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THE MISTAKE

Part II:  Scenes from a Childhood

Chapter X

Relentless, thought Marcus.  Today was relentless.  Like a shipwrecked sailor falling on the first whore he has seen in years.  

He lay on a deserted strip of beach with his head pillowed on a tussock in the sand, looking skyward, a few miles north of Caesarea.  The late afternoon sun shone down on his half-naked torso, crisping his lightly browned skin.  Marcus could feel the sweat as it pooled into drops before gathering speed to roll down his sides, tickling him.  And then he felt the long, slow burn as the sweat penetrated the open cuts on his right side, by his ribs.  He did not put his hands anywhere near the lacerations.  He had at first, but it had only made the pain sharper when the salt and​ mixed in.  Impossible to wash.  The only water at hand was salty.  Even the air smelt of salt when he breathed in.  Sea salt and brackish seaweed.  And blood.  A metallic tang.  

His right eye was a mess as well.  He had not seen that shield hurling toward him, until it was right in front of his face.  And then there was only time to wheel slightly and to duck.  Even so, the shield caught the corner of his eye and his ribs, bursting open the skin in both places.  There was a large bump on his head underneath his hair.  He had no idea where that had come from.  

The men were supposed to pull their weapons at the last moment in drills.  Not to launch them with full force.  In this case, Marcus was not sure what happened.  But he suspected. Casio, the young man who carried that shield, did not like him very much.  And he had succeeded in delivering that message to Marcus today.  

He should have gone to the infirmary right after the drill.  But all he had felt like doing immediately afterward was getting away.  Off by himself.  No attention focused on him.  So here he was.  Alone on a deserted strip of beach.  A stupid thing to have done really, he thought.  Like some puling, pathetic, wounded animal that ran away to lick his wounds.  Not soldierly behavior at all.  

He already felt light headed from the contusion and the loss of blood.  Now with the sun shimmering down on the beach full force, he was beginning to feel immobilized.  No shade anywhere in sight.  He had to get out of here, he realized.  Go home.  Or get help.  He needed water.  His throat was constricting from thirst.  

Marcus pushed himself up to his elbows.  His horse, with his flask of water tied on to the saddle, was nowhere in sight.  He whistled loudly for Argos and began to struggle slowly to his feet.  But the dizziness grew acute and there was nothing to hold onto.  

Marcus woke up a few minutes later, face flat in the sand.  He still felt the pain.  But, at least, he marveled, the dizziness was gone.  Vanished.  He turned his head to the right and spat out the sand.  And then with his last conscious thought, he shut his eyes and willed himself to fall asleep.  

When Marcus woke up hours later, the sun was already descending towards the sea.  He saw two eyes above him.  Two dark brown eyes.  A thin face.  Brown hair.  A scraggy beard.  A man hovering over him.  Light colored clothing.  He put his hand up to the bump on his head.  When the pain surged, like small bolts of lightning exploding along a trajectory, he regretted it immediately.  He remembered only then where he was and why.  He struggled to turn over, to sit up.  

“Don’t move,” the man said.  “You’re hurt.”  He spoke accented Greek.  Badly.  
“I know,” croaked Marcus, half leaning on his elbow.  He answered in Aramaic.  “Water?” he asked.  His voice sounded plaintive.  Dry.  

The man called peremptorily over his shoulder to someone.  Yared, a Hebrew name.  Not Syrian.  

Marcus could hear footsteps approaching rapidly, a boy about his age coming into view, carrying something.  A flask of water.  The boy lowered the flask toward him, to his mouth.  Slowly, Marcus leaned forward to take a sip.  Only a little one.  He leaned away and felt the first man supporting his back.  He pushed himself forward again and took a longer sip.  

“Thank you,” he murmured in Hebrew.  It seemed like minutes had passed.  Probably only seconds.  

“What happened to you?” asked the man.  

“Fight,” he said.  He used his hand and his arm to demonstrate tentatively.  “Shield here.  Face.   Side.”  

“Romans?” the man said.  He straightened up the top part of his body and spit to the left.  “Why?”

Why indeed? thought Marcus.  He had no idea really.  Why had he been fighting?  What was the point of it all?  Sometimes, he hated everything about army life passionately.  Sometimes, when he let himself, he remembered what Rabbi Chanon had told him a few years back, that soldiery was nothingness.  Sometimes, when he was feeling very brave, when he collapsed the bulwark he had built up around himself, Marcus made himself admit that the Rabbi had more of a point than he originally thought.  Once or twice, he had even permitted himself to agree with him.  

Right now, he agreed with Rabbi Chanon with all his heart.  

He looked up and shrugged at the man.  What could he say after all?  He could feel his head beginning to thrum again.  To cloud.  

“They left you here like this?” the man said.  The disgust in his voice was palpable.  

“No.”  He shook his head slightly until the pain jabbed him again.  And thought, do not set him off.  Maintain the status quo.  “No.  My fault.  Came here like this.  On my horse.”  Marcus leaned in to take another sip.  But this time the pain caused him to retch.  The cloud in his head turned dense, heavy.  His vision dimmed to a few points of light that began to twirl.  For a moment, just a moment, he stood on the brink between realms and thought he saw a Seraph beckoning him into a midnight blue room.  The doves were singing sweetly to him again.  The blue room emanated wholeness and peace.  He so much wanted to enter there.  Marcus opened his eyes wider to grasp what he was seeing, to follow the voices.  But the lights in front of him only twirled madly one last time before winking out.  He was broken and there was nowhere to go.  So he surrendered to the dark.  

The next time Marcus woke up he was in a bed of sorts in a house he sensed he did not know.  Nothing about it smelled familiar.  He could distinguish a fishy stink, newly mown hay, goat hair.  He opened his eyes once, looked about hazily, then shut them again.  He heard murmurings, rustlings, a door closing.  After a few minutes, he woke again and felt hands on his body, at his right side.  Someone was cleaning his wounds with water and an acerbic ointment that stung him.  He smelled poppy in the room now, somewhere close by.  

“You said he spoke to you in Hebrew.  But he’s not circumcised.”  Marcus did not recognize the voice speaking.  “Strange, no?”  

“Maybe a Christian?”  That voice belonged the man who had helped him at the beach.  “And look at the decoration on his tunic.  He seems wealthy enough.”  

Marcus ceased to listen, allowing his mind to drift.  The same old story, he thought tiredly.  And then slightly amused, since in his condition, no one would expect him to explain anything.  A relief of sorts.  He hated explaining his situation.  Of late, he avoided circumstances where he had to clarify anything personal.  And so, he had slowly, inexorably shaped his life into an unvarying routine.

Daily, from early morning to mid-afternoon, he spent hours in the gymnasium and the engineers’ workshop, learning first the rudiments and, then, the more advanced requirements of an officer's position.  Trained personally by Rufinus, he had gained considerable expertise with the short sword.  He could fight with a shield and without one, on horse and on foot.  His aim with bow and arrow was usually unerring.  He could assemble and utilize catapults and ballistas.  And he had started to master the rudiments of leading men in battle: to keep soldiers disciplined and in formation as they advanced to face an enemy and to inspire them to fight by setting an example of bravery at the fore of the troops. 

Nightly, Marcus spent hours reading military treatises and reviewing military tactics with his father.  And when his father was absent from Caesarea, as had happened frequently in the past months, he studied with men his father recruited to teach him, and on his own.  

More and more, Marcus despised his own cowardice.  Privately, he scorned the very safe life he had constructed for himself.  The people around him, his parents, his father’s men, assumed that soldiering was his calling, that he was exercising his natural gifts to the fullest.  That he loved it.  How that made him laugh at times.  How easy it had been to fool them all.  Too easy.  Sometimes, he wished his uncle would return from Sardis for the sole purpose of seeing right through him.  Jonathan would set them all straight.  One look, and all his deceptions would be over.  He deserved it.  He wished it were over now.  

When he had embarked on this project, he had not comprehended he had only to act a role slightly before people began to believe that that was he.  A word stressed a certain way.  The careful assumption of a manner from time to time.  Most of all discipline.  And now he was caught in a trap of his own making.  And slowly he had realized that he hated the lack of truth.  The lie he was living.  But he had no idea how to extricate himself now.  It had gone too far already.  His father was overjoyed by his choices.  Not his mother.  But it was easier to disappoint his mother than his father.  So, most of the time, he stayed in his chosen role.  There had been lapses.  And now here was the chance for another.  

For the first time all day Marcus smiled slightly.  He opened his eyes.  And looked up into the face of the man sitting by his side.  Kindly eyes.  Light hazel brown with precise flecks.  Dark brown rims around the iris.  Light hazel hair that matched the eyes, frosted with some gray.  A chubby, lined face with a neatly trimmed beard.  

“Ah.  He’s awake now.”  This last was addressed to the man on the beach whose house it appeared to be.  “Those were some nasty injuries, young man.”  

“Yes, rabbi,” he said.  His voice sounded raspy.  “I was in a fight.”  His head was still aching.  Too much thinking, he decided.

The man from the beach approached the bed and handed him an earthenware cup.  Marcus lifted it to his mouth and drank deeply and then some more.  He tasted poppy mixed into the water.  To dull the pain.  Soon, he hoped.  

“You were awake while we spoke before?” the rabbi said.  

Marcus looked him in the eye.  “Yes, rabbi.  I heard some of it.”  

“How did you come to be hurt like that?”   

“I was in a fight,” he repeated, adding nothing.    

“With thugs?”  

Marcus moved his head slightly, signifying dissent.

“With local soldiers, then?” asked the rabbi.  

“With local soldiers,” Marcus repeated.  “Yes.”  He had to be careful here.  There were political implications to what he was saying now.

“What happened?  Did they attack you?” said the rabbi.

Marcus looked at the rabbi’s face.  It expressed sympathy.  Too much sympathy for his taste.  “No,” he said emphatically.  “No.  They didn’t attack me.  It’s all right.  I knew what I was doing.”  When a shade of incredulity passed over the rabbi’s face, he muttered.  “Or, at least, I thought I did.”  Marcus raised his eyebrows.  “I didn’t realize how badly I was hurt until I was on the beach.”  

“Who taught you to speak Hebrew?”  

He lowered his eyelids.  Took the sheet that was covering him in his hands, twisted it slightly.  First one way, then the other.  “My mother,” he said. “My grandfather originally.  My mother’s father.  When I was a baby.  He studied in Tiberias, in the Galilee.  Years ago.”  

“Ah,” said the rabbi.  “Yes, I see.”

Marcus forced his chin up.  He forced himself to look right in the rabbi’s eye.  He forced himself to speak.  “My father’s Roman.  A centurion,” he said.  “He wouldn’t allow me to be circumcised.”  

The man from the beach spoke across the room.  “A mamzer?” he whispered loudly.  Shocked.  

Marcus turned his head so quickly that the pain stabbed him again.  “I’m not a mamzer,” he spat, furious.  A mamzer.  No one had ever called him that before, at least to his face. It was the worst kind of insult.  Such a person was the product of incest, or other illicit sex.  An outcast, eternally cursed.  Unable himself, nor his children's children, to marry anyone other than another mamzer to the tenth generation.  Marcus swallowed hard and put his hand to the lump on his head to help contain the twinges.  

“Shush, Alexander,” said the rabbi.  “The boy’s still hurt.”  The rabbi turned his head fully away from Marcus to face the other man.  “In any case, that is no unanimity on that position.  The Torah herself contains no decree about such a mixed birth; there is, it is true, a precedent in our days to include such unions.  Some rabbis hold by that.  But the great sage Rabbi Judah, for one, has argued against that position.  He holds the child of a Jewish woman and a non-Jewish man is as a regular Jew, not a mamzer.  And on this matter, his more lenient reasoning is acceptable to me.  So here in Caesarea, where my opinion holds sway locally, the boy is a Jew, whatever you have heard to the contrary, Alexander.  And that’s enough said for now.”  He turned back to Marcus.  “You live in Caesarea?”

Marcus nodded.  

“Your father’s own men attacked you?”  The rabbi’s voice was uninflected.  

“A practice session.  But it got out of hand.”  

“Then to whom should we send word on your behalf?”

All of a sudden, Marcus was not sure he wanted to go home.  To face the barrage of questions.  To go back into role so soon.  To submit to the mundane, the everyday.  He so much desired to escape from it for a while.  He closed his eyes, felt a dogged look settling over his face.  

“If they know you are hurt, your parents are probably very worried about you,” the rabbi admonished him.  “Think of your mother.”

The call to responsibility.  He was too familiar with that argument already.  Marcus hardened his heart and kept his eyes closed for a few more moments.  

“It’s already evening,” the rabbi said.  

Marcus lay still, trying to smooth the scowl from his face.  

“Your father may start a search for you.  And if you are found here, there could be trouble for Alexander and Yared, his son.”  

Marcus opened his eyes regretfully.  That was an argument he could not resist.  “Why would there be?” he said.  “They didn’t hurt me.  They helped me.”  

“With soldiers, who knows what they’ll do to us if they so want.  In any case, you can’t stay here,” Alexander said.  “Tell him so, rabbi Ariel.  

Marcus sat up.  His head was feeling clearer now.  “Of course,” he says.  “I’m sorry.  I wasn’t thinking.”  He told them his name.  Explained where to find his house.  “My father is away.  Ask for my mother,” he added.  “She’ll know what to do.  She won’t make a fuss.  Speak to her in Hebrew.”

“Alexander,” said the rabbi.  “Go.”

The expression on Alexander’s face grew stony.  

“It’s too late to send Yared on this errand,” says the rabbi.  “Have your lad come inside when he finishes his work.  He can sit here with me and Marcus.”  

“Ride my horse,” said Marcus.  “He knows the way.” 

“What horse?  There wasn’t one on the beach when we located you,” said Alexander acerbically.  “So I doubt he’ll be of any use to me.”  

“He most likely went home, then,” said Marcus.  “In which case, it’s true.  They will have started searching for me by now.”  

Alexander turned to go, lifted the latch of the door, spun on his heel.  “It’s a long walk, rabbi, on a chill night,” he said begrudgingly.  

“Ask them for money, then, for helping me,” Marcus said contemptuously.  “That might make it worth your while.”  

“It’s good to know, mamzer,” said Alexander, “that you’re aren’t as worthless as you look.” He smiled tauntingly, and walked out of the door of the small house.  

“That was uncalled for, Marcus,” admonished the rabbi as soon as Alexander left.  “You only set him off.”  The rabbi waited some more time in silence.  Finally, he said, “You were badly hurt.  Are you afraid to go home?”

“Nothing like that.  I’m not afraid,” said Marcus.  “I just wanted some time away, to get clear in my own mind.”  He started to shrug, stopped when he realized that even through a slight drug haze, his movements still felt constricted.  Turned his head gingerly to face the rabbi.  “It was an organized fight,” he explained.  “A drill.  There weren’t supposed to be any injuries.”  A few moments of silence.  “I don’t mind being hurt, if that’s what you are thinking.  I’ve been hurt before.  It’s just that I…”  Marcus stopped himself from speaking.  He looked down at the rumpled sheet in his hands.  

“That you what?” said the rabbi, his voice sonorous, encouraging.  

“Sometimes there doesn’t seem to be much of a point to it, is all,” said Marcus.  “It’s always the same thing.  Lately there are times when I hate it.  They all think that because I’m good at military things, that I love it.  But it not true.  You don’t have to love a thing to be very skillful at it, to master it.”  Marcus looked up at the rabbi, checked his expression.  Saw that his mien was still sympathetic.  “They tell me it’s a gift, but sometimes such a gift feels more of a curse.”  Worried suddenly by the way he had let the conversation drift, Marcus added, hurriedly, “At least that’s how I feel now.  But it’s probably because I’m not feeling well.”  He shut his mouth with deliberation, forcing himself to stop speaking.  

“Have you considered that if your heart is not in it,” suggested the rabbi, “maybe you’re fighting on behalf of the wrong party?”  

“It’s not as if they need me.  That’s true.  But what other army is there?”  Marcus inflected his voice with gentle irony.  “Parthians?  The Germanic Tribes?  The Northern barbarians in Britain?”  

Rabbi Ariel let a pause develop before speaking.  “You are right, after all,” he said.  “There is no other army worth considering.”  A moment passed and all the while he looked at Marcus.  “Yet,” he added, in an undertone so low it could have been merely a puff of breath escaping from his lips.  And then the rabbi subsided into silence.  After a while, he said.  “Sleep.  It will be a while before anyone comes for you.”  

Marcus lay back on the bed, weary and hollow, thinking about what had just been said.  And more importantly what had not been said.  Possibilities rose in his mind like sand castles.  He pondered them as they dwindled slowly, eroded by reason.  There was a message here.  Something subterranean, worth uncovering.  He needed to figure out a way to avail himself of better sources of intelligence in Caesarea.  Most of what he now knew about the political situation was filtered exclusively through a Roman perspective.  

“Rabbi,” he said at last, trying a small smile on his face.  “May I come to visit you?”  He closed his eyes, encouraging himself.  “Sometime when I’m well again?” 

“Of course you may.”  

Marcus remembered the torrent of information that had rained down upon him that one week traveling with Jonathan.  Lately, he had allowed himself to be content with less, with a suppression of information from alternative sources, because of the discomfort he had felt.  The way he believed it might threaten his family.  Another trap, he thought, though this one is not entirely of my making.  But he had submitted to it, he thought.  Better to know the truth, whatever that was, however it made him feel.  What was the point of living life as a coward?  Even if it put everything he held dear at stake.  

Whole minutes later, Marcus wiped his face surreptitiously, cracked open his eyes.  Cursed his weakness.  Saw the rabbi turning to regard him from across the room.  “I’m not really crying,” Marcus said.  After a moment he added.  “It’s only because I don’t feel well.”  

“I assure you, Marcus.  I saw nothing.”  

Marcus smiled tentatively.  “I guess we both realize that’s a lie.”  He heard the latch on the door being jiggled, then, and saw the door starting to open.  Yared appeared, the boy he remembered dimly from the beach as a dark outline, carrying water.  Marcus turned his head slightly toward him.  He tried to smile.  But thought, what could I possibly say to a stranger now?  So he blocked out the world.  

Sometime later, he woke and heard his mother’s voice outside, high and cultured.  Then Vincius’ deeper voice, speaking to Alexander.  He should have realized she’d bring Vincius.  It seemed obvious now, when he thought about it.  It was full nighttime.  She would need a guard.  Marcus sat up in the bed, swung his legs over the side and stood.  Too fast.  He still felt a little dizzy.  He closed his eyes and rode it out.  Mastered the spell.  Stood naked, squarely on his feet, looking about for his tunic and trousers.  The rabbi handed him the pants and he slipped into them.  And sat back down onto the bed, dizzy, with the tunic in his lap and his head in his two hands as he waited  

“Perhaps you should have stayed lying down,” rabbi Ariel admonished him.  He handed Marcus a glass of very watered wine.   

“Nnnh,” said Marcus.  “I’d rather face this dressed.”  Marcus took the glass, drank it down in two gulps.  There was poppy mixed in it again, slightly acrid on the tongue.  At least, that will be useful for the ride home, he thought.  

The door opened then and his mother swept in, Alexander behind her, the malicious smile he had worn previously now banished.  Marcus lifted his head slightly from his hands and watched Miriame advance into the room.  She was dressed plainly, wearing a simple white under tunic, partially covered by a loose, faded blue robe.  The linen fringe of her tunic peeked out at the bottom.  Her fair hair was half veiled.  She was dressed like a Jew, not in the more fashionable city garb she normally wore.  Marcus was used to this, used to Miriame dressing traditionally only when she interacted with Jews.  Privately, he used to loathe her Janus-like approach.  But right now he was thankful, appreciating the gesture she had made on his behalf.  It would facilitate this encounter immeasurably.  His mother knew that, of course.  That was the reason she did it.  

“Marcus,” she cried, stepping purposefully to his side.   

“Hello, mother,” he said, smiling painfully.  “Don’t worry about me.  I’m fine.  I’ll be all right.”  

She slid over to the bed and stood next to him as she examined the bruises on his face, his complexion, his torso and side which were wrapped in bandaging.   She put her hand up to touch the side of his head, but he raised his hand more swiftly and blocked her.  

He said, “Don’t touch me there,” and watched her face change, saw the hurt in her eyes become acute.  Marcus lowered his voice.  “I’m sorry mother.  But it would hurt,” he said by way of expiation.  And then to switch the topic.  “You brought Vincius.”  His voice still sounded disapproving, gruff.  He had intended to disguise that.  

“I brought Vincius,” she said shortly.  “You’ll need his help on the way home.”  

“I don’t need any help,” he said.  “I’m okay.  I can ride by myself.”  

Miriame looked him over again.  Shook her head slightly at him, half exasperated, half worried still.  “We’ll soon see, won’t we?  I’ll let Vincius decide, not you.  He’s a better judge of these things than either of us are.  More experience in the field.”  

Marcus disagreed, violently.  He was about to voice his feelings but caught the rabbi looking at him again, this time reproachfully.  “Mother,” he said, modifying his tone, speaking respectfully, “this is rabbi Ariel.  He cleaned me up and bandaged me, as you see.  You met Alexander when he came to find you.  He found me in the first place.  On the beach.  And brought me here.”  

Miriame stood up and walked over to the rabbi.  She started to hold out her hand, then stopped herself, recalling that in some religious circles men and women never touched outside of marriage lest it lead to concupiscence.  “Thank you both,” she said.  “We’re profoundly grateful.  I hope all this was not too much trouble.”  

Alexander grunted in assent at Miriame’s words.  The implication was clear to Marcus.  It had been too much trouble.  Even with the reward he had received, that Marcus could now hear clinking in his purse.  

The rabbi, Marcus was gratified to see, shot Alexander a reproachful glance as well.  

And then Vincius entered, his right arm raised, leaning into the doorframe.  He was frowning.  “Marcus,” he said, and strode into the room.  He was wearing a simple tunic, not his military uniform, Marcus noted.  But there was no disguising the sword at Vincius’ right hip or his ramrod straight bearing, his short military haircut and his powerful presence.  Vincius had risen in the ranks of his father’s men in the last three years.  He now worked directly under Julius, fulltime.  

Vincius halted in front of Marcus.  He placed his left hand under Marcus’ chin and began to tilt his head up and to the left.  

Marcus crooked his head slightly, trying to evade Vincius’ touch, and attempted to stand.  But after he rose from the bed just a little, Vincius placed his right hand on Marcus’ left shoulder and leaned into it firmly, pushing him back down to the bed.  “I’m glad, for your sake, that you’re not injured on your left side, Marcus.  Otherwise you’d be screaming by now,” said Vincius, speaking in Aramaic.  “And you’d deserve it, too, I might add, pulling a stunt like that this afternoon.  When your horse arrived without you, and bloodstains all over him, you had your mother half frantic.”  Vincius paused.  “And me,” he said finally.  “And me.”  

“I know,” said Marcus.  “Dereliction of duty on your part.  However would you have it explained to my father when he returned?”

“Marcus!” reproved Miriame.  She was still standing across the room, at the rabbi’s side.  

Vincius glanced at her, looked back at Marcus.  “Shut up and lie down, you rude cur, before I wallop you.  Injury or no.  I can see your head looks bad enough.  Right now I’m going to examine the rest of you now.”  

Marcus raised his eyes.  “Vincius,” he said levelly.  “I’m okay now.  I swear it.  The cuts on my side bled a lot, and there is quite a bit of bruising, but they were superficial in the main.  They might need some stitches.  But, the rabbi cleaned them well.  There is no point in undoing the bandages until I get home.  We can get a physician to see to them.  After we’re home, I promise to do whatever you like.”  

“Lie down now,” Vincius growled at him.  

Marcus opened his mouth to appeal.  

Vincius raised his voice.  “Marcus, lie down,” he commanded.  

There was never a reprieve from that tone of voice, so Marcus slowly lay back down on the pallet.  Vincius leaned over and put his cool hands on him, started to unravel the bandages.  But all Marcus could think was that he wanted to leave.  He could feel Alexander’s hostility like a battering ram from across the room focused on Vincius and on himself.  Vincius would not bother to pick up on something as intangible as that.  As a Roman solider, he was professionally immune from reacting to the offended feelings of the people whose houses he was violating at any time.  So, Marcus glanced at his mother instead, carching her eye.  He moved his head toward Alexander and raised his eyebrow slightly.  And was gratified to see Miriame look at the man and read him precisely.  His mother excelled at gauging unspoken signals.  

“Vincius,” Miriame said, starting across the room.  “Marcus says he’s all right.  He’s pale, but his mind seems like its still intact, worse luck for us.”  She was looking at Marcus and smiling as she said this.  “Let’s take him home before examining him.”

“Just a minute,” Vincius said, his back towards her, still bent over Marcus.  “This will take no time.  Better to be sure.”

Miriame stepped up behind Vincius and laid her hand on his shoulder.  She squeezed it lightly.  The gesture was so rare and unexpected that Marcus actually saw Vincius’ cheeks flood with color and his posture stiffen perceptibly.  Marcus removed his eyes from Vincius to spare him any embarrassment and looked around the room instead.  He saw, unfortunately, that Alexander and the rabbi had both noted Miriame’s familiar gesture as well.   Marcus could read in their eyes what they thought this implied about his mother.  He did not like that at all.  

“Vincius,” Miriame repeated in a low tone of voice.  

Vincius had already begun to refasten Marcus’ bandage.  “Yes, Miriame,” he said.  “We’ll depart as soon as I finish tying this back together.”  And then giving his hand to Marcus, he said, “Can you walk, or should I carry you?”  

Marcus swallowed.  “I can walk,” he snarled.  He propelled himself up the bed quickly and then the dizziness struck again.  His head began to swim.  “A second,” he said and closed his eyes, standing squarely.  But he felt Vincius move in next to him and put his arm around his shoulders.  “In Jupiter’s name, Marcus, lean on me.  It’s what I am here for.”  

Marcus heard Alexander’s indrawing of breath across the room.  The man would detest having a Roman soldier invoking the gods in his house, Marcus reflected.  So slowly, with his eyes half closed and his head swimming still, Marcus leaned on Vincius, drew his tunic over his head and then put one foot in front of the other mechanically until they reached the doorway.  There he turned, looked individually at the rabbi and at Alexander, tried to smile.  “Thank you both, sincerely, for finding me on the beach, bringing me here and tending my injuries.”  There was a brief pause as he made up his mind.  Then:  “And rabbi,” he said with an attempt at a parting smile, “I meant what I said earlier.”  

Marcus saw the rabbi glance at him, acknowledge his remark and then look past him, toward his mother.  “Perhaps,” suggested the rabbi, coming forward, looking worried, “we oughtn’t to move him so far away tonight, after all.  My house is quite small, but it’s close-by.  I can offer it to you for the night.  I could easily stay here with Alexander and my daughter is away.”  

“No, no, rabbi,” Miriame replied, “we couldn’t possibly take advantage of you like that.  I assure you this will be best.  The army physician will be nearby and Marcus is very strong, thank God.  ”  

“Thank God,” the rabbi echoed, stepping outside into the darkness after them.  

“Alexander,” Vincius called loudly, “if I could just have some help from you getting Marcus up on my horse, we’ll be on our way directly.”  

From the doorway, Alexander turned his head just past Vincius and spat.  The saliva, Marcus noted, glistening pale and globular in the moonlight, landed not far from Vincius’ boot.  There was a sudden moment of tension all around.  This time, Marcus was quite sure, Vincius noticed it, too.  

Marcus looked around at the four faces standing with him.  In the distance, he saw Yared in the moonlight peaking his head out of a nearby building.  It was past time to be gone.  “Where’s Argos?” he said.  “I’m not riding with you, Vincius.”  

“You think you’re riding your own horse home tonight?” asked Vincius, studying his face.  “How many times have you fainted already today, Marcus?  Five or six, at least?  You’re going to get up on my damned horse when I tell you to.  And that, my boy, is an order.”  

Temporarily silenced, Marcus realized slowly that Vincius had out argued him. Squawking pathetically he had fainted at most two or three times today, but wasn’t sure which, was not likely to win him a victory here.  He nodded his concession mutely.  

Vincius turned from him then, curtly gave an order for Alexander to hold onto Marcus for a few moments as Vincius lifted Miriame onto her horse.  When she was settled on top, her narrow undertunic pushed high enough up her thighs to ride comfortably, but her loose fitting overdress and her mantle still carefully covering her bare legs, Vincius turned, and vaulted onto his own horse in one neat movement.  “Ready?” he said to Alexander.  “Lift him now.”  

Marcus insisted on helping the two men until it became apparent, even to himself, that he was impeding progress.  At which point, he looked back and forth between the two men, both of them exasperated at him, relaxed his body completely and let himself be lifted into Vincius’ arms.  

“Can either of you please explain to me what just went on back there,” said Vincius.  

They had passed far beyond the small village some time ago.  Marcus was leaning back into Vincius’ chest.  Vincius’ left arm draped protectively around him, was holding him steady.  He was so close he could smell Vincius’ scent, earthy, mixed with a residual smell of leather, and underlying that, barely discernible, a sharpish bite of sweat.  It was an agreeable scent, familiar.  Vincius must have bathed after the drill, thought Marcus lazily.  He let his body slacken further into Vincius’, felt Vincius’ arm tighten around him a little more.  

“He doesn’t like us,” Marcus burbled to him.  “He didn’t like me because I’m of mixed descent.  He thinks I’m a mamzer.  That’s a Jew born of a forbidden pairing, whose birth renders him an outcast among other Jews, he and his children, until the end of time.  And he didn’t like you because you’re a Roman prick of a soldier, which is bad enough in itself.  But then you blasphemed in his house.  That made it worse.  He wanted us out of there.”  Marcus’ head felt hazy again from the injury and his body felt far, far away.  He was only dimly aware of pain.   But in other ways, his senses seemed more acute than usual, even in the dark.  His mother’s mute distress at what he had just said to Vincius leapt out at him, like a mountain lion, in the dark.  The awareness of it washed over him, so tangible he could almost touch her pain.  He looked over at her, then, but found it hard to discern her features in the blackness.  

“And you think that mattered?” said Vincius.  “Who cares what he thought?  You shouldn’t have stopped my examination.  I’d have belted him if he gave us any trouble.”  

“I rather think that’s the point, Vincius dear,” said Miriame.  “Marcus didn’t want you using brute Roman force on his tender, new friends.”  

“Mmm,” said Vincius.  “But it would have felt so satisfying.”  

Vincius must be joking, Marcus finally decided.  He was enjoying the sensation of warmth as Vincius held him close.  He could hear the clink of the horses’ bridles and the regular thud of the horses’ hooves as they cantered along the earthen road.  And below that, he was aware of Vincius’ heartbeat, the merest vibration, in counterpoint to the other sounds.  It was so restful.  Marcus burrowed in closer to Vincius and shut his eyes.  

*

“Is he asleep?” Miriame asked some time later.  

“I think so,” said Vincius.  He switched the reins temporarily to his left hand, and drew his right hand gently through Marcus’ hair.  Then bent his neck slightly and kissed Marcus on the top of his head.  Vincius glanced shyly toward Miriame.  He had not done such a thing since Marcus was a young child.  She did not appear to take it amiss, however.  So Vincius asked her, “Are you okay?  I’ve rarely seen him so battered.”  

Miriame slowed her horse to a walk, and Vincius, to keep pace, followed suit.  He turned to assess her properly.  Her face, a pale splash in the moonlight, looked worried and tired.  

“Marcus’ practically a soldier now,” she said dully.  “I suppose I better habituate myself to it.”  

Vincius nodded, sympathetic, but all the while his senses were distracted by something else.  The moon, just past full, had reached the zenith of the sky and was shining straight down on the three of them, unimpeded by any shadow.  To their right, as they rode, the sea rolled onto the beach, an illimitable darkness, punctuated here and their by moon drenched foam.  The waves rose and fell back, grinding into the sand in ceaseless rhythm.  Vincius contemplated the scene for some moments as they rode together in parallel to the beach, and his body fell vulnerable to a tempo of its own.  He expelled his breath once, a staccato sound, and forced his mind back to the subject at hand.  “Still,” he said to Miriame, “it was strange of Marcus to go off like that if he needed care.  I’ll address the situation tomorrow, find out who was responsible and why.  And if Marcus provoked an attack in any way.”  

“There’s no point,” said Miriame.  “He won’t tell you, you know.  He’ll want to deal with it on his own.”    

“He’ll want to, but that doesn’t mean that he will.  I may not let him.”  Vincius turned smiling to Miriame.  He met her eyes.  And succumbed for the countless time, a falling action. Very gradually, to give her time to hinder him if she wished, he moved his right hand to her reins, took hold of them capably and halted both their horses.  As she turned bodily to face him, questioning, he shifted both sets of reins to his left hand, and moved his horse next to hers, so that their thighs were touching.  Slightly rubbing.  In delicious friction.  Vincius clasped her left hand in his and, looking into her eyes, raised it slowly, to his lips.  Surprisingly, she did not stop him.  So he tugged gently on her arm, reeling her body closer to his, her face next to his, her lips onto his.  And kissed her for a very long time.  

“Not now.  Not with Marcus in your arms between us,” Miriame whispered at last and began to withdraw her hand incrementally from his.  “For God’s sake, Vincius.”  

“He’s asleep,” Vincius protested.  Marcus has always been a barrier between us, he thought half bitterly.  But he let go of Miriame’s hand just the same.    

*

He was not asleep.  Not yet.  Nor was he surprised.  By anything that had happened on the ride home.  For one, it all felt so distant.  There had been a moment when he had had the strangest feeling that he did not mind sharing Vincius’ warmth with his mother.  His mind, examining, found that thought disturbing, but his body felt so languorous that it failed to elicit a coordinated, volitional protest.  He knew he might feel very differently about this later on.  But for now, he let go of the problem and nestled in closer to Vincius.   
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