said.  “You can drink wine, and we’ll talk, all right?”


Petronius had to stifle a grimace.  He didn’t want to talk – he wanted to find a room with a shade they could draw and a door they could lock.  Beyond that, it need contain nothing but a bottle of wine, two glasses, himself, and Hilaria... but it was clear enough by now that he could not rush her.  They would make love when she wanted it, and not a moment earlier.  “Very well,” he said.


“Great!” she said.  “My room or yours?”


“Which would you prefer?” he asked.


“How about mine?”


“Certainly,” said Petronius.  “But can we walk?  I am tired of cars.”


Hilaria looked doubtful.  “It’ll be a long walk.”


“Long walks are good for the mind and the body,” he replied.  And might help him damp down the fire she’d kindled.


She shrugged.  “All right.”


“May I?” he asked, taking her hand.


“Of course.”  She gave him one of her tiny, charming smiles.  “It’ll be this way.”


The sun was setting by the time they got back.  The sky was dark blue in the east and bright orange in the west, the clouds all edged in a ludicrous hot pink.  Hilary and Marcus had walked the whole way more or less in silence, hand in hand.  It was both comforting and uneasy... Marcus’ presence was warm and reassuring, but there was still unclosed space between them.  They went up to her room, and she turned on the television and found something reasonably inoffensive for background noise – an I Love Lucy marathon, dubbed in French – and opened a bottle of wine for Marcus.


“My goodness,” he said, as she poured some.  “What are you worried about wine for?  It’s already diluted down to almost nothing... it pours like water.”  He picked up the glass and tilted it, watching the contents slosh.  “Are you sure you won’t have some?”


“I’m sure,” said Hilary, trying not to be too obvious about studying the way his fingers caressed the glass.  She sat down at the table opposite to him, having put on a cup of tea for herself.  “Now, let’s talk.”  It was time to broach the subject of his origins.  What was she going to do when she could no longer convince herself that he wasn’t a time-traveler?


He looked vaguely disgusted.  “What about?  Shall I tell you about oratorical technique, perhaps?  Or where they keep the lions before the matches – I was allowed to watch them putting one away when I was a child.”


So he knew she was stalling, and he did not like it.  Hilary could hardly blame him... but she still wanted to approach the topic from an angle.  “Tell me about yourself,” she said.  “I... well, now that I think about it, I feel like I know nothing about you.”


“You haven’t asked anything about me,” he pointed out.  “You have been too busy asking about everyone and everything else.”


Hilary shrugged, embarrassed.  She hadn’t asked Marcus about himself because she’d assumed there was nothing to hear.  Nothing relevant, anyway; things he told her about Rome, as Edouard had pointed out, had a good chance of being true.  Things about himself – definitely not.  “Well, now I’m asking,” she said.  “Tell me.”


Marcus sipped the wine, and raised his eyebrows briefly in a way that suggested it was better than he’d thought it would be.  “There’s little enough to tell, actually,” he said.  “I haven’t had an interesting life.  I haven’t done anything that will be remembered by history – and it seems I never will, or you would have heard of me.”


“Well, a man with your name will eventually be Consul, sometime after Marius dies,” said Hilary, remembering her Google results.  “Who were your parents?  You said your father’s name was... Publius, right?”  The name Publius Petronius Longinus didn’t ring any bells, but if she followed the family back far enough, perhaps she’d find somebody she’d heard of.


“Yes,” said Marcus.  “And my mother was Claudia Florentia.  I was the second son and the last, though my sister came after me.  She decided as a child that she wanted to be a Vestal Virgin, and Father eventually chose to allow it.”


“Good for her,” said Hilary.  Vestal Virgin was the highest position of honour a woman could achieve in Republican Rome.  The six priestesses who tended the fire in the temple of Vesta were accorded the same rights as senators, though they did not have the same authority.  “Yours must be an important family.”


She would have expected any Roman patrician, hearing that, to start spinning tales of his ancestors’ heroism... but Marcus just shrugged.  “We have diminished.  My father dreamed in his youth of winning new glory for the family name, but he took ill and died before he would have had the opportunity.  So the task fell to my brother Sextus,” Marcus went on.  “He was the intelligent one, the orator.  Everyone expected great things of him, whereas I was... well, I was the brat.”

A lot of the men Hilary had known would have been proud of this, but Marcus didn’t sound that way.  “You were?”  She had a hard time imagining him misbehaving.

“I told you, I think,” he said, “how I very nearly brought us all to disgrace racing in the Circus Maximus.”


“You didn’t sound ashamed of it at the time,” said Hilary.


“Well, I should have,” said Marcus.  And went on: he had never believed he had to behave himself, because as far as he knew, there would be nothing great expected of him as the second son.  Sextus was the one who would have to carry that burden.  But then Sextus had died, too.


“Fighting in Gaul.”  Marcus laughed bitterly.  “That’s what we told everyone, but Sextus never made it into a battle.  He fell from his horse and broke his neck while crossing the Alps.  My mother was too ashamed to speak to anyone for weeks.”  He looked at his wine rather than at Hilary.


“I’m sorry,” she said.


“I was, too,” Marcus sighed.  “I was... Immortal Gods, but I was a bastard about the whole thing.  All that was required of me was that I join the army, marry a woman my father would have approved of, and learn to behave myself.  The way I went about it, you might have thought I was going to my own death.  I know better now,” he assured her.  “I have learned to control myself.”


But Hilary remembered the smile on his face when he won the racing game, and thought she liked him better when he didn’t.  “What was your wife’s name?” she asked.

He winced as if the question hurt him.  “Flavia Candidia,” he said dully.  The effort of keeping his emotions constrained was obvious.  “She died in childbirth, along with our daughter.  We were... never close.”

“I’m sorry,” Hilary repeated.


Marcus didn’t look at her.  He sipped his wine and stared off into the distance, and she swallowed, feeling guilty.  He hadn’t wanted to talk about this – Hilary had pressed him into it, and now she’d made him unhappy.


“It wasn’t your fault,” she offered.


“Wasn’t it?” he asked sharply, but then backed down.  “No, it wasn’t.  Enough people have told me so, but how am I to know.  Perhaps if I had been a better husband to her...”


“No, it wasn’t your fault,” Hilary repeated.  “Childbirth was dangerous back then.  A lot of women died that way.  Nothing you did could have made any difference, I promise you.”  She reached out and took his hand.

He squeezed it.  “I know,” he said.  “I made myself a promise that if I ever remarried, it would be to a woman I loved.  Mother wanted me to find another wife immediately, but I couldn’t bear it.  I returned to the army, and went to Numidia with Metellus and Marius.”


“When was that?” asked Hilary.


“Three years ago, as I see it,” he said.  “Two thousands, I suppose, as you might.”


Hilary couldn’t imagine.  Three years, stewing in his own juices, feeling that he had betrayed his family through misbehavior and killed his wife through lack of love.  No wonder he always seemed so... so bottled-up.


“Now you,” he said.  “What of your family?”


Hilary flinched.  “We’re talking about you, not me.”


“But I’m finished now,” said Marcus.  “Come, your family must be more interesting than mine.”  The implication was clear – he hadn’t wanted to tell her his, but he had done so because she’d asked.  Now it was her turn.”


“Oh, yes,” said Hilary.  “They’re interesting, all right.  In the Old Chinese Curse sense.”  He wouldn’t know what that was, of course.  “May you live in interesting times.”


“Go on,” said Marcus.


“I... I’d really rather not talk about it,” she said lamely.  Hilary preferred not to discuss her parents at all if possible, really.  She’d rarely even talked to Brad or Betty about them.  She didn’t want to hear about what a Poor Thing she was – or about what horrible people her parents were.  They hadn’t been horrible people... there were just some things they hadn’t been very good at.

And what could Marcus possibly know about her family, anyway?  What would business bankruptcy, trophy wives, liver disease and her problems with education and men possibly mean to somebody who thought he came from pre-Imperial Rome?


But for some reason, she took a deep breath and started talking.  “My parents’ names were John Quincy and Nicola Rue Goldwright.  My dad was... um... a merchant.”  That was probably the closest you could get in classical Latin to ‘CEO’.  “He owned... um... a lot of shops that sold all kinds of things.  We call them ‘department stores’.  There used to be Quincy’s Department Stores all over Canada.”


She’d forgotten her tea – it was cold now.  She picked it up and sipped it anyway before she continued.  “Dad inherited the department store chain from his grandfather.  It had been in the family nearly eighty years at the time.  Mom was fifteen years younger than him” – that, at least, wouldn’t sound strange to Marcus; such matches had been commonplace in ancient Rome – “and she was an actress.  The year they got married, a magazine voted her the third most beautiful woman in the world.  I have red hair, like hers,” Hilary added, twisting a lock of it around her finger.


“I’m guessing it was not a happy match,” said Marcus.


“That obvious, is it?” asked Hilary.


“Rich men marry beautiful women because they are beautiful, and beautiful women marry rich men because they are rich,” he said.  “The senate is full of such matches, between people who know nothing about each other.”


“That’s my parents, yeah,” said Hilary.  “Mom’s friends used to say that she and Dad had nothing in common except that they spent too much money.”


Hilary had never actually sat down and told this story to anyone.  She’d never met anyone who didn’t already have some idea of the gist of it from half-remembered gossip magazines and newspaper articles.  Canada tended to be short on terrorist plots and brutal murders, so the collapse of a department store empire was front-page news: between a lavish lifestyle and a complete lack of management skills, John Quincy and his spoiled trophy wife had run their poor company into the ground.


“He used to take me into Quincy’s stores when I was little,” said Hilary, “and he’d tell me that he owned all of this, and then to prove it, he’d let me pick anything I wanted off the shelves.  And he’d tell me that someday, I would own it all by myself.


“I should have known something was wrong when I went away to college.”  She sighed.  “My parents suddenly wanted me to do something I could make a good living at.  They wanted me to go into law or medicine.  So I did medicine – the first year was fine but the second we got started doing all this anatomy...” she shuddered at the memory.  “I couldn’t handle all the blood and guts.  It was just too much for my stomach.”


“Surgery is not a profession for the weak-hearted,” Marcus agreed.


“I’d been taking Latin,” said Hilary, “because it was required for medicine students.  Betty was in that class with me – she was taking ‘ancient and medieval history’.”  Hilary frowned – how to explain this?  “It just seemed so much more interesting than the medicine stuff.  It was someplace different.  Mom and Dad had traveled all over when I was little, but everywhere we went looked the same.  My parents really weren’t interested in stuff like local cultures.  We’d go to London, or Sydney, or Porta Vallarta, and there’d be some stuff that was prettied up for the tourists, but we’d stay in the same hotels and eat the same food everywhere.  I only sort of vaguely knew that the world hadn’t always looked like this.  I’d read about it in things like National Geographic magazine, but I’d never really seen it.


“So I switched to history, and my parents and I had this huge fight about it.  I didn’t understand why they were so disappointed in me.”  She could remember being nineteen, feeling like she’d finally found her place in the world... and not being able to comprehend why her doting parents weren’t happy for her.  “They said I’d never make money doing history, but we’d never worried about money.  There’d always been enough.  I went with the history anyway.  I wasn’t going to let them stop me... and two months later, my father declared bankruptcy.”


The family’s assets had been sold off.  The Quincy’s Department Store line was bought out by Sears Roebuck – Hilary still felt a bit ill when she passed a Sears outlet that she knew had once been a Quincy’s.  Hilary’s parents had promised they’d still pay for her education, but they were so obviously unhappy about it that Hilary had ended up getting a job and paying her own way through the rest of her history degree.  It had been a miserable experience for the first couple of months, but eventually she’d gotten used to it, and had been a bit startled to realize that this was what almost everybody else did in college.


“My father died a few years ago, of cirrhosis,” said Hilary.  “That’s a liver disease you get if you drink too much.  I hadn’t talked to him in over a year, and I don’t think Mom had, either.  She told him she wouldn’t speak to him again until he stopped drinking.”  She felt sick talking about it.  Hilary and her father had been close when she was younger – they’d understood each other a bit better than Hilary and her mother.  John Quincy had never quite ‘gotten’ his daughter’s interest in history, but he’d come to terms with it and given her his blessing... and then he’d descended into the bottom of a bottle.  The last words they’d ever spoken to each other had been in anger.


“That is why you don’t like wine,” said Marcus.


“Yeah,” said Hilary.  She sighed.  “Do you know what the worst part is?  They never said anything to me.  They wouldn’t tell me why they thought I’d need money.  I was old enough to understand, but they didn’t tell me!”


She was startled by the vehemence of her own words.  This was something she’d never talked about with anyone – not even Betty – and it wasn’t until the words popped out that she realized just how much that old sore still hurt her.  Her parents hadn’t wanted her to know that they were out of money.  Things had been happening that were crucial to her future, and nobody had told her.  Was it any wonder she’d turned out paranoid?


“Sorry,” she said to Marcus.  “That’s not what you wanted to know, was it?”


“No,” he said, “that is exactly what I wanted to know.  I wanted to know why you’re so unhappy.”


He waited.  Hilary wondered what for, and then realized – he was waiting for her to shout at him again, like she had when he’d said she was desperate to beloved.  But she didn’t.  She was unhappy – she couldn’t shout at him for telling the truth.  She was unhappy... and she did want to be loved.  Terribly.  And she wanted him to love her.


But he was still a... well, either a madman or an anachronism, and either way, this was impossible.


“Bettia said you’d never been married,” said Marcus.


“Nope,” Hilary agreed.  “The closest I came was Brad.”


“And who was Brad?”


Hilary almost repeated that she didn’t want to talk about it.  But she’d talked about everything else.  Why not?  “An athlete,” she said.  “He played a game called hockey.”  She got up to pour herself another cup of tea.  “We... I got tired of him and made him move out, and a week later he married this six-foot blonde woman.  I don’t know if they’re still together.  I sent them a card for their wedding.”


“Then you are far more generous than most of the women in Rome,” said Marcus.  “I’ve met many who would prefer to send a rival poison.”


“It was my fault, anyway,” Hilary sighed.  She poured sugar into the cup and stirred it.  “I have problems with men. I...” she stopped.  No, no – she couldn’t tell him that.

But she did anyway.  “I don’t fall in love with men,” she sighed.  “I fall in love with fantasies.  Brad wanted to be rich and famous and win trophies, and I loved that, not him.  And you...” she licked her lips – and then lost her nerve.  She could tell him anything else... but she couldn’t tell him that she loved him.  She turned away, pretending to look out the hotel room window.


Marcus got up and came to stand next to her.  “And I?” he asked.


“I’m in love with Rome,” Hilary admitted miserably.


Marcus put his arms around her and turned her to face him, and then when she still wouldn’t look at him, ran a hand down her cheek and under her chin, gently raising her head.  “Rome is not here,” he said.  “Hilaria... but I am.”

