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“The negligence of the public administration was betrayed soon afterwards [in 186 A.D.] by a new disorder which arose from the smallest beginnings. A spirit of desertion began to prevail among the troops; and the deserters, instead of seeking their flight in safety or concealment, infested the highways. Maternus, a private soldier, of a daring boldness above his station, collected those bands of robbers into a little army, set open the prisons, invited the slaves to assert their freedom, and plundered with impunity the rich and defenseless cities of Gaul and Spain. The governors of the provinces, who had long been spectators, and perhaps the partners of his depredations, were, at length, roused from their supine indolence by the threatening commands of the emperor. Maternus found that he was encompassed, and foresaw that he must be overpowered. A great effort of despair was his last resource. He ordered his followers to disperse, to pass the Alps in small parties and various disguises, and to assemble at Rome, during the licentious tumult of the festival of Cybele. To murder Commodus [the emperor], and to ascend the vacant throne, was the ambition of no vulgar robber. His measures were so ably concerted, that his concealed troops already filled the streets of Rome. The envy of an accomplice discovered and ruined this singular enterprise, in the moment when it was ripe for execution.”
— From Edward Gibbon’s
Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire,
book one, chapter 4.



I
The Sons of Pride
He had not fully roused himself from the profound depression he had known during his centuries inside his darkened cell on Level 7A when the attendant demons who had taken off his chains brought Maternus into the eye-aching brightness of the fully illuminated chamber. Wonders are appreciated only by those with the capacity to wonder, and his capacity was great after so much deprivation and so much pain. A twenty-first century man would have immediately recognized the lines of desks and cubicles and delivery boys scurrying about, and would have identified the scene as a modern office — albeit one manned by horned devils dressed in blue and brown business suits. To the veteran Roman soldier, everything his senses drew in — even the instrumental version of “Raindrops Keep Falling on My Head” blasting over the office’s sound system — was a miracle.
“Have a chair, Mr. Maternus,” said the demon sitting behind the desk. “Hot enough for you? I know. I know. They tell us all to use cornball stuff like that during our morning meetings. ‘Sure,’ says the boss, ‘of course we use clichés. You’ll find worse things down here, you know.’ Sit, sit, take a load off.”
“What is that tongue you speak?” asked Maternus, and reflectively touched his mouth when he heard himself. “What is this I speak?” he asked. “Why do I understand it?”
“It’s English, old sport,” said the demon, as he busily searched through the scattered piles of papers for something he could not find. “Nobody uses Latin any more. This is what has, so to speak, taken Latin’s place. The language of the new empire. Not even a current scholar of said dead tongue could decipher the legionnaire’s lingo you spoke among your mates, old sport. Here we are,” he said upon locating the file he wanted.
“It sounds like something spoken beyond the Rhine,” said Maternus and sat heavily in the chair the demon had indicated.
He looked down at the bloodstained tunic and the knee-high trousers he was wearing; they were the same clothes he had been wearing when he died in the Circus Maximus. Other lost souls, dressed in the costumes of their eras, were filing through the large office to meet with other demons at other desks. Maternus was momentarily distracted by a Mongol warrior, an arrow still in his back, who took his place at the station immediately to his left. A beautiful blonde woman in a gold lamé dress, whom Maternus would have recognized as a famous Hollywood star of the 1930s, had he lived at that time, was seated in front of the desk to his right and stroking a lap dog while she chatted up the minion of Lucifer who was handling her case.
“Grrr,” said Maternus’s demon in regard to the blonde woman the ancient warrior was eyeing, “I’d love to get her in my own private hell. Heh, heh. Well, don’t laugh, then. After a fella who has heard ten thousand ‘private hell’ jokes down here, I guess they’re not that funny to you anymore.”
The active, yet amused and nearly ebullient manner of the demon in the strange blue suit jacket and the long cravat was unnerving to Maternus. The other demons he had encountered during his eighteen centuries in the afterlife had beaten him with scourges or tossed him into pools of burning camphor while they mocked him in his agony. This cheeriness, this lightness this demon showed was something quite new and somehow inappropriate.
“You don’t know the trouble we had finding your records,” said the smiling demon, still fussing with the various mounds of paper in front of him. “They were, of course, in the old filing cabinets, and those babies are bigger than Utah! Just big mountains full of boxes of paper these days. Not that you’d know anything about Utah. Or would want to. We’re finally getting computers in here — they’ll be analog for the first five thousand years or so, of course — but we haven’t entered any data on you in them yet. Had to send a whole squadron of former telemarketers just to ferret out your papers. Your records are so old they’re on vellum. Hello, can you say antiquated? You’re a tough audience, Matty. Don’t laugh much, do you? Okay, let’s start from the beginning, as my old cosmogony professor used to say. Heh, heh. I kill myself. Get it? Cosmogony … beginnings…?”
He hesitated for a moment and playfully bounced his eyebrows up and down, but got no response from the stolid Maternus.
“Moving right along then,” said the demon and coughed into his hand. “What exactly is your full name, Matty?”
“Maternus,” said the soldier.
“No, no,” said the demon and shook his head. “I’ve handled enough of you Roman chaps to know you each had three names: a praenomen — your regular first name, what your friends call you; a nomen — your family name, which in your case would be Maternus; and a cognomen — your clan name or your family connection or, in some cases, a nickname.”
The demon rolled his hand as he narrated this, as though he were explaining this to Maternus for the first time.
“Decimus Maternus Celer,” said the soldier.
“That’s a name?” said the demon. “Forgive me for not keeping up on my Latin — like I’d want to become a priest or something — but your name would translate as something like ‘Tenth Maternal the Quick.’”
“I was born to a woman living outside the military station at Argentoratum,” said Maternus. “My father was a soldier; I don’t know which one. My mother was a local woman, and had no nomen, not like a Roman woman would. She was simply Lydia. When I turned nineteen and went into the ranks, the town magistrate told my centurion I was ‘from the mother.’ There was nothing more to say. I was the tenth of my mother’s children, so she called me that, and I was quick in battle, so my comrades called me Celer.”
“My, my, my,” chirped the demon, “your whole life, from the very beginning on, was nothing but brutality and rough handling. You never even had a proper name.” He pretended to play an imaginary violin. “It’s so sad and all of that pathetic nonsense,” he said and for a split second acted as though he were weeping. “But you see, we had such a hard time finding your file because we had only the handle ‘Maternus’ to work with. When we got the news of your appellate hearing, we didn’t know whether we were looking for Curiatius Maternus — he was a poet, a little before your time, and we of course have him down here, but then we have nearly all the writers; or for General Julius Maternus — he was a chap who made an expedition across the Sahara in your lifetime, but he’s up in the Elysian Fields, on Level One; or we thought we might be looking for the sophist Maternus, a fellow Domitian had killed — we have all the sophists, of course. Then there was this damned Maternus, the first bishop of Cologne, who was…” He glanced about to see if anyone in the office was listening to him. “He was a saint!” whispered the demon, and gave another little cough into his hand. “Some of the lads I put on the case in recent years thought you might be Julius Firmicus Maternus, who was an astrologer in the fourth century. We should have gotten our hands on him, dabbling in black magic as he did, but that Maternus wrote some damned religious book to please Emperor Constantine. It’s an angry, stupid little tome, but apparently it saved some souls, and so he’s…” The demon pointed upward and at the same time rolled his eyes in that direction. “So with all the confusion, and with the necessary paperwork every step of the inquiry demanded, we’ve actually been looking for you for the last one thousand eight hundred and nineteen years.”
“I don’t understand,” said Maternus. “I have been dead for at least that long.”
“Technically,” said the demon, “your hearing was supposed to take place the day after you got here. But, hey, you’re in Hell, pal. You’ve got to learn to deal with some delays in this neighborhood.”
The demon opened the manila folder marked “Maternus,” and put on his reading glasses so he could focus on the contents for a few moments.
“My name is Absinthe,” said the demon as he read. “Not that it matters. You and I are hardly going to be hanging out together, if you get my drift. Now, to your file: you were, as you say, a bastard from a military station, an illiterate, and for twenty-two years a heaving brute in the Eighth Legion, the so-called ‘Augusta,’” said the demon, putting quotation marks around the word Augusta with his fingers. “Oh, this is good: it says here that you killed many, many men in the service of the Antonine Emperors. You killed many, many more when you led a rebellion in Gaul — we call that France nowadays, not that name changes necessarily improve anything — a rebellion against Emperor Commodus, who, by the by, was to have a permanent place down on the tenth level, a spot we reserve for those who were both willfully evil and willfully stupid. Back when Dante made his famous tour of the place, the tenth level was so small he didn’t even pause to look at it. In the last few centuries we’ve really had to expand the place. The True Believer suites down there are bigger than Utah. Three cheers for modern ideology, I say. Commodus himself was declared insane by the higher powers and has been in Limbo nearly as long as you were on 7A. I read here you died in a fit of characteristic rage when you failed to assassinate the emperor in Rome. Went down fighting, sword in hand. Frankly, I don’t see anything here that would keep you from joining our team on a permanent basis. Had you gotten the right sort of education, you could even have been managerial material.”
The demon read on and for the first time during the meeting, he frowned.
“Here it is,” he muttered. “You spared women and children when you could. Spared the ‘innocent’ in general. Killed only those you deemed ‘unjust’ and ‘too powerful.’” He put his finger quotation marks around the words ‘innocent,’ unjust’ and ‘too powerful,’ as they were terms he rarely included in his every day vocabulary and had only contempt for them. “You freed slaves, protected small land owners from the tax farmers, you made ‘friends,’ genuine ‘friends’ among your comrades in arms. Then there is this — this is why you’re getting a hearing,” said Absinthe as he read a particularly offensive passage. “On the second of September, in the first year of the reign of Lucius Anthony, the year we now call 182 A.D., you and your squadron stopped to rest at a villa near the city of Mogontiacum in the province of Germania Superior. You asked the owner of the place for water, and he sent out his slave girl, one Maria — we have no other names for her in our records, and you didn’t even know that much about her. A pretty young slave she was, though she limped when she brought the ewer of cold water out to you, because she had a twisted foot. Brute that you are, you ogled the maiden’s prime cuts, made some stupid remark about her breasts to impress your cloddish mates, but she — the minx — she wasn’t afraid of you. ‘My mother told me,’ she said, looking you straight into the eye, ‘only a man who has never touched a woman would let his first words to me be so vulgar.’ Your face reddened, you got tongue-tied, and your comrades mocked you as she smiled at you triumphantly and poured water into your iron cups. It gets worse. As she waited upon you, rather than crush her like a rotten gourd, as you would have done to a man who insulted you, you looked upon Maria with … a combination of…” Absinthe’s breathing became more labored, and perspiration ran off his previously undisturbed visage. “I mean to say, you felt … kindness…” said the demon and once more coughed into his fist. “You felt that … and sympathy … even admiration….”
The demon had to pause and coughed loudly several times as he struggled to clear his throat, for it pained him to pronounce these terms that were so seldom used in Hades. He inhaled a great, wheezing breath to discharge in rapid fire the things he had to say next. “You thought she was brave for how well she bore up in spite of her condition and her station. The image of the garden and her in it have ever since brought you great consolation and feelings of peace. You wanted to be with her, to know everything about her, to hear her voice and see her face again during your long and bloody career. You, in short, looked up to her with l — , l — , l —,” said the demon, nearly gagging on the ‘l’ sound he was making.
“I looked upon her with lust?” suggested Maternus.
“No, you fat-headed ape!” spat Absinthe, grasping his throat. “You may have felt that, but it was mixed up with these other feelings. You felt…” He took another deep breath. “You felt … love … for her.”
Seconds after he had spoken the forbidden word, Absinthe went into convulsions and hacked up an enormous blood clot. Other demons stationed at the other desks fell silent and looked at the commotion Absinthe was causing as he struggled to cease coughing. A particularly tall demon, one dressed in a crested blazer and sporting a class ring from a prestigious school of demonic management, approached Absinthe from behind and asked what was transpiring at this station.
“You know we have company rules regarding language,” said the tall demon and rapped his class ring on Absinthe’s desk top. “The subject is clearly spelled out in the 1823 upgrade of rule #536-1679R, sub-clause 18. The standards are as obvious as the tail on your backside … or does someone need to attend another motivational seminar, one with live ammunition to go with the usual concertina wire?”
“Absolutely not, Mr. Archevil,” said Absinthe and struggled to put a smile over his distress. “I was so angry at this mortal blockhead I let some bad words slip.”
“Anger is commendable,” nodded Archevil. “So is maintaining control. Here in the company, we, above all else, want our people to exhibit control over themselves and others. If they do not, their behavior indicates they are thinking things we do not think, and you know, Abby, how we in the front office feel about that sort of thing.”
“Yes, Mr. Archevil,” said Absinthe and cringed. “Where, by the by, did you get that beautiful blazer?”
“From someplace you could not afford to go,” said the office manager and abruptly turned on his cloven heels, leaving the demon and Maternus alone once more.
“I’m done here,” said Absinthe and closed Maternus’s file. “I’m sending you up to your hearing before you cause me any more trouble with your ancient sentiments. Just sign these forms. Make a mark with this,” he said and handed Maternus a ballpoint pen and a reef of pages. “It’s like a stylus. Make your mark on all three forms. We do everything in triplicate — at least.”
Absinthe then led Maternus out a side door to a towering circular stairwell, on which a long single-file line of souls was already standing; each of the souls was holding a manila-colored file similar to the one Maternus had gotten from his demon. There were so many individuals waiting the line extended beyond the point Maternus could see.
“Not too many waiting for a hearing today,” said Absinthe, also gazing upward to where the line was supposed to end. “You may be in line here only a decade or two.”
He slapped Maternus on the back and left him behind a gaggle of recent arrivals from the American Solipsist Society, who had recently gone to Vegas on the cheapest charter plane their organization could find, and who were now having trouble with the notion that there were so many others sharing the afterlife with them.
“I didn’t even like having anyone in the society other than myself,” one of them was saying. “Now do I have to recognize everyone in front of me?”
One of his associates decided he did not; he proclaimed that these lost souls in line could have no more existence than did the people back on earth. The first solipsist agreed with his associate, although he added he still refused to acknowledge the other man’s existence, regardless of how perceptive his thinking was. The group of them then proceeded up the stairs, where they were quickly confronted by several thousand Chinese men who were dressed in quilted coats and had been standing in line ahead of the solipsists, each reading from a small, red book. In the melee that followed, the Chinese beat the solipsists unconscious and tossed them down the stairs once more. When the latter group regained consciousness, they argued among themselves whether or not the universe had ceased to be during the space of time they had been unable to think of it.
Before this debate was concluded, everyone on the stairwell, Maternus included, became aware of a new presence among the countless host. Whatever it was, it emanated from a point high above the lost souls and seemed to drift downward until it came among them, growing more powerful as it approached. Maternus first saw it as a light floating toward him. When it was nearly upon him, the soldier could discern a human face within the circle of light, then the outline of a body, and finally the light faded, leaving Maternus standing face to face with someone who appeared to be a middle-aged man dressed in a white robe. He was not large, or in any way imposing, or even particularly handsome, yet his was the first face the soldier had seen in eighteen centuries that awoke a serenity in Maternus that the battle-scarred veteran had only felt in the garden with Maria on that warm September day he still held in his memory.
“Come with me, friend,” the being said to Maternus and, by touching the soldier’s hand, they both rose as lightly as petals carried aloft by a summer wind and together they soared over the heads of the astonished host waiting in line. “You have suffered enough delay,” the being said to Maternus as they glided along. His words were in the same language the demon Absinthe had used, but now the tongue sounded far less coarse.
Seconds later Maternus found himself standing in a peculiar location that seemed to be vaguely white in every direction, yet did not have a definite outline to its floor, ceiling, or walls. The spot resembled the interior of a cloud, except that Maternus could walk there and not fall to earth. In this place there was a single desk that was larger and less cluttered than the desks in the lower office had been. A solitary demon was seated at the desk, stylishly dressed in a black tie and tails — two of which were attached to his top coat — and sporting a tidy goatee. The white being took his place beside the demon, and Maternus found his place in the vacant chair in front of the desk.
“Your file, please,” said the demon, and took the folder from Maternus. “Odd weather we’ve been having, isn’t it? Rather clammy. I can’t bear to wear linen when it gets like this.”
“What a foolish thing to say to a man who has not seen daylight in nearly two millennia,” said the white being. “I am Mr. Worthy,” he said to Maternus. “I am, as you might guess, not from around here. People commonly refer to my type as angels; among ourselves, we have no name other than messengers.”
“I myself was also an angel once,” said the natty demon at the desk as he scanned the loose pages in Maternus’s file.
“And the universe was once a single cell of hydrogen, Mr. Banewill,” said Mr. Worthy. “Tell me, my friend,” he said to Maternus, “did the priests of your religion teach you what an angel is?”
“My religion was that of the divine Mithra,” said Maternus. “I know only of the great egg of creation and the hero’s sacrifice of the white bull.”
“Well, all right,” snickered Mr. Banewill. “We did so used to love Mithraism! All those baptisms in blood, and the ritual violence. The whole religion was one big, never-ending frat party — with swords!”
“The Roman soldiers only adhered to the Mithra nonsense because their emperors imposed it upon them,” said Mr. Worthy. “The caesars built temples to that false god in every military station and told the soldiers they would be rewarded if they joined in its ceremonies. The cult’s priests stuck initiates in dark rooms, deprived them of food and drink, drugged them, made them stare into barrels of water until their senses became undone, and finally played some sleight of hand on them or stuck them under an iron grate and sacrificed a bull over their discombobulated persons. The poor soldiers, if they did not go insane, became devotees for life, simply because they did not know any better. The martial cult provided but another excuse for the ghastly life the legions were already living.”
“Before you measure soldier boy here for a halo,” said Mr. Banewill, “I suggest you take a better look at him. He didn’t get those scars he has all over his body by nicking himself while shaving. Like other Roman troopers, our boy spent the first five years of his enlistment just learning how to fight hand to hand. Think of it: five years totally dedicated to mastering the two combat skills every legionary had to know: how to hurl his two pila and how to thrust with his short sword — his gladis — while he protected himself with his shield. He got good at what he did. He was a killing machine, our great hulking lout was. When we take into account the limited technology of his day, we have to judge that he and his chums were damned near the most effective killing machines, relatively speaking, ever to burden the earth. Look at how big he is! He’s well over six feet tall and built like a slab of concrete; he was a monster for his time. And when I say he was good, I’m not saying the half of it: he was really good at his bloody work, and yes, he enjoyed it.”
“He was beaten, humiliated, starved, knew only hardships, only denial,” said the angel. “What else could he have become other than the beast he was? Time and again his commanders led him onto a dusty battlefield and told him he either had to kill or be killed. No, he merely did what he had to do, as terrible as his actions were.”
“Your side was not so forgiving of his commanders.” said Banewill.
“They chose to do what they did,” said Mr. Worthy. “What’s more, a just code of morality, you may recall, is like good comedy — it holds the powerful to a higher standard than it does the weak. War was not where our man’s heart was. Tell us, friend, for the record: where would you be, if you could be anywhere in creation?”
Maternus did not ponder his response for long.
“In that garden,” he murmured.
“Yes, with gentle Maria,” said the angel and smiled. “That was where you would have been, if you could have. We know you felt true love for her. Not even the devils can dispute that. It makes me glad to hear you say that is what you want, my friend.”
He touched Maternus on the shoulder, and for a few seconds the soldier could see her face again, as if she were there with him and looking up into his eyes.
“‘Makes you glad to hear him,’” repeated the demon in a mocking tone. “That’s another one of your holy conjuror’s tricks, Worthy. You knew before he answered what he was going to say. You’re an angel. You think I’ve forgotten you can read minds?”
“That I knew beforehand what he would say does not make what he said untrue,” said Mr. Worthy. “Of course, I also knew beforehand that you would object, but that doesn’t matter either.”
“Which is another thing that makes you damned hard to argue with, Worthy. To level things out, you should let me read your thoughts sometimes.”
“Contests between good and evil are not meant to be equal,” said the angel. “That’s one of the many concepts your side understands but does not accept.”
“Are you reading my mind right now?” asked the demon and flashed a wicked smile at his rival.
“No, when I anticipate you are about to think something particularly vile, I shut you out, which means I shut out your thoughts most of the time,” explained Mr. Worthy. “Why don’t you go ahead and play the video?”
“What video?” asked Banewill, taking care to keep a straight face.
“The one of our friend fighting German tribesmen,” said the angel. “You intended to play it to make me think worse of him.”
“I thought you weren’t reading my mind.”
“I’m not,” said Mr. Worthy. “I was looking into the future. That’s something else altogether. Now play the video.”
The demon touched a button on his desk that caused a large rectangular screen to rise from the opaque whiteness that was the enclosure’s floor.
“High definition,” said Banewill proudly. “What do you upstairs boys have?”
“You know there is no television in Heaven,” said the angel. “We don’t need it, as we never get bored.”
“There’s a fine bit of holy rationalization,” the demon pointed out to Maternus. “They don’t have it, because they can’t have it. But I’m sure they still love the rules as much as I did in my time up there.”
“Don’t play that,” said Mr. Worthy of a disc Banewill was about to put in the player. “That’s one of your pornographic videos.”
The demon shrugged and got another disc from his desk, and the angel shook his head at this one as well.
“More porn,” he said. “You really should get better organized, sir. At least separate your personal things from business items.”
“Thank you for the housekeeping advice,” said Banewill, searching through the open drawer. “And ‘pornography’ is such a pejorative word, don’t you think? I prefer to call it ‘erotica.’ Anyway, I think this is it.”
He popped a third disc into the machine, and soon the screen displayed a horrific ancient battle on the banks of the Rhine between the compact legions of Rome and some howling, frantic, but badly organized German tribesmen.
“The Alemanni,” said Maternus in recognition of the ferocious bearded men in wool kilts.
“That’s right, ape boy, the Alemanni,” said the demon. “What magnificent, unthinking savages they were. Pity your type killed most of them. Look, Worthy, here’s our bundle of joy, right in the front ranks of his century, the hundred men he led to glory that day.”
He pointed to a section of the wide screen where a young Maternus in full battle armor was hacking away at the hairy men.
“Oh my,” gloated Banewill. “That was a father of seven our boy cut in half there. Watch this: see this beardless youth he’s about to wack in the skull? He was a poet among his people, loved sunsets and spring rains. Didn’t he have a soul, too? There he is, in his final throes. Such lovely thrashing about and screaming. You were proud of this, weren’t you?” he asked the soldier.
Maternus had been forbidden to express many feelings during his violent lifetime. Pride in martial skills, however, was something his commanders had not merely allowed, they had encouraged it.
“The Eighth was the best there ever was,” said the soldier. “None dared stand before us.” His remark brought a contented grin to the demon’s face and caused the angel to shake his head in sorrow.
“Turn that infernal thing off,” said Mr. Worthy, who had never taken his eyes off Maternus. “Do you think I did not already know what warfare looked like then? I know everything he did, and I accept him nonetheless.”
The demon made the screen go blank and sent it back into the unusual floor.
“You will also know, then,” said the demon as he returned to his desk, “that he is surprisingly smart. Granted, he’s uneducated and his years of hard service made him cruder than he was born to be, but he did, I admit, have first-class brains. Had he really been the grunting, insensate thug he appears to be, he never would have able to persuade other men to accept his leadership, nor could he have planned the difficult stratagems he did. Were we to give him an IQ test today, I dare say he would score right off the charts. Now, Mr. Worthy, you combine his innate intelligence with that magnified sense of pride he had, and you have a man who all his life knew he was being forced to live below his rightful station. The resentment he felt for his betters, especially for his chuckle-headed, puffed-up commanders, impresses even me, and we in Hell know a thing or two about injured pride. That resentment of his all too often blossomed into rage, an anger so great this admittedly crafty chap sometimes did indeed become the thoughtless, uncontrollable machine of death he looks to be. Granted, he did feel something for the downtrodden; he did have a primitive sense of justice, but it wasn’t that sense of justice that made him rebel against the empire as much as his deep, abiding resentment of how he had been treated since the day he was born. Isn’t that so, Mr. Muscle-Bound?”
“There’s no need to taunt him,” said Worthy. “I’ve made up my mind. There is nothing you say that will dissuade me.”
“Then it won’t matter,” said Banewill, “if I point out he has no patience. Women are a mystery to him, and children absolutely terrify our soldier boy, as he has rarely been around them. He’s unfamiliar with those who come from different races or speak different languages; he’s only seen such people from afar or on the other end of his sword. He’s provincial with a capital P. Put him in a modern city, let him mingle among the varied types he is certain to meet there, and Mr. Maternus is highly likely to explode. The first time this angry Roman trooper tries to walk against the light and some big-city hot-shot on a Honda nearly runs him over and flips our centurion the bird as he drives away, our boy is likely to hunt him down and beat him to death with his own motorcycle. He’s not in the least prepared to handle the hundreds of little indignities a modern person has to endure every day. How is he going to react when he’s stood in line at the supermarket for five minutes, and then has some gum-popping check-out girl tell him he has eleven items and she can only accept ten at her register? What happens if some barroom dolt with six months of karate classes who thinks he’s tough makes the fatal mistake of picking a fight with our boy? What is a good angel like yourself going to say to that poor dolt’s grieving widow? I would think a sensitive sort like yourself should be at least a little worried about what Ares’ faithful servant here might do to several of the still living once he goes off his leash.”
“Every life, even the quietest, entails a certain amount of danger,” said the angel. “Yes, he will have to learn to contain his temper. He has other qualities that will serve him well. Like all men, he is a risk we are willing to take. We are willing to wager the good in him will overcome his other inclinations.”
Both the angel and demon were now looking directly at the soldier. Banewill stroked his tidy beard and was lost in thought for a few silent moments.
“I shouldn’t let you talk me into this,” said the demon from his desk. “Whenever you are this confident about an individual soul, it is usually because you have looked into the future and know he will succeed in his trials.”
“Yet there remains the possibility you might win this time,” said the angel, and for once he smirked as the demon had done repeatedly.
“We are weak in the face of any temptation,” sighed the demon, and was again silent while he further studied Maternus.
When he spoke again he pronounced: “He has to be among the unfamiliar, in some nation that could not have existed in his lifetime. There have to be independent women who are able to stand up to him, and lots of bothersome children to distress him. Put him in an affluent place, somewhere that would not know or pardon his type of violence.”
The demon took a slip of paper from a drawer and on the page wrote three sentences.
“You are thinking of California?” asked the angel.
“The once Golden State has gotten to be a dicier proposition in recent years,” replied the demon as he continued to write. “There are too many possibilities there. A really tough guy such as he might prosper in the right neighborhood. I want him to be somewhere the natives haven’t seen anyone as scary as him, someplace that is not spoiled by either too much poverty or too much affluence.”
“Western Australia?” suggested Mr. Worthy.
“Not quite diverse enough,” said Banewill. “He will have a harder time of it if he occasionally has to interact with those who seem strange to him. How about Colorado?”
“Wonderful,” said the angel. “We could set him on a ranch, let him be a cowboy, or he might be a roughneck in the oil fields, or perhaps a coal miner on the Western Slope.”
“Absolutely not!” said Banewill. “Maternus would be comfortable anywhere there is physical work to be done or where he might be surrounded by other rough men. We can’t let him be anywhere rural. I had in mind the Front Range, say suburban Denver. Specifically Aurora.”
“Why?”
“Because Adam and Eve do not live there any more,” said the demon. “The town’s citizens come from elsewhere and cherish no memories of whence they arose. They have no history, no connection to the land or to any particular culture; like the economic man of theory, they want what they want and think the best and most righteous outcome of every situation is getting what they desire. Yet they have the pretensions of those self-deluded folk the world used to call bohemians. Notions of Good and Evil and of Original Sin are as far removed from Aurora as they are from any place on earth — excluding, of course, college towns and capital cities, but I know you would never agree to send him to one of those latter spots. Maternus will find no truly bad people in Aurora. In moral terms, what he will find is a mountain of glass, a grand and hazardous surface on which he will struggle to find his footing. Mere intelligence or courage won’t help him much there; he will need subtlety, and subtle he ain’t.”
“You underestimate him, as you do humanity in general,” said Mr. Worthy. “Before I agree to your three trials, we need to give him an ability.”
“Certainly, that’s standard practice, but nothing fancy in his case. I want him to remain in a decidedly humble station.”
“I want him to be literate,” said the angel. “He has yearned to read and write throughout his long career in arms. Maternus used to sleep with his head on the letters he took from the body of a fallen comrade; he vainly hoped the words would somehow seep into his mind.”
“How touching,” said Banewill. “But reading can lead to books, and while some books are our best friends, others have been more implacable enemies to our side than the loyal angels themselves.”
“Another risk you have to take. If he remains illiterate in his new life, people will wonder why. You’ve already given him an American accent; others in suburbia may accept a recent immigrant as being illiterate in English, but not one who already talks as they do. As he is, Maternus would attract unwanted attention, even special assistance. ‘Surely,’ his neighbors would think, ‘surely such a peculiar man must have an interesting life story.’”
“For once being ignorant would give him a leg up,” conceded Banewill. “All right, he can read. He still has to do something menial to make his living. I don’t want him enjoying himself up there.”
“There’s nobility in any sort of honest work,” said the angel and took the page from the demon so he could read it more closely. “He can do these,” he said of the items on the paper. “I see no reason to delay him here. It is time to begin,” he said to Maternus. “Say good-bye to all this.”
The angel waved his right hand through the air in a wide arc, and everything around Maternus passed into a dense darkness.



II
In a Distant Land
This time when he came to his senses, Maternus found himself standing beside Mr. Worthy in a grain field. The wind was out, tossing the soldier’s hair and making the air smell fresher than anything the Roman had known in many centuries. He had to close his eyes and inhale the aroma of fresh foliage for several seconds, or else the thousands of stimuli he was feeling with every one of his senses would have been too much when crammed into his first seconds in this new and beautiful world. To his surprise, there was also something sour and unpleasant on the wind along with the scent of green grass and sun-warmed wheat. He opened his eyes and beheld on the horizon a line of strange, self-propelled vehicles speeding along at rates that were much faster than any traffic Maternus had seen before.
“They are called automobiles,” said Mr. Worthy. “Their engine exhausts are what you smell.”
“Are there horses within them?” asked the soldier.
“Some would say there are,” said the angel. “They are machines, my friend; collections of cogs and pulleys driven by a liquid fuel that burns as wood does. You will see many of them, everywhere you go in this land. The cities here were built to accommodate their kind. Come along, we are near your new home.”
Before he took his first step in the direction the angel was attempting to lead him, Maternus looked down at the long blue trousers and the light gray jacket he was wearing.
“Those are working clothes of this time and place,” said Mr. Worthy. “We had to make you look as though you belong here.”
“Celts wear long breeches of wool,” said Maternus and examined the heavy fabric that clad his legs. “What is this material?”
“A type of fiber called cotton. It comes from a plant, as linen does. You will find it quite comfortable. I’ll explain more of your new home as we go along. The journey won’t be far, and we need to hurry. We don’t have all day.”
Together they walked toward the busy highway and then passed under it via a weedy underpass built to handle the spring runoff.
“A spring day,” said Maternus, scanning the open fields around him.
“Yes,” agreed the angel.
“Look at those mountains!” exclaimed Maternus as soon as they were beyond the highway and could behold the mighty blue-green peaks dominating the western skyline. “Are those the Alps?”
“No,” said the angel. “You are no longer in Europe. This is a land called America; it lies far, far to the west of the Ocean Sea that marked the limits of your long departed empire.”
“Is this beyond the blessed Western Isles, where the Hesperides guard the tree bearing the golden apples?” asked Maternus.
“We’re well beyond that,” chuckled the angel. “Yet there is no doubt we are in the land of the blessed.”
He led Maternus a little farther to the northwest until they looked down a gentle slope to a place the grain and foxtail grass gave way to lines of small, boxy, wooden structures that so strongly resembled one another they appeared to be cast from the same mold. There were thousands of them. The closer the two of them came to the buildings, the larger the settlement seemed to become. At a distance of three hundred paces to the nearest structure, the buildings were everything Maternus could see, unless he turned all the way around and looked at the open land behind them.
“A city,” said the soldier. “The houses stretch from one side of the sky to the other. Rome itself was not nearly so big. Tens of millions must live here.”
“In fact, only two and a half million people live in the greater Denver-Boulder-Greeley area,” said the angel. “That’s only a little more than twice the population of the city of Rome when you knew it.”
“It extends forever,” said the soldier.
“Or so it would seem. The two and a half million souls before us occupy an area as large as the whole of central Italy. Don’t be amazed, my friend; the first fact one learns in regard to American cities is that they consist more of space and structure than of living inhabitants. Aurora, the suburb of Denver that will be your new home, has a quarter million citizens, maybe more by the time we arrive. The place is growing that quickly, you see.”
They progressed from the fields onto the concrete walkways of the town, and Maternus remarked how smooth and black the streets were. He said he could not imagine wheels ever making a sound on such a perfectly flat surface. He also wondered aloud how the people in the city made every blade of the grass in front of their houses grow the same length. He additionally wondered why were there no trees growing here when he could see what appeared to be a forest in the larger city to the west.
“Is the soil bad here?” he asked.
“We are not on bad land, my friend,” said Mr. Worthy. “This is new land. A year ago the pavement here supported rows of winter wheat, a grain created in the land of the Scythians, by the way. Notice how even these new buildings are laid out on a grid pattern? This is something that has not changed since your day.”
“Evergreen,” said Maternus upon seeing a street sign.
“Yes, you can read the names of the streets now.”
Mr. Worthy explained to the soldier that the numbers on the houses — which the ancient trooper could also understand — distinguished each residence from the others. If one knew the name of the street and the number of the building, one could locate any residence in the city.
“If one also knows the name of the city, one can now find any location in the world,” mused the soldier. “These moderns have figured out everything.”
“So it may appear,” said the angel and offered the soldier a gentle but inscrutable smile.
They passed an elderly man standing in his front yard, watering his grass with the hose he held at his side. The stranger was seventy-five, at least, as old a man as any Maternus had seen in his lifetime, yet he had the golden, tanned skin of a man thirty years his junior and the bare legs his plaid shorts revealed had a runner’s muscle tone. With his free hand, the man made an abrupt, sweeping gesture, as if he were polishing an invisible object directly before him. Since an open hand was rarely a gesture of hostility, and because the old man did not appear disagreeable, Maternus guessed the movement must be some sort of greeting.
“Health to you, citizen,” said Maternus and made a similar waving gesture with his right hand.
“Right back at ya, big guy,” said the man, who was amused by the soldier’s awkward salutation. “Hot enough for you?”
This was the same thing a demon had said to Maternus only an hour earlier. The soldier stopped and examined the old man more closely; sensing something dangerous in theses words just heard from an enemy of mankind, the soldier’s muscles tensed for a split second, as though he were preparing to parry a blow.
“He meant nothing,” whispered the angel. “That’s merely a silly thing people say when they cannot think of anything else to utter on a summer day. Say something pleasant in response.”
“The sun is more than hot enough to warm the entire world,” said the soldier, thus making another singular response.
“You’re not from around here, are you, son?” observed the man with the hose.
“Tell him you are from Montana,” whispered the angel into Maternus’ ear.
“I am from Montana,” said the soldier, and the man in the yard nodded in understanding.
“Well, have a nice day,” said the old man as Maternus and Mr. Worthy walked onward.
“Why did he not speak to you?” the soldier asked the angel as soon as they were out of earshot.
“Because he cannot see or hear me,” said Mr. Worthy. “No one here can, save for you.”
“What is Montana?”
“A place, a rather beautiful place,” said the angel. “Citizens in America have certain expectations of those who come from there. You will come to understand more, the longer you live here.”
As they strolled along, Mr. Worthy showed Maternus a leather bundle in a pocket of the soldier’s new jacket. Inside the small package — the angel called it a wallet — were a stiff card that had the name Matthew August on it and Maternus’s portrait, a papery card bearing his name and a ten digit number, and several dozen green and black paper strips with a picture of a jolly bald man identified simply as “Franklin.”
“Take away his dress and the odd equipment on his nose and he resembles one of the smarmy tribunes Rome regularly sent out to feast upon the provinces,” said Maternus of the man on the bills.
“Looks can be misleading, my friend,” said the angel. “Mr. Franklin was, in fact, a revolutionary thinker in his day; he could be self-serving and had a tart tongue on him, but he could never have settled for being a mere government functionary.”
“Most tribunes were glib men capable of mouthing progressive ideas while they pursued their own interests,” said Maternus. “How was this Franklin any different?”
“This is another complicated matter,” said the angel, slightly piqued when the soldier sounded as clever as the demon Banewill predicted he would be. “At any rate, those objects are valuable.”
They progressed on foot through the blocks of strikingly similar houses and the angel continued to explain the various phenomena they encountered. The first time the soldier beheld a moving automobile headed toward him on one of the quiet side streets, he jumped from the sidewalk onto the closest lawn; the thing growled like an angry watchdog and was rolling slowly down the pavement. Maternus knew — because he had seen similar contraptions speeding along the highway — the object was capable of moving much faster than it was. To the Roman, the machine appeared as if it were slowing to make a closer study of him, the way a lion does when it creeps through the tall grass to get a better view of its prey.
“You’re in no danger,” the angel whispered. “Look — people are inside. It’s not a living entity.”
Through the windows of the sedan Maternus saw the wide eyes of two young children and those of their somewhat horrified mother as they gaped at him. As benumbed as his long stretch in darkness had made the soldier’s senses, he could still discern the mixture of terror and amazement on the family’s faces.
“They are afraid of me?” he asked the angel, astonished that his appearance alone could elicit such emotions from those he meant no harm. “I’m not even armed. Do these Americans find me that terrible to look upon?”
“I regret to tell you they do,” confessed Mr. Worthy. “You carry yourself differently than the men they know. You have an air of anticipation about you, as if you sense danger is ever immediately at hand. Your hands never dangle completely relaxed at your sides. Experience has taught you to assume a defensive position — your left leg out and your right held behind you like a brace — whenever another person approaches. You are not like the citizens in this city, my friend. You have known dangers they cannot imagine, and you have killed other men, something only the criminally insane or the very evil would do in this place and time. Then, too, unlike these modern folk, you have only once seen yourself in a mirror, and never have you seen your own photograph or viewed your person on film. You have no feeling for how you look or how to adjust your look, and thereby mask your inner self. Consequently, you do not have the range of expression they do. You appear eternally sullen to them. The people here can see your wretched past in you as surely as they can see the battle scars on your face and hands. Every violent act you committed has diminished your soul until your face tells others you have become only a little more than animal.”
“Then what is the point of bringing me here?” asked Maternus. “If I am an animal, then I will surely fail to gain my redemption.”
“Don’t despair of your future, although you do indeed have a long journey ahead of you,” said the angel. “Mark that I said: ‘A little more than animal.’ You yet retain a portion of the soul you were born with, enough to make you love gentle Maria and enough to let you feel compassion for your brother soldiers. Do you not remember what you did three days before you died?”
The angel extended his right hand and drew it across the firmament, and — as if watching himself in a dream — Maternus saw himself among the small band of rebels he would personally lead during the assassination attempt in Rome.
He and his men were on the Via Flamina, a few hours north of the capital. They were dressed in the loose, white clothes of rustic pilgrims and were wearing large straw hats to protect themselves from the spring sun. The short swords the group carried were hidden beneath the layers of simple white cloth dangling from their bodies. It was the fourteenth of March, and already it was hot on the roadway; old Marcellus, the centurion Maternus had served under during the first seven years of his military career, was perspiring heavily as he yammered on endlessly concerning campaigns he alone was alive to remember. When he tired of recounting forgotten history, the centurion started singing one of the ribald ballads soldiers compose about their generals.
“Is your leg good?” Maternus asked young Casio, in part because the legionnaire was not putting his full weight on his left foot, and in part because asking the question caused Marcellus to shut up for a few moments.
“It’s only a blister,” lied the young man, who had been injured months earlier when the band of rebels retreated from an army of loyalist soldiers on the eastern slope of the Pyrenees.
“I was thinking,” said Maternus, “perhaps we should post a man here on the road. He could run into the city and warn us if the emperor brings any legions from the north. And such additional men would have to come from this direction.”
“A fool’s errand,” commented Marcellus. “The emperor will never allow any of the frontier legions to come to Rome. Otherwise there may be a rebellion in the army. The Praetorians are the only armed men let into the capital. It’s the law.”
“We can’t be too cautious,” said Maternus and told young Casio to sit behind an oak beside the roadway and keep watch. “The emperor is as cunning as he is wicked. Laws will mean little to him in a crisis.”
Marcellus continued to complain while Maternus took from his pack a pouch filled with cold polenta, leaving it and a wine skin with Casio.
The angel moved his hands back across the sky, and he and the Roman were once again strolling down a suburban sidewalk.
“You left Casio behind, not to watch for frontier legions you knew would never come, but because you feared he might perish when you attacked the emperor’s entourage,” said Mr. Worthy. “You wanted the young man to live. That was not the action of an animal, sir. In the last days of your life, your rage and your propensity for violence had not so diminished you that you forgot your concern for a young man.
“Now mark this: one learns to do better by being better, my friend. Do good today, then the day after, and soon doing good will become as much of a habit to you as doing ill once was. In your instance, it is imperative you learn to contain your anger every day. During your first weeks as Matthew August you will be asked to do nothing beyond live a normal life while you keep your temper in check. In this new land, there is no one who has ever done you wrong; here, you have no enemies, no old grudges that need to be settled. You have no reason to lash out at anyone you might encounter. As strange as the people here may seem, none of them is your enemy. Your enemies are all in Hell, where you shall return — mark me well — where you shall return if you cannot learn to keep your rage in check. The fault in you, I regret to tell you, is not a small matter. Harming others as you have done is as terrible a crime as any lost soul has ever committed, and those cast lower into Hell than you are there only because their crimes were of a greater scale, not because they did worse. Several of my fellow angels hold that you have done too much to be forgiven; they say you are a lost cause and will soon fail in your new environs. If you do fail, my friend, if you bring violence to another living human and prove the other angels right, I promise you I will personally see you thrown so far into the dark caverns of the damned you will soon forget how sunlight felt upon your skin. Are we understood?”
Maternus humbly allowed he did.
They came to a cluster of structures that were taller than the residential houses and built one upon the other as city tenements had been in Maternus’ day. A sign in front of the structures read Upland Luxury Efficiency Apartments.
“If luxury and efficiency are found here,” said Maternus, “this must be where Aurora’s wealthy dwell.”
“Not really,” said Mr. Worthy. “The second lesson you must learn concerning modern American cities — after you have mastered the bit about space and structure — is that the people here are not exact in what they say and write. I think this is partly so because the English language was not theirs to begin with; they borrowed it from the inhabitants of Britain.”
“It’s a Celtic tongue?” asked Maternus.
“No, English has a difficult history,” said the angel. “I would need more time to explain the matter in full. The island of Britain is named after a Celtic tribe, that is true. What we are speaking actually has Germanic origins. Anyway, this borrowed tongue in this vast nation can often get altered in different places by different people. A word can mean one thing in Kansas and quite another thing in California. In addition, you must understand that Americans are a very ambitious and a very hopeful people; such hopeful people believe they can create new definitions for words anytime they wish, and that they have every right to do so. This sign is a handy example of one such idiosyncratic usage; it speaks of ‘luxury’ and ‘efficiency,’ when what the sign is advertising are in fact tiny, cramped apartments created for unmarried men and women who cannot yet afford their own furniture.”
“I can’t imagine I will fit in here in America,” said Maternus, shaking his head at yet another confusing facet of his new homeland. “In a nation where words have no set meaning, I am bound to say something that will bring offense to someone, whether I mean to or not, and I will thereafter become embroiled in a conflict, perhaps even in a sudden bloodletting. After that, I will be sent back to Hell.”
“Don’t give up at the beginning, my friend,” said Mr. Worthy. “America is not nearly as baffling a place as it may seem. People here, like people everywhere, are essentially good, albeit tainted by sin, and while you may not be able to judge Americans by their words, you still can judge them by their actions. As for giving unintended offense by saying the wrong thing, that is something that almost never happens in this land. When words have no meaning, one can scarce say anything offensive.”
“I am ignorant of higher matters,” admitted the still confused Maternus.
“You worry too much,” said the angel. “The language, like the people, depends entirely upon its context. You will understand over time.”
The angel took Maternus inside the apartment complex’s office and instructed him on how to rent a flat. The soldier only had to show the middle-aged woman in the sparse office the two cards he had in his wallet and surrender to her six of the Franklin bills before she gave to him a key. The woman struck Maternus as officious and strange, as she was in remarkably good health for her age and was dressed in a long pink and yellow gown that was as showy as any a patrician matron had ever worn in Rome. She was cold to him when he entered her office, but became surprisingly pleasant to Maternus after she saw how many Franklins he had in his wallet.
“Are you from here in Denver, Mr. August?” she asked Maternus as she made out a receipt for him.
“I am new to the city,” said Maternus.
“Tell her no one is really from Denver,” whispered the angel.
“No one is really from Denver,” said Maternus, and for some reason the woman agreed with him and narrated a long tale involving her mother’s sister Madeline and that woman’s recent move to Modesto, California.
“No one is really from California, either,” said the woman with a smile.
“What did she mean?” Maternus asked the angel when they went with the key to look at the apartment the Roman had rented. “I could not place her words into context. How can everyone not be from a specific place? Surely someone is from here?”
“It’s another pleasantry Americans exchange with each other,” explained Mr. Worthy. “Like fashion advice or motion picture criticism, the phrase has no meaning whatsoever.”
Once inside the small flat, the angel showed Maternus where the kitchen and the bathroom were and explained their functions.
“Look, the bed is in the wall,” the angel informed Maternus and made the contraption unfold from its hiding place with a wave of his hand.
The abrupt appearance of the bare mattress startled Maternus for a moment. Sudden movements in his world had usually heralded attacks. He jumped back into the middle of the room, his right leg stuck behind him, and only until his eyes focused on the bed did he realize the wall was not assaulting him.
“Don’t be afraid,” Mr. Worthy advised him. “Nearly everything happens quickly here, including the happy outcomes.”
After inspecting the Roman’s new quarters — which took less than five minutes — the angel and Maternus walked to an enormous building consisting of interconnected shops that made up an entire marketplace under a single roof. Thousands of the self-propelled machines called automobiles were stationed silently around the massive structure. Maternus touched several of them to check if he could rouse them from their somnolent condition, and he was pleased to find the mechanisms were indeed lifeless objects of metal and glass.
“You see, they are quite dead,” Mr. Worthy assured him.
Inside the enormous building they exchanged some more of Maternus’s Franklins for some more of the odd clothing, sheets, bed covers, pillows, and kitchen utensils the angel informed the Roman he would need in his new apartment. They purchased too much for them to carry, but the merchants in the shops promised they would deliver the merchandise to the Matthew August residence.
“This is an exceedingly wealthy land to build a domed market this large and fill it with a million lights,” marveled Maternus as he gazed upward at the ceiling over the mall’s central walkway.
“Wealthy beyond your ancient capacity for knowing,” said Mr. Worthy. “There are a dozen shopping malls of at least this size — or larger — in the greater Denver area. Bear in mind this is but a provincial city. In the bigger urban centers there are buildings as tall as mountains and sports arenas as large as islands in your Mediterranean.”
“A true land of marvels,” whispered the overawed Maternus, still fixing his eyes upon the high ceiling. “If the Americans can build a market this spectacular, an entire city under one roof, dedicated to mere buying and selling, what wonders must be the temples they have made for their gods!”
“In point of fact,” said the angel, sounding less enthusiastic than he usually did, “their temples, as you call them, are not as impressive as this is. But then, some of my fellow angels say this building and others like it are the true American temples.”
“I fear I don’t understand that, either.”
“You don’t have to. You will not live here long enough to fret over this fact of American life any more than you will have to fret over their abuse of language. One matter you will have to worry about is the dwindling number of green papers you have in your wallet. They need to be replaced, you see. You must get yourself a job.”
In the middle of the afternoon they walked together across some more strikingly similar suburban streets to another large building that did not appear nearly as inviting as the shopping mall had been. Judging from the heavy brick walls of its exterior, the narrow window slits that were the only openings on that bleak exterior, other than a single central doorway, and the open but unoccupied courtyard that encircled the entire structure, Maternus decided this must be either a fortress or a prison, and looked for the armed guards as he and the angel drew nearer to the structure.
“This is Susan B. Anthony Middle School,” explained Mr. Worthy. “They have an opening here for an evening janitor. You will inquire at the front office. Fill out an application. You will find it a simple process; we have prepared the way for you.”
At the shopping mall, the sales clerks had been slightly taken aback upon first getting an eyeful of Maternus’s unique appearance, but their moods had immediately brightened when they saw the many Franklins he owned. Money could not put the Roman in a more favorable light for the secretaries at the middle school; to the secretaries in the school office Maternus — with his battle-ravaged face and twisted fingers — simply looked frightening. His unhurried yet tense mannerisms made him seem mentally defective. The three women working in the office and the two children sent there for misbehaving all gathered by the front desk just to watch the singular man fill out his application.
“So, Mr. August,” said the personal secretary to the principal, who was half-expecting the angular, coiled man to strike at her and swallow her whole while she was looking over the application form, “I see some gaps in your employment record. That part of your life before right now, I mean. You haven’t written anything about it.”
“Tell her you were in the army,” said Mr. Worthy, who was ever at the Roman’s side and remained invisible to everyone else. “She and her coworkers will think better of you once they know you were a soldier.”
“I was in the army,” said Maternus, which brought a nod from the other two women and both of the wayward children.
“We figured it was either that, or you wrestled mountain lions for a living,” said the principal’s secretary and laughed merrily for several seconds. When the somber Roman made no reaction, her laughter quickly turned to awkward silence.
“Tell them you fought in Mesopotamia,” said Mr. Worthy, for Maternus had indeed fought there during a retaliatory campaign against the Parthians.
“I fought in Mesopotamia,” said Maternus to the secretaries, and they nodded again.
“Were you — I hope you don’t mind me asking — were you wounded there?” asked the principal’s secretary.
“Yes. Yes, I was,” said Maternus and automatically touched the long scar across his forehead, a mark he had gotten from a Parthian lance. “How did you know?”
“That explains a lot,” said the principal’s secretary, and she and the others in the office assumed a new attitude toward Maternus. The principal’s secretary tenderly patted the soldier’s hand, and one of the other women commented that her husband’s cousin Walter was also over there.
“Sometimes I think the war there will go on forever,” said the woman.
“Apparently, it nearly has,” said Maternus.
He was hired without having to endure an interview. As he walked outside Maternus asked the angel why the women in the office had all at once become sympathetic toward him.
“People who have never seen combat have odd ideas about soldiers,” said Mr. Worthy. “We have used those odd ideas to get you the job. If you are wondering, yes, Matthew August does have a military record for those ladies to access. When they look you up on their computers — those are the machines with the display screens — they will find you are an army veteran.”
“America is at war?”
“All great nations are constantly at war, or else getting ready for the next war,” said Mr. Worthy. “That is one of the iron laws of history.”
“Why would your God make it thus?” asked Maternus.
“To teach mankind humility,” said the angel.
“Mankind obviously is a slow learner,” commented Maternus, still amazed there was yet a war in Mesopotamia.
“You misunderstand,” said Mr. Worthy. “God does not instruct humanity so you and your kind can perfect the world. God teaches you so you might learn that the world cannot be perfected. But my time here grows too limited for even short explanations, and there are two more places I need to show you before I leave you on your own.”
The first building they visited was a narrow structure that had a single high tower, atop which was a symbol the Roman recognized only too quickly.
“A cross?” he asked Mr. Worthy. “Is this a place of execution?”
“This house belongs to God,” said the angel. “You, I think, have heard of the Christians. They were already active in your lifetime.”
“I only know we in the army were forbidden to join their practices. They had their services at night, away from everyone else, because they were outlawed. They were a cult from the East, some type of renegade Jews. The emperor killed some of them in Rome, I believe.”
“True enough, as far you know,” said Mr. Worthy. “There is more to the story, which you will know after you have come here every Sunday morning for the next six months. This is where you will go anytime you wish to talk to me.”
“Why? Surely there are religions more appropriate for a soldier than some minor belief started by those who had to hide from emperor’s agents just to survive?”
Mr. Worthy gave him a disapproving look, such as an adult might give a child who has just said something very foolish. The angel did not admonish the soldiers in words. He instead led Maternus to a final building that was as unattractive as the middle school had been. Once inside, Mr. Worthy instructed Maternus how to obtain another laminated card for his wallet from a woman behind a long counter in the heart of the building’s vast interior space.
“This card will permit you to borrow any book in this library, or any other library in Arapahoe County,” explained the angel. “You may come here every day but Sunday, and read anytime you wish, so long as anytime is between eight in the morning and nine at night. Here you will glean a better understanding of your new home than I can give you in a single afternoon.”
“Coming here will teach me everything I want to know?” asked Maternus, intrigued by the row upon row of book shelves in the big room.
“Of course not,” said Mr. Worthy. “Knowledge and reason, like wealth and power, have limited scopes. You will learn more than you know now, though one of the first lessons you will learn is that one man is capable of knowing only so much. You will, however, learn enough to make yourself happy.”
Together they walked through the rows of books, reading the titles of every section as Maternus planned his course of study.
“I once had an officer, a man of equestrian rank who could read both Latin and Greek,” said the soldier, “and I overheard him say a man should read philosophy first if he wanted to be truly educated.”
“A little philosophy, a little history, a bit of science, some literature — dabble in some of each to start,” suggested the angel. “However, first I think you should read how to operate a floor buffer. Then you can move on to Plato and Aristotle.”



III
Born of Mars and Suckled by the Wolf
Mr. Worthy left Maternus as soon as they returned to the Upland Apartments from the library. The angel’s last words to the Roman had been a further admonition not to give himself over to rage.
“Never react to anything that befalls you until you have reflected upon what you should do for five full seconds,” Mr. Worthy had counseled him. “Remember: lash out at a single living soul, and you will be saying farewell to all hope for an eternity. Never, never surrender yourself to the anger you have fostered within your heart for these many years. I wish I could tell you the sentiments you have cultivated since your brutal childhood will soon wither and disappear. That is not possible. I can promise you the feelings will go away, my friend, but this will happen only after considerable time has passed. Only after you have behaved well one day after another for many days will the rage within you begin to abate. Until that happens, you must be conscientious in everything you do. Never let your guard down, my friend — not even once. Again become the furious man who perished in the Circus Maximus so long ago, and you will have put yourself beyond the reach of our compassion. Do not forget that.”
The angel had then drawn his hands over his head a second time, and a blinding light filled the small apartment. When the light went away, Maternus was alone.
Any doubts he had that he had not been set in an earthly paradise were banished that first night when he slept on the apartment bed. The soldier had never felt such comfort in his previous life, when he had slept on the open ground while on campaign and on a dirt floor when posted in a military station. Nor had Maternus hoped for such sensual bliss while he was in Hell. “Like lying on a cloud,” he told himself and, simultaneously wished he could think of a more original way of describing how the mattress seemed to embrace the entirety of his weary back.
Mr. Worthy had shown him how to operate the electric range in his small apartment, although in the morning when he started to make his breakfast he devoured the can of peaches he opened without stopping to heat anything. Then he did the same to a can of fruit cocktail, and to another of cranberry sauce. The nectar Ganymede had served the gods on Olympus could not been more delicious or more appreciated than that simple breakfast was. To a man fed throughout his life on barley meal and dried horse meat, the canned fruit was a revelation. He wept a flood of tears when he passed the first sweet section of peach over the back of his tongue and felt how that organ arched toward the top of his palette in reaction to that unfamiliar sensation. No wonder most of the Americans he had seen were so fat! They could feast upon these divine fruits anytime they desired, even though the garden that bore the divine ambrosia might be on the other side of the world. As he ate, Maternus had to remind himself he was not already in Heaven; at the same time he did tell himself this must be how the food in Heaven tasted. Since he was not yet schooled in the use of modern dining utensils, he ate as he always had, that is, with his fingers and a vast and noisy gusto.
Taking a bath (he did not yet know how to manipulate the shower) in his tiny bathroom was an equally wonderful experience. There had been baths in Maternus’s day, grand pools of heated water in which one could swim while he got clean; those facilities had been reserved for men more important than he. As a common soldier, Maternus had washed himself in cold streams during the warm months and in the even colder water of a basin during the long winters. To lay nearly his entire body in glorious liquid heat while thinking only of what portion of himself he should scrub next was luxury the emperor himself had never known in the largest of his baths. The emperor had likewise never known soap, which was another modern wonder to Maternus. He rubbed the bar on him lavishly, and despite enjoying how the suds felt upon his skin, he worried the aroma was too close to how the brothels in Gaul had smelled.
He did not mind his new job in the least, and Mr. Worthy had been incorrect in fearing Maternus would have trouble with the floor buffer. The principal, an affable man named Mr. Hamburg, had stayed late on the soldier’s first day and had demonstrated to Maternus how he should gently push the handle of the machine up and down while he engaged the on switch to make the buffer sweep from side to side. Mr. Hamburg was duly impressed by how quickly his new janitor learned to manipulate the machine, not noticing the man he knew as Mr. August did not move the handle up and down, but swung it from side to side, using brute force alone to manage it. The principal did not know a man could be that powerful and, for his part, Maternus had known mules that were far harder to handle than this humming device.
The soldier was accustomed to taking orders and had no trouble doing everything the school administrators assigned him once he had been given a single walk-through of his routine. Compared to building a league of roadway in the relentless Mediterranean sun or counterattacking a barbarian advance, his tasks at the school were easily performed. Every morning the school opened, the teachers would remark that their floors had never been cleaner or their blackboards more spotless. They and Mr. Hamburg did not appreciate that in the Roman army a man would be crushed beneath heavy stones if he disobeyed orders, and thus did not understand why the new janitor consistently did exactly as he was asked.
Maternus arrived at the middle school every afternoon as the students were leaving for home, and when the children first observed the dour and battered man who was to clean their classrooms every evening they were terrified of him. The stranger did not carry himself like a normal suburban adult. He did not smile when a student did something silly or become angry when they tossed paper wads on the hallway floor. When one of the prepubescent children dared to speak to him, the new janitor never responded with more than a few somber words. In a few weeks time, the children decided the new face in their midst must belong to a mentally defective person, or else he would be more akin to what they thought a man should be.
Maternus did not regard the students so much as children but more as smaller and less harmful versions of the gibbering demons he had met in the flaming depths of Hell. Children of his day — the dirty-faced waifs he had seen on the frontiers of the empire — had been silent, yearning bundles of rags too busy seeking something to eat, and too intimidated by the grown-ups to cause anyone trouble. The little folk at Susan B. Anthony Middle School were seldom quiet, and never still; they bounced around the school grounds like fish trapped in a closing net, and when they were not shouting rude comments to one another, they were squealing like swine fighting over slops. None of these modern children looked to have ever been hungry for so much as an hour. Many of them were as fat as senators, and all of them jumped with healthy energy. Their clothing — in which they took a peculiar pride — was more varied than a field of wildflowers. Merely looking at the eye-starling bright colors they dressed in, or listening to their jubilant uproar for any length of time, made Maternus’ senses ache.
He was relieved to return every night to his quiet apartment and go in the morning to the library to which Mr. Worthy had directed him. In the latter spot the soldier found more wonders than in the other localities in Aurora put together; there, to his amazement, he also discovered the fate of Rome. The empire he and his brother soldiers had thought immortal had turned out to be but one of countless milestones on the long road of history, one that had left its mark upon the world in ways the Romans themselves had never intended. He was additionally amazed to read how far back that road of history stretched, for one of the first books he opened — a time line intended for much younger students of history — told him even more empires had existed before his time than had arisen in the subsequent eighteen centuries. There had been people in exotic places who had cities and writing thousands of years before Romulus and Remus had been abandoned in the primeval forests of central Italy, although in Maternus’s estimation none of these earlier and hairier races measured up to Roman standards.
Because the library used the Dewey Decimal System, books in the category “General Purpose” —such as encyclopedias, almanacs, and the volumes bound in gray cloth and rightfully titled the “Great Books of the Western World” —were on the front of the very first shelf that Maternus met when he entered the building. This last collection of books, put together seventy years earlier by two professors from the University of Chicago — who had had the optimistic notion that Americans secretly longed to set aside L’il Abner in favor of Cicero and Newton — were the second volumes the Roman soldier decided to peruse after he had set aside the time line. Maternus first read the works of those authors whose names he had heard mentioned by officers and men of property: Aristotle, Plato, Herodotus, Thucydides, Homer. He devoured them like a wolf feasting on a fresh kill and found his world brightened by ten thousand instances of pleasure and wisdom. Then, during his second month of going to the library every day, Maternus happened to espy one of the gray volumes titled The Decline and Fall of the Roman Empire, by Edward Gibbon. The style of this new book seemed a little turgid after the three days he had spent with the gossipy Herodotus, and there were so many pages of declining to read that Maternus wondered if Mr. Gibbon had been given enough history to fill his many chapters of fine print. The work ambushed his expectations when he discovered that — within the first pages of the fat tome — he was reading of events that fell within his lifetime, and soon he was even reading of himself and his plot to kill Emperor Commodus, of which Mr. Gibbon merely related that the scheme had failed and did not give the bloody details of the conspirators’ deaths. Maternus was pleased more than a man striving for redemption should be when he read a few paragraphs later that Commodus had eventually been assassinated, and that when the tyrant fell there began the first rumblings of the avalanche that would sweep away the entire empire. The brutal, self-serving despot, the last of the Antonines, had died before reaching thirty and at the hands of his two most trusted friends.
“I, at least, died with a sword in my hand,” Maternus boasted to himself.
As he read more and journeyed further into time and farther from any empire he recognized as Roman, the satisfaction he had felt when reading of Commodus’s death turned to sorrow as he learned how the brave legions he had served in gradually faded from living memory and passed onto the printed page, where the finest soldiers who had ever formed ranks exchanged blood and sinew for the ghostly existence of consonants and vowels. Everything in the western half of the empire had gone to ruins in the fifth century. According to Mr. Gibbon, the Germanic barbarians had delivered the final blow on the battlefield, but it had been the Christians — people like those in the church Mr. Worthy was having him attend — who had made the Romans so weak they would succumb to the furry tribesmen their ancestors had defeated on a thousand previous occasions. Maternus feared the fires of the underworld too much to defy Mr. Worthy’s orders, and would continue to attend the church; he nonetheless could not help but think poorly of the Christians and their meek ways; men could never stand face to face with the Huns and Vandals and ram cold steel into their barbarian intestines if they accepted that Christian love business. Better, thought the Roman, if men believed in a collection of bloody gods and the power of their strong right hands. Simple beliefs like those, along with tempered steel, were what kept the enemies of civilization at bay, not the kind sentiments the Christians had borrowed from the Jews.
Delving deeper into Mr. Gibbon’s work, Maternus discovered that the fifth century was not the end of the empire as a whole. Another thousand years passed before the eastern Romans had fallen, although the eastern half of the empire had been more Greek than Roman. Even then the world was not done with the Romans: they lived on in the language Maternus now used, eighty percent of which was made up of words possessing Latin roots; Romans engineers were in the arches, plumbing, and paved streets of every modern city; the senators and orators lived on in the structure of modern government and in court trials; and the legions themselves were present in the organization of every modern army. Added to this was the obvious truth that much of the best Roman art and literature had survived into the twenty-first century, and Maternus could see Rome had a continued existence, one that was far more important and tangible than those of the lost civilizations that had come before her. By the time Maternus approached the end of Mr. Gibbon’s seventeen hundred pages (counting the footnotes), the veteran had devised his own theory of history, and viewed subsequent western civilizations as no more than feeble imitations of the hardy Roman ideal. Whereas moderns see history as a long and tortured journey from the rude lives lived in caves to the glories of today, Maternus came to believe that his had been a golden age those who came after had vainly tried to recreate by substituting science and commerce for Roman heroism. While his theory may have been incorrect, the soldier did make himself happy by thinking of himself and of his kind as having been the finest products time had yet created.
Among the few regulars at the library who were not senior citizens seeking a quiet place to nap or young children who had not yet attended school long enough to learn how to hate books, Maternus noted two singular men who were also at the library’s long tables every day. Unlike most of the other patrons, these two men wrote more than they read. One was a blond man a few years under fifty; he had a face made prematurely creased and brown by too many days in the sun, and wore a dirty billed cap he always crammed low on his forehead, causing the fine hairs on the sides and back of his head to stick out like the mane on a lion. His aquiline nose was as prominent as those on the busts of Julius Caesar, and his sharp features were still handsome when seen in profile. Yet whatever presence his face granted him was nullified by the unkempt condition of his clothes and hair. On most days this man sat beside the periodical section and was constantly moving between the racks of journals and his reading table. His restlessness allowed him to consume ten or more newspapers and magazines during every visit. The blond man had captured Maternus’s attention because he muttered aloud whenever he discovered something upsetting in the materials he read, and he would soon thereafter scribble furiously on the yellow legal pad he always had with him.
The second man, who was apparently a friend of the blond scribbler, interested Maternus because the Roman had never before seen anyone of his bodily appearance. This second man was tall and elegant in a manner Maternus realized was more informal and spontaneous than that of most other men in Aurora. His boss, Mr. Hamburg, and the businessmen Maternus saw in Aurora’s shops and restaurants wore long jackets of a certain design and long cravats about their throats; these tidy, restrained men donned white shirts beneath their jackets and wore leather shoes of brown or black and kept their hair neatly trimmed. This friend of the blond man in the library looked much less conventional that any of those gents. This fellow kept the top three buttons of his piebald shirts unfastened and had long, somewhat chaotic black hair on which he put a sweet-smelling pomade that made his black curls glisten like polished ebony. His dark frame was thin, and he moved with the casual agility of the street dancers Maternus had seen perform for money in Rome. This man’s black trousers, unlike his loose shirts, were so tight on his lower body Maternus felt a little uncomfortable looking at him for any length of time. Still more remarkable than his clothes was the stranger’s natural appearance, the likes of which the ancient Roman had not encountered during his previous life. The man’s skin was as black as the exotic Nubians Maternus had espied in the marketplaces of southern Gaul; his nose was narrow and straight like that of a patrician officer, and, to top all, he was sloe-eyed, a feature of the semi-mythical yellow men travelers claimed dwelled beyond India.
The blond man seemed to be impelled by rage when he took pen in hand; he muttered angrily to himself while he attacked the pages of his legal pad, but his black friend, a generation younger, smiled as he composed with his tall, daring handwriting on sheets of lineless copy paper. Often the dark man chuckled at something he had written, and his was not the cold, triumphant laugh of a conquering general; rather he sounded as joyful as lovers do when they sit hand in hand in a semi-secret place and are oblivious to an eavesdropping world. The dark man never read anything he had not composed himself; indeed, little besides his writing and his appearance seemed to interest him.
There was one more important quality the dark man had that Maternus could not help noticing: women clearly found this unconventional man very alluring. Rare was the day when a young woman or group of women did not stop by the table to converse with him; they smiled and moved anxiously about, stroking their long hair as they talked to him. They took pains to laugh at anything marginally funny that he said, and many of them took the opportunity laughter provided to touch his bright shirt for a moment or to pat the interesting man’s hand. The female librarians working in the building also found some reason to visit the young man during the course of his visits; these normally well-behaved, middle-aged women in their long print dresses could giggle and be as flirtatious with him as the young girls in short skirts when they came by the dark man’s table. Maternus had understood practically nothing of the women of his time, and knew even less concerning modern women. As ignorant as he was, he realized something of consequence was happening every time a woman dropped by the man’s table and her face flushed as if a flame had been lit inside her. Was this female desire he was witnessing? In his time, desire had been something only men could express, and then not for long if there were others about. In his own life, he had dared not feel it even after a woman he had been with had done her job and been paid, and he wondered if there were any books in the library that could tell him what this modern female behavior meant.
Equally intriguing to Maternus was how oblivious the women were to the dark man’s blond friend. This man in his dirty billed cap was always right there beside the younger man, and he stared at the women in a manner Maternus did understand; that was how a legionnaire stared into a city lupanar after he had been campaigning six months in the wilderness and his need was great. Yet none of the women spoke to the blond man, or so much as glanced in his direction. In the Roman’s time, money and social position were the assets a man used to attract women. Since the blond man was so much older than his dark friend Maternus assumed that, under normal circumstances, he would have accumulated more money than his companion during the course of his much longer life. Certainly he would have had the time to be promoted to a superior social position. The Roman therefore deduced the dark man must be of noble birth. Or else the older man had suffered some huge setback in his life. Never did Maternus entertain the notion that the women might find the dark man physically attractive. In the Roman’s time, the only males considered attractive were effeminate boys certain rich men had collected for their private harems.
The last and most confounding aspect of the way women interacted with the two men was the hard fact that none of the females ever left the library with either one. Maternus often watched the two men mount their bicycles in the parking lot and pedal off to wherever they had their home. Each time they left alone. Why, wondered the Roman, if the women flirted relentlessly with the dark man, why in the end did they leave him alone, exactly as they did his older friend? Were the women taunting the dark man? Had women become that cruel during his eighteen centuries in a dark cell? Maternus had accepted that language and government would change over that long passage of time, but he had not imagined the relationships between women and men could ever be profoundly altered. Had news of this innovation reached the place Mr. Worthy called Heaven? If Maternus ever reached Heaven, would the women there be as cruel as these library women were? Would Maria from the garden be changed? To find the answers, he could only plow farther ahead in the gray books and hope some man wiser than he was had answered this question for him.
One Thursday afternoon, when the Roman had departed the carefree companionship of Boswell and was still unaware of the bleak wastelands that lay ahead as he prepared to delve into Hegel, he was seated at a table near the periodicals at the moment the blond man dropped several of the magazines he had been perusing.
“Son of a bitch!” swore the blond man, and added a phrase that sounded to Maternus as if he were calling upon the world to have illicit sex with his mother. While he was scooping up three journals fallen to his right, Maternus popped from his chair and retrieved two magazines that had landed to the man’s left.
“Thanks,” said the blond man and gaped, ill at ease, upon the Roman’s facial scars.
“You are most welcome, citizen,” said Maternus.
“Right…” said the man. “Are you an immigrant, pal?”
“I am Matthew August,” said Maternus. “I come from the beautiful place known as Montana. I have served with the army in Mesopotamia, among other locations.”
“I figured you had to have been a soldier or a boxer,” said the blond man, who dared to smile, but not for long. “Were you hurt bad — if you don’t mind my asking?”
“How did you know?” said the Roman, and touched his face, exactly as he had done when he first spoke to the secretaries at the school.
“You got, you know, some marks,” said the man in the dirty cap. “Was it shrapnel, brother?”
“I was cut by metal,” said Maternus. “Perhaps you call it shrapnel.”
An unanticipated moment of silence then ensued. The Roman soldier had not experienced a similar passage in his previous life; back then he had not known any of the subtle nuances that have come to form the bulk of modern human existence; officers back then had mostly barked orders at him, and he had barked them at his inferiors. When he had not been fighting, he and his mates had been drinking and whoring and shouting with all the power of their lungs inside the filthiest buildings in the half-civilized frontier towns to which the empire had sent them. His time in Hell had been more raging chaos. Now, standing toe to toe with a man he did not know and waiting for something to happen was entirely new to him. To Maternus the events that seemed closest to this moment were the many times he and his comrades had stood silently in their ranks, waiting for the centurions to give the command to attack, a time when Maternus had heard the other soldiers whisper a final prayer to their sundry gods.
“My name’s Stephen Kent,” said the blond man and stuck out his hand.
The Roman had seen Mr. Hamburg and other respectable people do this, and knew it was another type of greeting, a more heartfelt type than the open-handed waving gesture he had witnessed on his first day in Aurora. He took Stephen Kent’s hand and squeezed it vigorously.
“Whoa, cowboy,” said Mr. Kent and quickly extracted his hand from Maternus’s iron grip. “Just shaking with you, brother. I didn’t want to fight.”
“I am most apologetic,” said the Roman. “I would not offend you.”
Stephen Kent shook his hand to get the feeling back into it and at the same time braved making another smile at the stolid Roman, one Maternus thankfully returned.
“I am the night janitor at Susan B. Anthony Middle School,” said the soldier, and expected Mr. Kent to tell him what he did to earn his bread.
“I’m … I’m, like you say, a citizen,” said Stephen, sounding slightly uncertain as to what his occupation was exactly. Maternus took his response to mean he was a man of leisure, one freed by wealth from the burden of work.
“I have many times seen you writing,” said the Roman.
“Yeah, yeah, I do that,” agreed Stephen. “Right now I’m trying to get the bastards to stop letting those little sons of bitches on their motorized skateboards use the biking trails. Not that it’s those little, evil shits I’m angry at — they couldn’t have thought of this on their own. You can be goddamned, shit for certain sure of that! It’s the companies, the advertisers, and everybody else unwilling to give the rest of us a moment’s peace. They’ve got the city in the palm of their hands! Who else could it be?! The same people that teach the kids how to smoke and then how to ride those scooters and those miniature motorbikes, and by the time they’re nineteen, the kids are riding down the street in gas guzzlers smoking fucking cigars from the fucking Dominican Republic.”
Blessed with his new knowledge of English, Maternus at once realized Stephen was using improper language. Ever mindful of Mr. Worthy’s admonition not to lose his temper, the Roman was equally aware that here was a man whose temper was not only lost, it was running as wild as a riderless horse pursued by wasps pouring from a freshly broken nest. Stephen shook with rage when he spoke of motorized vehicles on bike paths, and, as little as the Roman knew of the modern world and its bicycle trails, he could see the man’s arguments sailed along unaided by the wind of logic. After a month of visiting the library, Maternus knew it was a place wherein one should be as quiet as possible, and he understood why a half dozen patrons at the long tables were glaring at Stephen.
“Samuel Johnson told Mr. Boswell we should always be open to new friendships, Stephen,” said Maternus, “otherwise we will grow old alone. I would therefore enjoy a conversation with you, sir, but perhaps we should go outside and not bother our fellow citizens.”
Many years had passed since anyone had hinted at becoming a friend to Mr. Kent; even those he lived among did not use the term ‘friendship’ to refer to the relationship they had with the unkempt and slightly deranged man. This former soldier from Montana had a face Stephen might see in an alcohol-induced nightmare, but he seemed nice, in the feeble-minded manner of being nice.
“Sure. Just let me get my things. I’ll introduce you to Shen. He’s a roomer at our house,” said Stephen, and put the journals that had offended him back on their rack, then led Maternus to the table where his black friend remained seated, happily scribbling away on the copy paper he kept inside a three-ring notebook.
“Hey, man,” Stephen said to his friend, “I’m stepping outside to have a smoke and talk to my man Matt here. He was a soldier they sent over to the Middle East. Got torn up over there. Bet he’s got some stories worth hearing.”
Two men could not have behaved more differently than did the dowdy and ebullient Stephen and his unruffled black friend. Without a sound, the younger man floated up from his chair, and making only a faint, cold smile to signal his intentions, he placed a cool-as-a-freshly-caught-trout hand on the Roman’s calloused paw and slipped it off again without attempting to shake Maternus’s hand. He took an artful breath, and paused before he expended the air he had taken into his lungs by wasting it on a word. He was very odd to Maternus’s way of thinking, yet the black man looked very elegant doing the odd things he did.
“I could use some fresh air,” Shen said to Stephen and gathered up his notebooks. “Did you tell Cecilia about my reading?”
“No, no, didn’t get around to it,” confessed Stephen, who became agitated at the mention of the woman’s name and absentmindedly bounced a fist against his thigh.
“I’ll tell her on the way out,” said Shen, and he led the group toward the front desk and the main entryway beyond it.
Behind the long counter that afternoon was a slight, gray woman Maternus had spotted on previous visits to the library. He remembered her because she had peculiar spectacles attached to a chain she wore about her neck. At forty-eight, Cecilia Roberts remained a strikingly handsome woman; she had been even better looking in the years before she started wearing formless corduroy jumpers and those unfortunate spectacles, and no one was more conscious of the changes time had wrought than was Cecilia herself. Eighteen centuries in the undisturbed darkness of Hades had not been enough time to make the Roman misunderstand the silly grin Steven made when they approached the woman. He also knew why Cecilia sighed softly when she saw the graceful Shen drawing near.
“Just wanted to tell you, C, I’ll be reading at the Great Blue Heron tomorrow night,” said Shen casually, although the adverb casually could be attached to everything Maternus has thus far seen Shen say or do.
“I know,” said Cecilia and touched her hair exactly as the young girls did when they spoke to Shen. “My girlfriends and I wouldn’t miss it.”
“Did you see my letter in the Boulder Camera?” asked Stephen.
Cecilia kept her pale blue, yearning eyes on Shen and did not acknowledge that Steven had spoken.
“I’ll be doing several new works from my “Harvest Cycle,”” said Shen.
“I love the “Harvest Cycle,” enthused Cecilia and leaned forward on the counter, in part because she did not know what to do with her hands. “My girlfriends and I loved your “Planting Time” poems, too.”
“I put their feet to the fire on the legalized pot issue,” Stephen inserted into the conversation. Only Maternus heard him, and the Roman had no clue of what the disheveled man was speaking.
“We start at eight,” continued Shen. “I won’t be on right away. The amateurs in the poetry community have to have their time on stage during the first round. You’ll have to wait through that.”
“They always save the best for last,” agreed Cecilia.
“I’ve been working all morning on the bike path issue,” chimed in Stephen.
“I’ll see you and the gang tomorrow night then,” said Shen and strolled away as smoothly as a swallow sweeping over treetops.
“I’ll be seeing you, too,” added Stephen, but Cecilia busied herself with some papers atop the counter and paid him no heed. Steven looked over his shoulder several times as he followed Shen, only to see that the librarian still did not glance at him.
The three men exited the glass front doors and walked onto the concrete plaza, a several-acre space much beloved by teenage skateboarders, two of whom were taking daring jumps up the sloping curve connecting the vertical walls of the library with the gray, horizontal surface surrounding it. To stay out of the youngsters’ way, Maternus and his new friends jumped atop a ledge built around a knot of steel identified by a plaque as “New Dawn, New Prometheus,” which Stephen and Shen knew was a work of art and the Roman thought was a broken automobile.
“You like this Cecilia woman, Steven Kent?” asked Maternus.
“Her? She’s all right I guess, if you like the tall, skinny type,” said Stephen, feigning indifference.
“I like Cecilia on a spiritual level,” said Shen, and he and Stephen lit up some sweet smelling cigarettes. (Shen had an intriguing way of holding his cigarette between his thumb and index finger. Maternus had never watched people smoke before, yet he could right away tell that Shen did it better than Stephen.) “Biologically, she is not my cup of tea,” added the poet.
“Shen is a most unusual name in this language,” commented Maternus.
“Short of Shengli, Mandarin Chinese for ‘victory,’” explained Shen. “Shengli Coleman is the name I put to my poems. My mother was Chinese. My father was African-American.”
“You speak of them in the past tense,” noted Maternus. “Are they dead?”
“Heavens no — they’re in Anaheim,” said Shen, surprising himself by accidentally saying something witty. “Wait a minute. I need to write this down,” he said and opened his notebook to scribble down the words he had just spoken.
“Would you like a smoke?” asked Stephen and offered Maternus one of his cigarettes and a device Maternus did not know how to use. The Roman had seen anti-smoking messages on the walls of Susan B. Anthony Middle School and recognized this as a vice a man facing the possibility of eternal punishment should avoid.
“Is tobacco not detrimental to one’s health, sir?” he asked.
“We don’t use tobacco,” said Stephen.
“Herbs, hand-picked from India,” said Shen and released a long, never-to-be-imitated streak of smoke. “Nature’s own — they can’t harm your lungs.”
Maternus still declined their offer.
“Tell us about the action you saw in the Middle East,” said Stephen.
“I really don’t care for war stories,” said Shen. “War is usually too political. I’m an apolitical writer. I’m interested in the human side of things, including the individual human side. Do you have any human war stories to tell, friend?”
“War is nothing but stories of humanity,” said Maternus. “They are stories of our suffering, and of our stupidity. What other stories can there be to tell?”
“Did you ever kill anyone?” asked Shen.
What an odd question! In the Roman’s day, if a soldier had served in the ranks and survived, anyone he spoke to would rightly presume he had killed those he met in battle or else the veteran would not have remained alive. Maternus had survived many pitched battles, and whenever the enemy had broken formation and fled the field, he and his comrades had killed at least several apiece during their headlong pursuits.
“Yes, I slew many at close range,” he said and then repeated what the angel had told him. “Each killing diminished my soul. There is nothing more to say, nothing to add to the misery I have inflicted, except to say that now I regret what I did.”
“I understand,” said Shen, who in fact did not, but could make himself believe he did. “What you’re expressing is part of the human experience, and the human part of me corresponds with all of that.”
“I’ve never met a poet before,” said Maternus, and at once thought of the young German the demon Banewill had shown him hacking to bits on the video. “Could you read something for me?”
Shen and Stephen had obviously heard this same request on previous occasions and were keen to give satisfaction. Stephen prepared Maternus for the grand experience by explaining to Maternus that Shen was the finest poet the Front Range had ever spawned. His explanation contained much gratuitous cursing in which he used the f-word as an expletive, a noun, a verb, and as both an adverbial and adjectival gerund. The Roman admired the disheveled man’s ability to express himself despite his limited vocabulary, and expected his poetic friend could show even more craft because he had the library’s nine thesauruses at his disposal. While Stephen was delivering his introduction, Shen closed his eyes and retreated deep within his consciousness to gather himself for the forthcoming effort. He drew a breath, and then another, slowing, finding a rhythm in the flowing and ebbing inside his lungs. He opened his eyes when he was ready, and the words came forth loud and furious into the still air of the library plaza.
“Deaf to murmurs,
Open wounds
Slouch upon the land, as the sun is
Coming up.”
That was the whole of it. Maternus pondered asking if this was the title of the poem, rather than the poem itself. Shen did not go on, therefore the ancient soldier deduced this must be the entire work. Having recently read Horace’s Ars Poetica, in which the ancient master advises poets to hold their poems for at least six years, Maternus wondered if Shen had kept the poem until it came of age would his work have matured into something better. He decided this poem was a creature born horribly defective, and time could have only changed it into a larger creature before Shen released it upon the world.
Because the angel had admonished him to be courteous to all human beings, rather than saying anything harsh, the Roman commented, “That was unique.”
“That was fucking nothing,” said Stephen. “You should see him on stage at one of his poetry slams.”
“I draw on the energy my audience grants me,” said Shen.
“I work until eight or nine each night,” said Maternus. “I may not be able to come see you perform at… What was the name of the institution you mentioned to the Cecilia woman?”
“The Great Blue Heron,” said Stephen. “It’s a coffee shop over on Buckingham Square, just off Mississippi Avenue. You can’t miss it. It’s got this big, fucking blue heron sign out front.”
“The sign’s meant to be ironic,” said Shen, although Maternus had lived in modern America long enough to know ‘ironic’ was one of the meaningless words of which Mr. Worthy had spoken. “You should come after work,” said Shen. “There’s only about two dozen of us local poets who are serious about our craft. We each get up three or four times at every slam. I’ll be going till midnight, my promise. I’ll definitely be in the finals.”
As they sat on the concrete ledge and conversed while the skateboarders whizzed past them again and again, Maternus learned that Shen and Stephen lived in the same house, an aged mansion owned by Stephen’s equally aged uncle Jerry, which meant they were both tenants of that elderly man. This Jerry was a pensioner. Both of Maternus’s new friends paid a small monthly rent and performed services around the house for the old man, such as shoveling the walks in winter and mowing the lawn in summer. Stephen was also something of a cook. Shen seemed to scrape together a little money from his poetry readings, and Stephen, like his uncle, received a check from the government every month. When Maternus asked how one went about getting such a monthly payment, Stephen muttered something about “a disability due to prolonged drug use,” and said no more on the subject.
“The letter-writing you do,” said Maternus to Stephen, “to whom do you direct your missives?”
“To newspapers, magazines, whoever will print them,” said Stephen. “Really, they’re warnings to the world, to keep the train from going off the rail more than it already has.”
“I do not grasp your meaning, sir,” said the Roman.
“When the world starts going to hell, I mean going to hell worse than it normally does,” said Stephen, “I get to writing letters to the editor so people can be reminded of what normal is. You remember the Vietnam War?”
Maternus had not yet read that far into world history and did not recognize that particular conflict, but he had learned the best way of maintaining a conversation with a modern person was to pretend he understood. He therefore gave a grunt of recognition.
“Well,” said Stephen, “after I got Nixon out of office with my anti-Watergate letters, I wrote and wrote until we pulled completely out of there. Of course, there followed the killing fields of Cambodia and the re-education camps and what-not in the rest of southeastern Asia, which I’ll take the heat for. All very tragic and all. The important thing was, I got the war ended, and the healing process could begin.”
Maternus understood less the more Stephen spoke. The Roman did comprehend this was obviously a very powerful man he had met, one capable of changing the behavior of his fellow citizens.
“This bicycle path you mentioned…” began Maternus.
“A minor problem I’ve already given too much time to,” said Stephen. “I’d have had it settled by now if the local newspapers weren’t resisting printing my letters. I figure they’re part of the conspiracy, you see. As soon as I get that business straightened out, I promise you I’ll concentrate on getting all the other soldiers out of the Middle East, Matt. As much as I’m against war in general, I know I’ll have to write letters to the Arab papers to get them to knock off this terrorism shit at the same time I’m getting our boys out. Do you know any Arabic, Matt?”
“The language of Arabia? No, I do not know it. There were some auxiliary troops in the eastern army that spoke that tongue.”
“Could you get me in touch with some of them?” asked Stephen.
“That would take some doing,” said Maternus.
“They’re deep in the system?”
“Deeper than you can imagine,” said Maternus.
The three of them agreed to meet again at the coffee shop the following night, and Maternus returned to his work at the school that afternoon, content in the knowledge he had made two new friends in one day, a feat he had not accomplished in the previous eighteen hundred years. On his walk back to his apartment that night he stopped at a Walgreen and purchased a notebook of his own; Boswell relates that Dr. Johnson had advised everyone to keep a diary in order to give precision to one’s thoughts. That evening Maternus wrote in his new journal:
“I have today made the acquaintance of Stephen Kent and Shengli Coleman. They are two unique men. Aristotle advises — and Aquinas seconds his opinion — that all things should be judged by their purpose. If that is true, then Stephen’s purpose is to bring peace to the world and Shen’s is to bring pleasure to all who hear him. Since their purposes are good, it little matters that Stephen might be slightly delusional or that Shen might be vain. They are good men and will make good friends.”



IV
Through Many Lands and Many Peoples
As the angel had shown Maternus on his first day in Aurora, once one knows the street name and the number of any address, one can find any place in a modern city. After consulting a map he found in a phone book, Maternus readily found the Great Blue Heron Coffee Shop after he had completed his work in the school hallways, and arrived at the establishment on Mississippi Avenue at a little after nine-thirty on Friday evening. The place was hard to miss. The sign out front of the coffee shop was indeed fashioned in the shape of a blue heron; Maternus studied it for a time before he entered, but could not see anything ironic in the tall bird with an anthropomorphic smile on its long beak. Being a literalist, he could only see a very contented bird. He could not have appreciated that this sign (and the original coffee shop) was constructed in the optimistic 1950s, when the neighborhood was a semi-rural area on the edge of Denver, and farmers had gathered at the Great Blue Heron every morning to have a cup of joe and two eggs over easy. This is a great country, thought Maternus, a place where even the animals have reason to be happy. He smiled back at the tall, gray-blue bird and wished he knew what pleasant occurrence had elated the jolly creature.
The bird outside was certainly happier than the solemn, artsy types Maternus found inside the coffee shop. Dressed in black from their spiky hair down to their Doc Martins, the shop’s fifty-odd patrons were huddled that evening around seventeen round tables, looking alternately angry and bored while they waited for another reader to climb onto the low stage on the side of the wide room that was farthest from the front door. They were sipping at small cups of the hot beverage Maternus had seen other Americans drink in the early morning. The day had been warm and pleasant; the Roman had heard small children in a half dozen of the yards he had passed on his way to work, and a contented man he had met in the courtyard of his apartment block had told him a fishing story, but the coffeehouse crowd had banished joy from their midst as completely as they had banned colored clothing. Maternus had no trouble locating Stephen Kent, who was seated at a table on the far left-hand side of the stage, for the rumpled man had on a purple and white Rockies cap and a red and white tattersall shirt, both of which marked him as decisively as did his beaming face.
“Shen’s tied for second at 117.5,” Stephen told him as Maternus took the empty chair beside his new friend. (The chairs at Stephen’s table were the only empty ones in the room.)
“I don’t follow your words to their meaning, sir,” confessed the Roman.
“Select members of the audience vote on the performers,” explained Stephen and showed Maternus his ‘voting machine,’ which was really only a cell phone that he wrote text messages on. “Me and nineteen others here tonight get to rate each one. We give a score of up to one hundred and fifty points to every poet, on his style, his eloquence, volume, and on the rest of his poetic stuff. The slam master averages out every vote — actually it’s a kid with a calculator — and the top scorers advance to the next round. Shen’s in the finals with five other grand masters. Like I said, he’s tied for second.”
While he was telling Maternus how the competition worked, a short and powerfully built brown woman in a bright orange dress with green stripes running across it came on the stage from behind a set of heavy curtains. She wore a small cloth cap made from the same material as her eye-popping dress and projected purpose into every movement she made. She grabbed the portable microphone from its stand with the same vigor Hercules had shown when he grabbed Hera’s snakes by their throats and tore them to bloody shreds.
“So I was in the passenger seat of car headed east,”
she recited.
“Through the barren Kansas prairie to Kansas City,
“The similarly-named bastion of barbequed pleasure
“In the wastelands of the dismal middle west.”
Maternus glanced at Stephen, who continued to grin with pleasure. The other, black-clad members of the audience shook their heads in approval of the performance.
“My mind is a soup kitchen in which the rich
“Must ladle out to the ragged poor,”
the woman continued in full voice.
“Do people enjoy this?” the Roman whispered to Stephen, but the middle-aged man only hissed at him and gestured for Maternus to be quiet.
“One and the other, the hated other, is remembered
“As one and the same in my heart.”
There followed ten more stanzas, the lines of which dealt with racism and reincarnation and why the interstate highway insists on being straight and if it might be over-compensating for its secret urges. Poems, to the ancient Roman’s way of thinking, were like temples; they were built by experts and then worked and reworked until they were as near to perfection as the human mind could make them, before presenting them to world in the vain hope the words would last forever. What the woman was doing on the stage had all the passion of poetry and none of its technique. It had the same subjects as the poetry in the library, but lacked focus. The woman’s words existed only in the moment she said them, but had no aspirations of being remembered ten minutes later, let alone a thousand years from that night. As often happened at the church the angel had directed him toward, Maternus soon felt bored with what he found in the coffeehouse. He had fortunately known much boredom in his previous life, and more during his time in Hell, so the Roman could not be put out of sorts by the merely dull.
“Mr. Worthy told me,” he reminded himself, “these people are not my enemies. He said they were actually good, regardless of how I judge the things that make them happy.”
He had a troubling thought then while he watched the audience absorb the woman’s performance. Perhaps, he thought, dullness was a characteristic of the good, just as chaos is common wherever there is evil. That would explain why he sometimes nodded off during church services, or why a few moments of conversation with the affable Mr. Hamburg gave him an uncontrollable urge to yawn; the church people and his boss were obviously very, very good. If that were true, did that mean Maria and her garden were boring as well? Was Heaven, being the abode of the very best souls, necessarily the most wearisome spot in creation? Is that what eternity was going to be like for him? Would Maria discuss the weather and Broncos’ training camp as Mr. Hamburg did, or would she read bad poetry to him every day?
He recognized Cecilia the librarian sitting at a table on the opposite side of the dimly lit room. She was sharing a table with three woman who were approximately her age, who Maternus guessed were the girlfriends she had spoken of on Thursday. They were all dressed in black like the young people around them were. Maternus, however, noted these middle-aged ladies were, in contrast to their neighbors at the other tables, clad in expensive black evening dresses and wore cosmetics and semi-precious jewelry. Cecilia’s friends were looking at the ceiling and the unswept floor while the librarian kept her eyes directed toward the stage and clutched a phone like Stephen’s.
“I see your friend Cecilia is present,” whispered Maternus.
“You gotta be quiet, Matt,” Stephen warned him. “Or else they’re gonna throw you out. And me with you.”
Maternus observed the pale young men and women patrolling the tables and estimated that those seven frail souls would not to be enough to toss a veteran of the August Legion anywhere he did not chose to go. He nonetheless quieted to please his friend.
After the brown woman completed her recitation and was hailed with much applause, whoops of approval, and fists pumped into the air, an excited young white man in a bright pink suit (which several of the crowd said was “ironic”) entered the stage and shouted out a poem he called “The Flower of Myself.”
“Petal upon petal, thrown back to reveal
“The sepal, the glowing navel of life
“The golden mystery of me.”
Went the first verse, after which Maternus stopped listening and again observed the crowd.
What, he mused, could have made these young folk so sad? In the frontier villages of his former life it had been the unfed, unwashed children, the little ones fighting mongrel dogs for scraps of food and the quickly failing elderly sitting alone in their smoky homes, who had been unhappy. People the age of most of the coffeehouse crowd had in those times been said to be entering the prime of life, when whatever adventure and romance was going to offer was yet to come . Adulthood had been the time Aesop said men walked upright on two healthy legs and knew no troubles. In Aurora Maternus was witnessing the obverse of the world he had known: here the children knew not what lay ahead and were joyous in their ignorance, and the old were content to leave their troubles in the past; here it was vigorous adults who were burdened with the world’s woes. Maternus had watched the teachers at his school file out each night into the parking lot, defeated, despairing, dragging their briefcases home to another night of restless sleep, and he had seen the myriads of office workers filing into their cars every morning for their commute into the city to jobs they hated.
“One must have to be a modern person to understand the modern world,” thought the Roman, who could not imagine why anyone could live in Aurora and not be uplifted by the city’s diversions or proud to live in a civilization that could create the technological wonders that made living in the city so effortless. Maternus decided getting at the reason for the young adults’ despair was as obtuse a matter as modern aesthetics; for everything he knew, the poetry he was hearing shouted from the stage was actually quite good, provided one was a modern listener and had an innate appreciation of this sort of thing. There had to be some hidden burden, something terrible he did not yet understand, that made the young adults in the city so unhappy.
After another angry woman did her bit on the stage, Shen appeared from behind the curtains and took the portable microphone in hand, displaying more practiced grace than any of the three reciters Maternus had previously witnessed. Before he began, Shen made a full stop, holding the microphone in his right hand while he surveyed the crowd. Several people in the audience tittered nervously while the poet waited, and Maternus began counting; he reached twenty-two before Shen spoke.
“Rushing of light, more than my sight
“Can stand, more than I can be what I am,
“Man/child, lost in the promised land.”
The Roman looked across the room and noted that Cecilia was leaning forward on her table as she listened intently to Shen’s performance. A silly, timorous smile was on her face.
Desire in the middle-aged, thought Maternus. There must be more of this in Aurora than there was in all of Rome’s empire. No good can come from putting young emotions in old containers. Could this, he mused, this overabundance of sensual feelings be the cause of the adults’ unhappiness?
“Crashing like rain, but not in the main,
“For there is the focus of thought in the brain,
“As we go into the dust.”
Maternus glanced at Stephen and recognized the librarian’s embarrassed smile on his friend’s weathered face. Though Stephen’s head was turned toward the stage, the Roman could tell the man’s eyes strayed into the crowd of listeners. “The eyes follow the throwing hand,” Maternus’s instructors had taught him when he was first mastering the art of throwing the pilum. When he looked at Stephen’s hand, the one holding the cell phone, Maternus saw it was pointed directly across the coffeehouse at the still handsome, if no longer youthful, Cecilia.
He feels for her what she feels for young Shen, thought the Roman, and for once entertained some cruel thoughts about his new homeland. Maternus was not thinking the disparaging approbations of a puritan while he sat in the semi-darkness of the coffeehouse. The notion of Puritanism still lay a millennium and a half in the future when he died; he had simply lived in a world in which it was absurd to desire what one could not possibly have, and he hastily judged Stephen and Cecilia and the millions of amorous souls like them to be fools.
When Shen had completed his reading — a moment the crowd celebrated with another round of hoots and clapping — Stephen and the other select nineteen cast their votes on the cell phones.
“I always give Shen the full one hundred and fifty points,” Stephen whispered in confidence to Maternus. “That way, when the scores are averaged out, he gets a little bit higher. It’s not cheating. I do it ‘cause there’s usually a hater or two among the voters.”
“I wager Miss Cecilia does something similar for him,” said the Roman and pointed at other side of the stage, where the librarian was enthusiastically punching her evaluation onto her cell phone.
“Who knows,” said Stephen, doing his characteristically poor job of feigning disinterest in the subject of Cecilia. “I can’t keep track of what everybody does.”
Shen joined them at the table, out of breath and eager to hear how well others thought he had performed. He naturally expected Stephen and Maternus to say he had done exceedingly well, which Stephen quickly did; the Roman, not wishing to be impolite, told Shen he had displayed great energy and obeyed the forms of his art. The poet thankfully did not have time to delve further into what Maternus thought of his performance, because a round young man in a black beret appeared at the microphone to announce the winners.
“In third place tonight,” said the man in a beret, “you know her as a long-time favorite here at the Great Blue Heron, the mistress of the freed meter, the goddess of the good word — Blue Tone!”
The first brown woman Maternus had seen perform, the one in the striking orange and green outfit, bounded onto the low stage and collected a check for twenty dollars and an odd plastic statue of a man rolling a ball. The young woman thanked her parents, her friends, and “all the little people who made this possible,” which made the previously glum audience laugh, since they — unlike Maternus — understood she was speaking in jest.
“Coming in second at 116.6 points,” said the announcer, “is another perennial favorite — the sultan of syntax, the prince of poesy — our own Shen Coleman!”
Shen hopped onto the stage to get a check for forty dollars and another statuette that was slightly larger than the one the brown woman had been given. Shen was so expert at the behavior these presentation events demanded that he did not betray his grave disappointment at coming in second. Back at the table with Stephen and Maternus he continued to smile while others congratulated him and examined his trophy, the whole of which had been dipped in gilt paint. Maternus had difficulty reading the inscription below the trophy’s small statuette of another man rolling a large ball. It said, “Second Place, Front Range Premier Bowling Tourney, 1975.”
“Poetry is also called bowling in English?” he asked Shen.
“They recycle trophies here,” said Shen. “It’s meant to be ironic.”
“Many things are,” said Maternus.
“The grand prize winner is” —continued the announcer on stage, accompanying his words with many gesticulations of his small hands—” the high priestess of the prairies, Big Mama Ad-Verse!”
A white woman charged onto the stage dressed in a loose-fitting, striped outfit much like the one the black poetess had worn. Her hair was teased into a frizzy coif that also bore a striking resemblance to a black woman’s Afro, and she spoke the breezy slang of the urban streets. She apparently was someone Maternus had arrived too late to see perform.
“A big shout out to my brothers and sisters for keeping it real!” she exclaimed, and held aloft the largest of the recycled bowling trophies in her moment of triumph.
“Her real name is Elaine Buckman,” whispered Shen to Maternus, his voice barbed with scorn. “Her husband owns a sports bar over in LoDo. She’s the big published poet, so she wins all the local awards.”
“What do you mean when you say she is ‘published?’” asked the Roman.
“She’s got a book of her poems in print,” shrugged Shen. “Some tiny house up in Boulder, and I bet her husband paid for it. Like any true poetry lover would pay real money to buy her work.”
“Do not you and the other poets here have books of your own?” asked Maternus, which caused both Stephen and Shen to grumble into their coffee cups. The subject was clearly a difficult one to broach in their company.
“It’s all political,” contributed Stephen. “Nobody gets printed unless they’re in with the big corporations. I’ve written some letters about it to the local papers. It’s one of those things the powers-that-be want to defend, so I haven’t gotten anything into print about it yet. It’s a conspiracy, like everything big is.”
“Big Mama Ad-Verse represents everything that’s wrong with our culture,” said Shen.
Maternus looked at the seemingly inoffensive woman on the stage who was giving thanks to the audience in the same tongue-in-cheek fashion Shen and the third-place winner had used; he never would have suspected, until Shen had said something, that this harmless-looking person with frizzy hair could embody everything wrong with an entire culture! That was something not even the evil Emperor Commodus had been able to do back in the days of Roman decline. There had always been some corrupt corn factor or brutal slave master who did some vile deed the emperor did not have the time or energy to perform. For the first time since he was a small, unarmed boy running half naked through the military camp in search of food, Maternus had the sensation of fearing another human being. He wondered if perhaps this Big Mama woman were the anti-christ he had heard mentioned in the church Mr. Worthy made him attend, and if she were, would it not be more becoming for the embodiment of evil to appear as a warrior made of steel, riding on twin lions and shooting lightening bolts from his eyes, rather than as a smallish woman with a bohemian sense of style.
“Do you think she might harm us?” he asked Shen.
“Don’t be silly. She’s never hurt anybody,” said the poet.
“Then why do you say she’s evil?” asked the Roman.
“I didn’t say anything like that,” said Shen. “I meant she’s everything that’s wrong with literature. She’s got a gigantic ego, and she’s pretentious, and everything she does is intended to be sensational. Didn’t you hear her performance?”
“I came too late,” admitted Maternus.
“Well, let me tell you — everything she writes is about herself,” said Shen. “Her poetry is autoerotic.”
Maternus wondered if the last word in Shen’s last sentence might refer to a love of cars. He recognized that the other offenses Shen accused her of could also be attached to the young African-Chinese poet himself. As already noted, the Roman had learned to be uneasy during the conversational silences so common in the modern world; now he made one himself while he pondered telling his new friend Shen how very much like Big Mamma Ad-Verse he was. He was saved from making any unflattering comparisons by Cecilia the librarian, who came to the table to congratulate Shen on his second-place finish. She had her two girlfriends in tow, and they appeared more bored than ever, and eager to get out of the dreary coffeehouse and have something stiffer to drink than cappuccino. They also desired to be somewhere that had a clientele of gainfully employed men.
“I gave you the highest possible score every time, Shen,” the librarian enthused, bunching her shoulders while she pawed at the floor like a twelve-year-old girl speaking after school to her first male teacher. “You were far and away the best,” she added.
“Apparently, that wasn’t enough,” said Shen, his gaze fixed upon the happy first- place winner still lingering upon the stage amid the spoils of her victory.
“I did the same,” said Stephen, whose attention was directed upon Cecilia as completely as firemen direct their hoses upon a burning building. “Everybody else must have been in Mrs. Buckman’s pay.”
No one other than Maternus heard Stephen speak. Cecilia was fixed upon Shen and Shen upon his rival. The Roman felt embarrassed for the frayed man in the baseball cap when the poor fellow said he might start a letter-writing campaign to get the local poetry slams cleaned up. If a man wanted a woman as badly as Stephen clearly wanted the slender librarian, Maternus felt that impassioned man should simply take her, or else he was no better than a woman himself. Before Stephen could humiliate himself further and ere Cecilia could tell Shen again how wonderful he was, the defeated second-place poet rose and declared he wanted to go home.
“Ah, you haven’t introduced me to your friend,” said Cecilia, referring to Maternus, whom she was not really interested in meeting, but she did want Shen to linger a few seconds more in her company.
“This is Matt August,” said Shen with the casual indifference of a rich girl discussing last year’s fashions. “He used to be a soldier.”
“I’ve seen you around the library,” said Cecilia to the Roman. “The girls and I thought you might be a boxer.”
“I have done a little boxing,” admitted Maternus, referring to the horrific matches he and his brother soldiers had fought with spiked leather gloves for the amusement of their bloodthirsty officers, for he had no idea there was a modern and well-regulated sport with the same name.
“Really?!” said one of Cecilia’s girlfriends, suddenly interested in the large, battered man who had risen from his seat when they approached his table. “You must be in wonderful physical condition,” another one of them said. “Do you work out at a gym?”
This slight indication of feminine interest quite unnerved the veteran warrior. In his day men had taken the initiative in every situation, and he did not fancy being placed in what he considered the woman’s role; for a moment his muscles tightened and his instincts told him to put this too-forward female in her rightful place. Then he remembered Hell.
“I … fence, with swords, to keep in fighting condition,” said Maternus calmly, recalling how he and his comrades used to practice for battle eighteen centuries earlier.
Despite his admonitions to himself to behave, he nearly jumped out of his skin when the forward girlfriend — she was a pear-shaped nurse named Lucy — put a hand on his hypertrophied biceps.
“Oh my,” she said, amazed by how firm he was, “you certainly are a healthy man. Your girlfriend is certainly a lucky woman. Or do you have a wife? Are you married, Matt?”
“Not … presently,” stammered the befuddled warrior, and he considered fleeing for the exit rather than face this woman who was turning the rightful order of things upon its head. He was much relieved when Shen stood and declared by way of a farewell:
“We’re going now.”
“If you must…” murmured Cecilia, sounding as forlorn as the last robin of summer on the morning of autumn’s first hard frost.
“I’ve got work to do, too,” said Stephen, and was ignored by everyone present. “I do my best writing at the computer during the late hours of the night, like Van Gogh did.”
Shen walked away from the table as casually as he would have done if no one else had been standing there and speaking with him. Stephen immediately followed after him, still talking to Cecilia, whose blue eyes turned to the departing Shen the way a daisy seeks the light of the setting sun.
“I should go with them,” said Maternus, hoping that moving in the direction of the doorway might cause Lucy to stop clinging to him.
“Do you have a card, Matty?” she asked him, already calling him by a pet name.
“I have one at the library,” said Maternus, “and another with my social security number on it.”
“You’re funny!” declared Lucy and gripped Maternus’s arm harder.
“Or he’s really stupid,” suggested the other girlfriend in a half voice, she being a willow-thin grade school teacher named Deirdre.
“Let me give you mine, then,” said Lucy and took from her purse a stiff bit of paper on which was printed: “Lucy Southern, R.N.,” and gave her address and phone number.
“You work in a hospital,” said Maternus, as he had quickly learned what the English noun meant when he read of Florence Nightingale.
“I’d take care of you, handsome,” Lucy gaily offered.
“You’d take care of him,” muttered the grim Deirdre. “Give him a sponge bath for free.”
“I … will keep your card,” said Maternus and took several steps in the direction of the departing Shen and Stephen. “I should go with my companions … ladies.” He bowed to the three women and was outside before he could hear the remarks they made about him and his friends.
The Roman was a little surprised to see Shen and Stephen unlocking their bicycles and preparing to ride home when nearly everyone else exiting the coffeehouse was entering an automobile in the parking lot. Granted, the bohemian crowd only had cars marked “Subaru” and “Jetta,” which Maternus had come to recognize as not as desirable as the cars marked “BMW” and “Lexus.” They were nonetheless automobiles and not the muscle-driven rides his friends had.
Surely, he thought, one of the two best poets in the greater Denver area could afford something better than anything driven by the college students who made up the majority of the Great Blue Heron’s clientele. It was then, when he had just freed himself from the clutches of the aggressive Lucy, that Maternus had the disturbing thought a more knowledgeable man would have had weeks earlier. Perhaps, he thought, perhaps Stephen and Shen are poor. If that were so, then why were women, Cecilia in particular, so attracted to Shen? Could there be something else a man might have other than wealth and status a woman would find alluring? Could they be drawn to Shen by, say, his good looks and exciting personality, if men could be said to be good looking or exciting? If that were true, then the modern world was beyond the reach of his understanding, and time spent here could not make him wiser. Only the angel Mr. Worthy could explain these strange developments to him, and until he had the opportunity to speak to that entity again, he resolved to put the matter out of his mind.
His two friends pedaled slowly beside Maternus as he walked on the sidewalk in the warm late spring night. The air about them felt incredibly light, as if not an ounce of water had ever been evaporated into it, or it had never been host to a speck of dust. Stephen kept up his monolog with the world, and at the moment he was complaining about the shabby condition of the suburban side roads. Shen was lost in meditation. After two blocks of travel they left the busy traffic of Mississippi Avenue and entered the tree-lined residential streets south of the business district. Trees within a city were an innovation Maternus saw as a great improvement over the stark brick and stone neighborhoods of his day. When trees grow in one’s own yard, one can sit on the porch of the humblest of homes and know the cool of the deep forest and the peace of the garden. The Roman so enjoyed the city trees he forgot for a time that the world that had made this innovation had also confused the proper roles of men and women. The trio of slow-moving men passed families sitting on their patios beneath the late evening sky, and Maternus heard couples laughing in the darkness, which made him think how pleasant it would be to know what had amused them.
“These are lucky people on these streets,” he commented to Shen and Stephen. “No, ‘lucky’ is too mild a word. They are blessed to sit at peace with their families.”
“Blessed is a strong word,” said the previously taciturn Shen. “Most of these people are middle class office drudges.”
“My understanding of the concept of middle class is vague,” said the Roman. “Does it not mean neither rich nor poor?”
“Yes,” said Shen from his bicycle.
“Why is that bad?” asked Maternus.
“It’s the baggage that comes with being middle class that’s bad,” said the poet. “You’re tied to your place and the community, to your family as well.”
“Yeah, your damned family,” Stephen seconded his friend.
“How are these ties baggage?” asked Maternus, to whom the middle class way of living appeared to be the sweet antithesis of the rootless, wifeless, brutal life he had known on the bloody frontiers of the empire. As a man who had only heard women scream in terror or ask for money, sitting on a patio on a late summer evening and listening to one of them laugh simply because she was happy seemed a pleasure he would pay any price to know.
“They’re not really free,” said Shen. “They can’t do whatever they want.”
“You get a wife,” noted Stephen, “and you have to tell her everything you do. Now I just put on my hat and go. Don’t tell anybody anything.”
“Have either of you ever been married?” asked Maternus.
Neither of his companions said anything for nearly a minute. When Stephen resumed speaking he again expressed his contempt for the city’s road department. How could they expect anybody without a big car to drive over these potholes and not kill themselves? He would write a letter to the Post the first thing tomorrow morning.
“In my travels with the army,” said Maternus, speaking as if he had been a contemporary soldier, since he realized the truth would not be believed, “I saw people who were not free. They wore iron collars and were branded on the shoulder with the sign of their owners. The same owners beat them if the slaves so much as made eye contact with them. Most of those wretches were worked to death before they turned forty. The women and some of the young boys were abused in ways that would make your skin crawl if I told you of it. That is what not being free is really like, my friends. The absolute freedom the two of you desire is certainly the polar opposite of that condition, yet I must say I think what you want can only lead to emotional and spiritual anarchy. I mean to say that if we each did only what we desired, there would be nothing for us that would be permanent, not even the obligations that bind us to other people.”
Stephen and Shen were used to being ignored by others. They were not familiar with outright contradiction. Neither of them responded after Maternus had talked to them in the direct, insensitive manner he had used when he had spoken to his comrades in the vulgar soldier’s patois they had used in place of Latin. Human feelings were unknown territory for the Roman, and he needed several minutes of uneasy silence to realize he might have been too harsh with his new friends.
“Of course, I may be wrong,” said Maternus, despite he not thinking he was. “I am only an ex-soldier working as a janitor. What do I know of freedom?”
That drew only an approving nod from one of the bicycle riders close to him in the darkness.
“I have never been married, either,” he added. He almost also admitted that he, too, knew nothing of women, but caught himself before he could make that insensitive comment.
“Women, who needs ‘em?” said Shen.
Maternus thought that every man who ever lived did to some extent. His new sense of empathy kept him from saying that, as well.
Stephen offered an unrelated comment that put the subject of wives behind them. As they passed a pale lawn, he noted that two weeks had passed since there had been a decent rain.
“Are you having a drought in Aurora?” asked Maternus.
That innocent query led to a discourse upon a letter-writing campaign Stephen had conducted two years earlier concerning global warming, and the Roman soon regretted he had said anything.
“Every day, we get closer to the moment when the natural thermostat in the North Atlantic will be flipped, bringing on the new Ice Age,” narrated Stephen. “Of course, before that happens, the polar ice caps will all melt and the oceans will rise high enough to flood every major port city in the world. Inland places like Colorado will experience winds up to three hundred miles an hour. Everything that isn’t dashed to little bits will eventually freeze to death.”
Maternus did not know if such fatalistic thinking was based on facts or not. He did think it odd to be entertaining such dire thoughts on that pleasant fall night, when a soft breeze was making the branches wave at the sky and countless children were asleep in their familiar, warm beds. He had already heard equally dire predictions of the future spoken at the small café where he sometimes had breakfast: America was bankrupt; the Mexicans were taking over; and everyone was going to die in a terrorist attack, if they did not die from second-hand tobacco smoke or obesity first. He wondered if some of Aurora’s citizens thought that way because they secretly felt they did not deserve the countless good things they had and deemed justice would be done if everything were lost. Or did civilizations at the height of their prosperity always obsess on their eventual downfall? He recalled how the officers in his legion, the only educated men he had known in his previous life, often fretted that in the coming spring either the German tribes or the Parthians would sweep into the empire from the north or east, bringing murder and fire with them, when in fact the Parthians and the Germans had much more to fear from the Romans than vice versa.
“Successful nations must naturally fear the future,” thought the Roman, not realizing he had discovered a truth few historians and even fewer philosophers have ever stumbled upon. A writer could make a fine living simply writing books about how terrifying the future will be, he thought. Scaring people would be easy; they are already terrifying themselves every time they consider what is to come. (In his great book reading program, Maternus had not yet come across either the social science known as Futurism or the popular literary genre of science fiction, and thus had no notion of the fine livings already being earned by making the future look frightening. In his innocence, he fancied he was having an original idea.)
“Here’s the old hacienda,” said Stephen immediately after they had crossed another quiet intersection and progressed directly in front of an enormous three- story house that, in contrast to the other brightly lit residences in the neighborhood, was entirely unilluminated save for a few blue rays dancing on the blinds of one front window.
Had he seen it during the daytime, Maternus would have observed that the large house had three garrets, one for each of the upstairs bedrooms, and that someone had added a ramshackle wooden addition to the side of the house’s original brick edifice, a development that looked every bit as attractive as toadstools growing at the base of an oak. This addition had been created to provide even more bedrooms for Stephen’s uncle Jerry to rent. In the light of the day the Roman would have also remarked that the lawn was weedy around its edges and worn bare over most of its spacious middle by the chains attached to the two large dogs posted there. These latter two beasts had long ago become so familiar with the troop of mostly college students who lived under Jerry Kent’s expanded roof that they assumed every stranger was merely another roomer they were meeting for the first time, and they greeted the Roman with the same overbearing friendliness they offered everyone.
“Down, Bernard!” Stephen ordered the happy brute who had suddenly leapt to his rear legs and put his massive paws on the Roman’s chest. “Matt doesn’t want you up there.”
Maternus was thankful to realize in that instant — when the half Labrador/half Mastiff looked directly into his face — that dogs, like people, had become tamer since his days in uniform. In ancient times such a ferocious, healthy dog would have ripped Maternus’s face off had it gotten this close to him, and the beast would have only been doing its master’s bidding, for dogs had been reared to be the savages who protected the family hearth. Now (again like the people) American dogs sincerely wanted to be everyone’s friend, a change that, in the Roman’s opinion, must have made life easier for burglars and more difficult for property owners.
“Bernard and Rufus don’t understand,” Stephen explained to Maternus. “You’re with us, so they figured you’re somebody they know.”
“He is as ugly as I am,” said Maternus, craning his head back to avoid the long, wet tongue the dog flicked at his face. “Perhaps he thinks I am a relative of his.”
Stephen was beside himself apologizing for his dog’s small act of aggression. He led Bernard and Rufus — the latter being a Newfoundland/Lab mix who was both prettier and dumber than Bernard — toward the enclosed backyard by taking them by their collars and dragging them in that direction. (Or rather they dragged him there, the two large and affable hounds being considerably stronger than the stoop-shouldered Stephen.)
“Uncle Jerry doesn’t keep an eye on them like he should,” Stephen explained once he had the pair behind the back gate. “I hope he didn’t get your shirt dirty,” he said, and pointed to the spots on Maternus’s shirt where Bernard had set his paws.
“My shirts get dirty every day,” allowed Maternus. “I wash them every week at the laundromat. One machine cleans them, and another rolls them dry. It is quite wonderful.”
There was much in the modern world that was indeed wonderful to Maternus, and not only laundromats, tree-lined streets, and the charming way women laughed; there was also pie in restaurants (a subject for which the Roman could have gone against his nature and written a poem of rhapsodical praise), quiet city parks anyone could enter if he so desired, and flying machines Maternus had originally thought were dragons trailing smoke across the heavens when he spied them speeding high over Aurora. Shen and Stephen were too familiar with these everyday marvels to be much impressed by them. They did realize someone from Montana might think differently than they did.
“We do our wash in the basement,” said Shen. “It’s not all that wonderful, I guess.”
Lacking an angel’s ability to look into the future, Maternus could not foresee that he was about to witness the greatest, most awe-inspiring wonder of the modern age. Stephen leaned his bicycle against the house and fussed with his keys in the darkness before he could undo the lock and push open a door immediately to the right of the dimly illuminated window. Shen and the Roman followed close behind him. Once across the lintil of the doorway, Maternus could discern a flickering, bluish light dancing on the worn-out furniture in the front room and on the yellowed wallpaper. On a sofa in the very center of the room was a wiry, elderly man in his underwear with a face that bore some unfortunate similarities to that of an angry rat; he was looking directly into the source of the peculiar light. Once the three of them came around the sofa and could cast their eyes in the same direction as the old man, Maternus beheld an illuminated box inside which four small people — two men and two women — were sitting inside a small room and swapping jokes with one another. Maternus recognized they were telling jokes because someone — and he at first assumed it must be hundreds of other small people inside the same the small space, but positioned out of sight — were laughing every time one of the four small people spoke. The Roman gaped at the spectacle, his heart full of unutterable horror. Suddenly there was a knock at the door of the small room, and one of the young woman opened it to admit a third man holding a large fish by its tail. “Well,” said the young woman at the door, “at least somebody got lucky today.” This must have been the greatest joke anyone in the box had ever heard, for the invisible people laughed and clapped so loudly nothing else could be heard for nearly thirty seconds. Someone turned off the lights in the small room inside the box, making everything black, and when the switch was turned back on the scene was that of a much different room, in which a young woman was seated on a long upholstered chair and conversing quite nonchalantly with a green lizard about automobile insurance.
The old man in his underwear pushed a button on a rectangular device he had in his hand and a third image appeared on the box, this one of a room filled with thousands of tiny people. In the middle of this room was an open space covered with what appeared to be lacquered wood. On this space were ten small black men in short pants and two white men in striped shirts, and they were all frantically running back and forth, much to the approval of the thousands watching them, although no one was laughing at this new scene.
“Basketball,” observed Shen. “If you understand the NBA, you understand America.”
“Yeah,” said the man on the sofa, “I understand that everything happening on the court is against the rules. If the refs called a fraction of the palming, traveling, double dribbling, three-second lane violations, elbowing, and cheap shots going on, the tattooed carnival freaks they call players these days would be doing nothing but tossing the ball inbounds or shooting foul shots. The game goes along only because nobody cares anymore that everything everyone does is a violation. Everything done is a crime, and it’s alright because everybody involved is a criminal. You’re right, Shen. It is like the damned country as a whole.”
“It’s racist to criticize the NBA, Uncle Jerry,” said Stephen. “It only looks to be chaos because we’re white.”
“I suppose the sport’s some sort of ironic statement now,” sneered the old man. “Why the hell are they playing tonight anyway? It’s June.”
“It’s the postseason,” explained Shen.
“They play all year round,” complained Jerry. “If it’s not the season or the postseason, it’s the fucking preseason. Hello,” he said of Maternus, who was carefully sidling around the sofa to get a closer look at the illuminated box. “Tell me this is a friend of yours,” said Jerry, “and not something I’m seeing ‘cause I’ve got the D.T.s. Mother of goddamned Christ, that is one scary-looking son of a bitch you’ve drug in here, fellows! Somebody use his face for target practice?”
Maternus was oblivious to Uncle Jerry’s harsh questions because the whole of the soldier’s attention was fixed upon the lighted box, which he dared to touch with his left hand and immediately jumped back when he felt a snap of static electricity. Up close, the images on the box were filled with unnatural dots and they appeared extraordinarily thin when viewed from a side angle. Again, this was not modern magic, he thought. This was another machine capable of doing remarkable things.
“The pictures and sounds come from somewhere else,” he said to no one in particular, “not from inside the box. How does it work?” he asked directly of the three men, who were taken aback by how much Maternus was fascinated by something as common as a television set.
“Cable,” said Uncle Jerry and left his explanation at that.
“They have these studios in California and New York,” said Stephen. “They shoot the programs there, and then, you know, it gets to us … somehow.”
Not only was Maternus here confronting the most important invention of the age, he was also coming face to face with the single greatest difference between this era and his. Even as an illiterate soldier stationed in the distant reaches of the empire he had a general understanding of how everything functioned within his universe, no matter whether the thing was a farmer’s plow or the emperor issuing commands from faraway Rome. In Aurora the average person used hundreds of devices and institutions every day, and only a few among them knew how any of them worked, and not one of these average people in Aurora understood how all of the creations of man functioned. The ancient Romans had found mystery in nature and in the ways of the gods. Maternus could see now that Americans had made the merely human mysterious. In a few months more he would come to see the merely human was the only mystery Americans had.
“How does it do that?” the Roman asked of the tela-transportation of recorded programs.
“You know,” said Stephen and shrugged, “I suppose it’s like the telephone, except it shoots pictures out with the sound.” He wriggled his fingers in the air to give a useful demonstration of that portion of broadcast technology he could not illustrate in words.
“No! Jesus H. Christ, you fucking moron,” said Uncle Jerry, “it’s not like that. Television is electrons and stuff shot from the back of the vacuum tube. When televisions had vacuum tubes, it was like that. Now I don’t know exactly. Now it’s all computer chips monitoring the electrons.”
“Electricity is electrons,” noted Shen.
“Thank you, Tom Edison,” said Uncle Jerry, not sounding in the least thankful for the poet’s input. “Who the fuck is this asshole anyway?” he asked of Maternus.
Shen and Stephen did their now-familiar recitation of how this was Matt August, a former soldier from Montana, an introduction which did not move Uncle Jerry in the way it had others. When he heard Maternus was a veteran, the sour old man commented that it was a pity an Arab sniper had not shot the new visitor.
“That’s kind of a tough thing to say,” said Stephen. “You don’t even know Matt. He’s a good guy.”
“I know what kind of yahoos they have in the army these days,” said the old man. “I bet he’s never lived in a house without wheels under it.”
Maternus was indifferent to Uncle Jerry’s insults because he was busy studying the television, on which he was carefully placing his wide hands and was remarking to himself how hot it felt.
“Is there someone in Aurora I can contact who will tell me how this works?” he asked.
“Try one of the geeks down at Radio Shack,” suggested Uncle Jerry. “Don’t you have TV in Montana? Who the hell would care how it works? The fucking cable guy doesn’t know how it works. He just plugs it in and takes our money. What more would he or anybody else want to know?”
“The scene changes each time you press the object in your hand, sir?” asked Maternus, and Uncle Jerry changed the channel so that the four of them were suddenly watching a comely woman in leotards counting in twos as she did jumping jacks and displayed an unwarranted amount of manic enthusiasm.
“Is he high?” Uncle Jerry asked his nephew and Shen.
“Matt grew up underprivileged,” explained Stephen. “He doesn’t get a lot of things. Yes,” he said, now speaking directly to Maternus, “there are hundreds of channels, and you can get to any of them by clicking a button on the remote.”
“They have hillbillies in Montana?” asked Uncle Jerry and contorted his face as he considered the possibility. “I thought there was nothing up there but a bunch of latte swilling ex-hippies who got rich during the dot com bubble. And don’t tell me he wants to live here. I’ve already got a full allotment of freaks renting from me, and that’s not counting family. All I need is one butt-ugly hillbilly.”
“Does your leader — the one the books call the president — does he appear on this?” asked Maternus, still unperturbed by anything Uncle Jerry was saying.
“Sure,” said Shen. “He’s on all the time.”
“He comes right into individual homes and speaks directly to every citizen?!” marveled the Roman, trembling for a second when he considered how the emperors would have used this invention. “He can be your leader and yet act as a member of your family, address you as your most intimate friend. His power to persuade must be limitless. You Americans must look upon him as a god.”
Of the many odd remarks Maternus had made since meeting Shen and Stephen, this was the one his new friends took to be the strangest, for they — like Uncle Jerry — had never felt for any politician anything other than the deepest contempt. Since he was the supreme politician, they held the president, whoever he happened to be at any specific moment in their lives, to be the most contemptuous figure in the entire world. Everyone they knew felt the same way.
“The president’s an idiot,” said Stephen.
“They’ve all been idiots,” asserted Uncle Jerry. “The Bushes are both a couple of inbred Yankee blue bloods. Kennedy and Clinton were a couple of out of control philanderers. Reagan was a cheesy, fifth-rate actor. Eisenhower and Ford were just plain stupid. Nixon and Johnson were both crooks. Truman was a little man in a big man’s office, though he wasn’t as little as Carter was. Not a decent, fifth-rate human animal among the whole lot.”
“Haven’t you ever had a good president?” asked the Roman, a little shocked to hear that such a great and wealthy nation had such poor leaders.
“FDR was pretty good,” conceded Uncle Jerry. “He was the last one that was larger than life.”
“He knew how to use these television things effectively?” asked Maternus.
“There wasn’t any TV back when FDR was alive,” said Uncle Jerry, and the four of them were briefly silent while they wondered in unison if Uncle Jerry’s words had a deeper meaning than he had intended. Given that they came from Uncle Jerry, Maternus and his two friends quickly decided they should not give the words too much weight.
“It’s a complicated thing,” added Uncle Jerry. “Why don’t you just get a TV of your own? There’s no wonderful shit about them. The damn things only cost a couple hundred bucks. Bingo. You pay your cash, and you can look at the goddamn thing on your own time.”
“No, sir,” said the Roman, only then stepping away from the television set. “I have too much reading yet to do. If I had one of these, I fear I would be tempted to watch it all day.”
“Shit,” said Uncle Jerry, “who reads? I haven’t done it in years.”
The three friends lingered in the living room a few minutes more, conversing with Stephen’s Uncle Jerry, or, to be more concise, they listened to Uncle Jerry complain about a painful catch in his side and the tasteless quality of most canned soups. Soup, like presidents, had also once been better. Maternus had observed that the other Americans he had met in Aurora sincerely wished to be liked, and while they might sometimes be off-putting at the beginning of the acquaintance, they each in their separate ways made efforts to ingratiate themselves to strangers. This was not true of Stephen’s Uncle Jerry. He had seemed vulgar and full of hatred when the Roman first heard him speak, and the more the old man talked, the more repellant he sounded. He was, the Roman learned, the sole owner of this boarding house in which Stephen and Shen lived. The old man rented rooms to seven other single men in the rambling house, and each of these other boarders Uncle Jerry described as either “spics” or “white trash,” although most were honest service workers and two were college students at a Catholic college in south Denver. Yet the majority of Uncle Jerry’s cutting remarks were directed at his nephew, whom Jerry held to be a mentally-ill failure, and at his nephew’s best friend, the struggling poet Shen, whose artistic calling Uncle Jerry held to be ridiculous.
“One of ‘em can’t get a woman to look at him, and the other can’t afford to keep any of them what are interested in his black ass,” was one of the old man’s descriptions of the two men. “I’d throw the both of them out on the street if they didn’t keep the place in apple pie order.”
“Actually, sir,” said Maternus, rising to his friends’ defense, “women greatly favor Shen.”
“‘Favor?’” snarled the old man. “What kind of a faggot uses the world ‘favor?’ And what would a horror show like yourself know about women, anyway?”
“I know what it is to care for one of them,” said Maternus, recalling Maria in her garden, and at the same time discovering that he resented this sneering old man more than Mr. Worthy would want him to.
“You care about one of ‘em,” Uncle Jerry mocked him. “That’s more fairy talk. I hope you aren’t expecting me to rent you a room. I’ve already got a full quota of misfits.”
“No, sir,” said Maternus, glancing about the dingy front room and at the bits of garbage and dirty clothing on the floor. “I have a place of my own. It’s small, but it—”
He nearly said: “It’s nicer than this,” but he stopped himself lest he belittle his two friends, whom he now truly knew to be poor. That Shen and Stephen were so impoverished they did odd jobs for this foul old man just to live in his filthy home would have stunned the Roman half an hour earlier, for the revelation completely undermined Maternus’s image of Stephen and Shen as gentlemen of leisure who had nothing better to do than linger about the public library. At that juncture in time Maternus decided he should not be quick to judge people. His friends’ condition, he told himself, was but further proof he understood nothing of this city and those living in it. Clearly, I am dull witted, thought the Roman, experience and reading were not revealing everything he needed to know in this strange land.
“But it’s what?” asked Uncle Jerry.
“It’s very small,” said Maternus.
Jerry bunched his rat-like features on one side of his face and gazed intently at the Roman.
“You’re none too swift, are you, moon pie?” he asked.
Maternus had no clue what ‘moon pie’ might mean and took ‘swift’ to mean fleet of foot. He did grasp that the nasty little man was disparaging him, and that was a dangerous thing to do to a proud legionnaire.
“I may look slow, but I can hold my own in a race,” said the veteran, whose right foot drifted behind him and his left slid forward as he unconsciously assumed a combatant’s stance.
“Do you think about what you’re going to say, or do you just let the air pass over your lips?” asked Uncle Jerry.
Maternus felt an old, familiar urge to lash out at this unpleasant man with a rat’s face. To hit him would not only have gratified the Roman, it would have been a righteous blow on behalf of his two friends, neither of whom clearly felt powerful enough to defy their landlord. Only when Maternus remembered what Mr. Worthy had said in regards to violence did he unclinch the fist he had momentarily clasped.
“I think it has been an honor to make your acquaintance, sir,” said the Roman and exhaled. “Now it is time my friends showed me their quarters.”
The three of them excused themselves from Uncle Jerry’s presence and went upstairs to Stephen’s room, which was even shabbier than the living room. The small bed was lopsided and had unwashed clothing scattered across its top quilt. On the walls of his bedroom Stephen had posted dozens of letters he had written to various newspapers and magazines, and these were turning yellow as they slowly aged beside equally old posters of the jazz musicians Miles Davis and John Coltrane. On the nightstand, within easy reach of anyone lying on the bed, were several magazines of the sort featuring young women with abnormally large breasts. A crusty hot plate was atop the room’s only dresser; the oppressive smell of the several years of accumulated food stuck to its edges rivaled that of the socks Stephen had left on the floor and that of a third aroma — something like burned hay — that the Roman had previously sensed on Shen and Stephen when he sat beside them in the library. To make room for Maternus to sit on the room’s only chair, Stephen had to gather up some armfuls of wrappers and clothing and move them to the bed.
“Want to smoke a doobie?” Stephen asked the Roman as the latter settled onto his wobbly seat.
“Since I have never done what you ask, I would have to say ‘no,’” said Maternus, unaware his friend was speaking of the source of the third distinct odor.
“You’ve got a little of the pruritanical in you, bro,” said Shen, who had never met anyone who would refuse marijuana.
“Puritanical,” said Stephen.
“Pruritanical is something I just created,” said Shen, lighting up what Maternus assumed was a cigarette identical to those he had found in the girls’ restroom at the middle school. “It’s a portmanteau word — part Puritanical — part prurient. It means: both repressed and a little curious at the same time. Poets have the right to create new vocabulary like that.”
“The Puritans were Protestants within the Church of England during the sixteenth century,” noted Maternus. “They demanded greater simplicity in doctrine and ritual than was then prevalent. I know this because of the introduction to Milton’s poetry in the Great Books Series. In what way am I related to those Englishmen?”
“You have to trust me on this, Matt,” said Shen. “No offense; I’m only saying you are a little on the uptight side. I guess that comes from having been a soldier and from growing up in a rural place.”
He took a long drag on the cigarette before he handed it to Stephen, who performed exactly the same movements the poet had. Maternus wrinkled his nose at the powerful smell, a gesture his two friends took to be a sign of disapproval. In fact, Maternus was remembering how he had watched the weary men of the Middle East sit on their haunches in the doorways of their mud-brick homes and chew on the mild narcotic known as khat. Both those natives of long ago and his two new companions seemed conquered people, men absolutely ruled by others.
Maternus asked to see Shen’s room, and Stephen doused the cigarette before opening the door lest they let too much smoke into the hallway. (Uncle Jerry had complained on previous nights about the smell.) The bedroom they took him to was tidier than Stephen’s, and had an eye-popping red satin bedspread. On the four walls were dozens of portraits of Shen, each of them taken or drawn by former girlfriends.
“Women like to get a man down on sketch paper,” he explained to Maternus when he saw the Roman looking at a charcoal nude. “They think if they can capture the image of the man, they might get the man himself.”
Maternus realized Shen was once more straining to impress him. The effort seemed just then to be extraordinarily sad.
The poetry slam may have been rather silly. It also had been brimming with a wild energy that was a boon to Shen and Stephen. Maternus could tell his friends had been content at the Great Blue Heron, where Stephen could support Shen and the poet could be the center of attention. Here, in the run-down boarding house, Maternus thought his two friends seemed smaller than he had previously sensed them to be. In the soldier’s broad chest there arose a familiar ache, one he had known hundreds of years ago when he witnessed his companions in arms fall in the rush of combat or whenever he saw them suffer humiliations at the hands of the patrician officers. He felt that if he stayed in that sad place a minute longer he would become too melancholy to sleep that night. Maternus told his friends the small lie that he had something to do at the school where he worked, and, after shaking hands with Shen and Stephen, he escaped the wretched boarding house and entered the soothing atmosphere offered by the cool summer night, and was glad to walk beneath the leafy branches hanging low over the suburban sidewalks.



V
A Child, Beloved of God
The soldier had not left his friends’ quarters soon enough. He went to bed with a heart that was already saddened, and after much tossing and adjusting of his bed clothing, he drifted into a dream more unpleasant than Shen and Stephen’s boarding house had been. He saw in his dream a spring day in a great city. Nearly everyone was in white, save for the slaves in unbleached cloth and the tall, armed men he recognized as Praetorians by their silver breastplates and the blood-red capes upon their backs. Every one of the women and many of the men in the vast crowd the Roman was looking down upon wore entire bouquets of wild flowers in their hair. On this day, the twenty-seventh of March, the last day of the Festival of Cybele, thousands of them had their hands held in front of them, palms extended upwards as they repeated the nature goddess’ myriad names: “Agdistis, Dindymene, Maia, Ops, Tallus, Ceres, Mater Deum Magna Idaea…”
Maternus was standing high in the stands of a vast arena, and he recognized the oblong race course beneath him as the Circus Maximus, the venue to which the emperor had moved the last stages of the celebration when the streets around Cybele’s temple in the city had become too small to hold the holiday crowds. On the race course appeared the Galli, the goddess’s white-robed, castrated priests, leading a chariot bearing the goddess’s silver statue, which the priests had that morning dipped into the Almo River. A tame lion walked on both sides of the chariot, attending Cybele as they had when she had first wandered the hills of Phrygia. Attendants of both sexes, dressed in furs like wild barbarians, danced at the flanks of the procession, tossing flower petals into the air as the chariot crept forward. Emperor Commodus and a small group of bodyguards came onto the center of the course to touch the sacred image, thereby assuring himself fertility throughout the coming year. He and his protectors were few, a dozen at the most. Maternus felt himself leave his perch on the stone bench and step forward, as did a hundred other members of his conspiracy.
In the moment that should have provided Maternus and his men the opportunity to strike at the hated Caesar, three thousand soldiers — half the Praetorian legion — came charging into the field of the Circus Maximus, Septimus Severus, the very general Maternus had revolted against in Gaul, riding at their lead.
“Treason!” the crowd heard the general shout as he waved his sword in the air and reigned his horse to a stop in front of the startled emperor. “Treason, my lord!”
Those were the last coherent words anyone in the arena stands would hear that afternoon. A scream of terror sounded from twenty thousand lungs when more Praetorians appeared at the arena’s exits. Maternus could see Severus speaking to the emperor, no doubt telling Commodus of the assassins in the crowd, the deserters from beyond the Alps, the men led by Maternus. On the horse behind Severus was none other than young Casio, the soldier Maternus had left outside the city to spare his life, and he was pointing into the crowd, in the general direction of Maternus himself. Clearly Casio had betrayed the plot to Severus, and the general was now rescuing the emperor at the penultimate moment. Animated by the vain hope he or some of his men might yet reach Commodus before the soldiers had swept through the stone seats, Maternus gripped the short sword beneath his tunic and fought his way past a score of frightened civilians as he charged the race course and the emperor’s entourage. He had not gone four steps lower when he felt a blow from behind, as if someone had struck him with a steel fist, causing the air to leave his right lung. He turned and beheld old Marcellus, his companion in arms for the previous twenty-two years, standing with a knife in his hand, and Maternus saw the blood running down his own side. Now betrayed by everyone he had once trusted, Maternus fell down the next two rows of seats, then swiftly righted himself. He felt no pain, only a little confused. He was still alive. He still had his strong right arm. He could yet feel the cloud of anger rising from his chest. What were these terrified people rushing past him? What would they matter tomorrow? The light faded while he was still assuring himself everything was going to be better, and he fell.
He awoke lying inside his bed in his tiny apartment. The demon Banewill and the angel Mr. Worthy were standing at his feet.
“Having a bad nightmare?” asked the demon and grinned. “Remembering how old friends betrayed you? Perhaps your new ones will do the same? That shambling loser Stephen and his darkie companion, Shen. Who are they really? Do you actually believe you can trust them?”
“Quit that,” said Mr. Worthy and drew near so he could touch the Roman on the forehead, causing a warm, comforting sensation to spread through the whole of Maternus’s body. “Bad memories haunt everyone,” he said to Maternus. “Isn’t it wonderful how quickly you’ve made friends in this strange new land in which we’ve placed you?! And you’ve kept your temper all this season. I’m so proud of you, son.”
“‘Isn’t it wonderful? Isn’t it wonderful?’” said Banewill in a falsetto voice, and pretended to vomit. “He’s hooked up with the two saddest characters in town. What’s so wonderful about that?”
“All humans have value, albeit sometimes their value is not obvious to everyone else,” said the angel. “Shen and Stephen face unique struggles. They are different than other men.”
“Don’t even try to play the defective card with those two,” said Banewill. “You’ve already cheated us out of the retarded and the mentally ill. Our side has always had claim on the foolish, and you can rest assured — should you ever chose to rest — we have a hot little cesspool on the Fourth Level where those two bozos will boil with the other wayward souls for the rest of eternity when their time comes. I think it would be an apt send-off for them if a truck — say, one carrying organic farm produce — ran over the sorry pair when they are bicycling back from their one thousandth poetry goof-off. No, make it a truck full of organic coffee bound from the same smarmy java joint the two of them have just left; the wooly-headed truck driver glances down to read a line of Shen’s own rotten verse, and wham — he flattens them. Now, that would be ironic!”
“No one’s damnation is guaranteed,” said Mr. Worthy.
“Don’t tell me you’ve got something better planned for Tweedle-Dumb and Dumber,” said the demon, irked at the thought of losing both Shen and Stephen.
“Then I won’t tell you anything,” said Mr. Worthy. He narrowed his eyes and observed Banewill a little more closely. “You’ve altered your appearance since last we met,” he said.
“My Vincent Price look,” said the demon and twirled the end of his moustache. “The velvet vest, the star garnet tie pin, the short jacket with tails — very late Victorian, very House of Wax, don’t you think?”
“Mr. Price never twirled his waxed moustache,” said the angel. “You favor Snidely Whiplash more than any actor of flesh and blood.”
His vanity injured by the comparison to a cartoon character, Banewill recoiled in chagrin for a second, but rebounded to say, “This from someone who hasn’t had a decent haircut or a new robe in twelve thousand years.”
“You forget we don’t allow fashion into heaven,” smiled the angel. “Get up, my strong friend,” he said, turning to Maternus. “We have something for you.”
“We’re going to the garden?” asked Maternus, sitting upright in his bed.
“Not yet, my friend, not yet,” laughed the gentle angel and patted the Roman’s hand. “We have work to do first.”
“You have your whole bloody redemption program ahead of you, ape boy,” said the demon. “Starting with your first task.”
“This is nothing to fear, it’s nothing you can’t easily do,” said the angel and took from a secret fold in his robe the folded slip of paper on which the demon had written when Maternus first spoke to them. “Ahem,” he said, clearing his throat as he prepared to read. “First of all: you have to help Edith Pink win the affection of Abdul Rathman.”
Maternus waited for there to be something more, something that would make sense to him. Both the angel and the demon raised their eyebrows and nodded at the Roman, indicating he was expected to make a response.
“You will be introducing me to these people?” asked Maternus.
“You already know them,” said Mr. Worthy, “though you don’t yet know them by name.”
“They are people at the library?” asked Maternus.
“People — in the marginal sense — from school,” said the demon. “Tell me, anvil face, what was the most vicious incident you have witnessed at Susan B. Anthony Middle School during the two months you have been working there?”
Maternus did not have to think long to conjure up an answer.
“There was a fight in the hallway,” he said. “One seventh-grade girl bumped into another and caused the second girl’s books to fall onto the floor. This second girl, a terrible little monster with a single eyebrow across her forehead and haircut as severe as a Parthian’s helmet, she attacked the first child; I mean she jumped on the other girl and bit her. This horrible child hung onto the other like a badger on a hunting dog. The other girl was screaming in pain until Mr. Hamburg ran from the office and yanked the child off. I had to mop up the blood. That was the worst thing I have seen at work.”
“Bingo,” said Banewill. “That wonderfully nasty little biter was sweet Edith Pink herself.”
“The child is a bit high spirited,” admitted Mr. Worthy.
“Her father is a dentist and her mother works for the DMV,” said the demon. “The will to harm others is in her genes.”
“Nonsense,” countered Mr. Worthy. “There’s no such thing as a bad seed. Miss Edith may, at first glance, seem a frightful…” He searched for the proper word.
“Ogre?” suggested the demon.
“An overly aggressive child,” said the angel.
“In ten years she’s going to cut up her parents with a set of Japanese kitchen knives her cheapskate dentist father purchased for nineteen dollars and ninety-five cents after watching an hour-long commercial on the USA Network,” said Banewill and smiled serenely at the thought that future event. “Snip, snip, snip. The event will be so hideous, Quentin Tarantino will need three movies to tell the full story.”
“So you hope,” said Mr. Worthy. “In fact, Miss Edith will become capable of great kindness and wonderful charity, should she learn she is worthy of being loved.”
“And this Abdul?” said Maternus.
“Abdul Rathman,” said Mr. Worthy. “He’s a very sensitive, thoughtful child who also attends your school.”
“A round, brown, doughnut hole of an A-rab boy,” said Banewill, speaking almost on top of the angel’s words. “Think of the helpless young coward the other students pick on the most.”
Maternus’s mind was at once occupied by the image of a certain chubby boy the Roman had seen being smacked by a dozen jeering bullies as he scrambled toward the cafeteria and the safety of adult supervision. So terrified was the boy that he had pretended to laugh every time he was slapped on the back of the head by one of his grinning tormentors. The Roman next thought of the time the other students had tossed Abdul into his locker and locked the door behind him; the trapped boy had wailed in terror until Mr. Hamburg brought a pair of bolt cutters from the office to take off the padlock and set the child free. Then he remembered when the others had forced Abdul to wear his shorts on his head and chased him about the gymnasium till he ran headlong into a wall, knocking himself unconscious for a full two minutes.
“Yes, that’s the one,” said the demon.
“Don’t pretend you know what he’s thinking,” said Mr. Worthy to the demon. “True,” he said to Maternus, “young Abdul has had a rough time of it at the middle school. Some children, because they are weak, attract such horrid abuse. There are learned men today who believe the bullies can pick out these weaklings by some signaling movement or by a specific smell. In fact—”
“In fact, the strong have ever feasted upon the weak,” said Banewill. “No one should know better than you, hammer head, how readily the powerful batter down the small. You know they do it only because it feels good. The mighty need no reason for their actions. Their actions justify themselves.”
Despite knowing Banewill was dangerous, Maternus could not help but be aroused by the demon’s words. Talk of battering made the Roman think of combats long past and of how well he had done his duty on the field of honor. He felt the gladius in his right hand and the heavy shield drawn tightly to his chest.
“Small wonder you ended up in Hell, Banewill,” said Mr. Worthy. “Which is where anyone following your philosophy will go.”
“I am to make the girl care for the boy?” asked Maternus, becoming increasingly anxious about his chances of successfully completing this task.
“That part of the romantic equation has already been solved,” enthused the angel. “She already adores our boy. You merely have to awaken similar feelings in his heart.”
“Why does she adore him?” asked Maternus, recalling in his mind’s eye the little he had seen of the trembling, sweaty lump of neuroses that was the diminutive Abdul Rathman.
“Aha!” laughed the demon. “I told you, Worthy, he’s smarter than he looks! A very good question, soldier boy. Although yet a child, Edith has clearly already acquired the full perversity of a mature woman. They’re just dumb that way, Matty. To love a better sort of bloke, she’d have to be able to do some thinking.”
“Yak, yak, yak,” said the angel. “Don’t listen to him — he doesn’t know the first thing about women.”
“You do?” said Banewill.
“I at least have a wife, sir.”
“Oh, I forgot,” said the demon and pantomimed slapping himself on the forehead. “For twelve thousand years you’ve been faithful to the same white-haired chick in a bed sheet. Twelve thousand years of waking up every morning to do a few hours of praying at the side of a winged babe who remembers the woolly mammoth. Just thinking about it makes me hot,” he said and pretended to fan himself. “Trust me,” he added with a wink at Maternus, “the babes who’ll curl your toes are all downstairs in the big sauna.”
“Will you let me get on with this?!” demanded Mr. Worthy, showing some uncharacteristic anger at the demon’s antics. “The poor man will never get his first assignment if you keep interrupting me.”
“They burned their candles at both ends,” said Banewill, once more speaking on top of the angel. “Now they simply burn.”
“Enough!” declared the angel, and with a wave of his hand he made the demon’s mouth vanish. “He’ll get his lips back when we’re done here,” Mr. Worthy explained to Maternus while Banewill made frantic motions with his hands and produced a muffled humming sound. “Now then, my friend, you needn’t know why the girl likes Abdul, you only have to do your job. Do you have any other questions?”
“The school term has ended,” said the Roman. “There are to be no more classes until September. How will I have contact with the children?”
“In point of fact, regular classes are concluded, yes,” said Mr. Worthy. “There is, however, a special school, called the summer session, for special students.”
“The dumb ones?” asked Maternus.
“I wouldn’t say dumb, my friend,” said the angel and waved away the unpleasant word. “‘Dumb’ is such a cruel term. Besides, both Abdul and Edith get above average grades. Edith has to go a little extra because of, you know, her special problems. I mean the fighting and so on. The spitting on other children, the vile language, etc. And the teachers have seen Abdul get into so many scrapes, they assumed he was somehow responsible. He’s being kept longer as a sort of punishment, the poor thing. Thus they will both still be at your school the entire summer.”
“How will I know the task is completed?” asked Maternus.
“We will appear to give you your second assignment. Anything else?”
“Yes, but not about this,” said the soldier. “That church you sent me to. The service, the people, the sermons — they are all very boring.”
“They can’t help it,” said the angel. “They’re Methodists. If I had set you among a more muscular strain of Christianity, you might have jumped ship on the first Sunday. Buck up, son, you know as well as anyone that there are worse things in the world than boredom.
“Now, if that is everything you need to know…” he said and made a long, high arc with his hand, and the next thing Maternus knew he was awakening in his bed, and it seemed as if his conversation with the angel and the demon had occurred inside a dream.
For two weeks that June the Roman went to his job every afternoon and from a safe distance observed the girl Edith and the boy Abdul go about their separate routines. Years of combat had taught him that a good soldier needed to know how the enemy moved on the battlefield long before they came to blows. For Edith, her routine meant terrorizing the other girls so unfortunate as to be sharing their summer with her. Seldom was the noon hour when someone did not run from the girl’s restroom in tears, only to have the glowing Miss Pink emerge from the same swinging door a few moments later. Abdul, meanwhile, hovered in the dark corners created by Susan B. Anthony Middle School’s many hard angles; wherever a stairway passed over a storage space or in the blind spots created by the unused classrooms at the rear of the school. Abdul could sometimes be spotted for a few seconds at a time, darting about like a frightened deer on the edge of a forest. Should he let himself be seen for too long in one place, he was sure to attract bullies eager to take a swing at the one boy in the school certain not to fight back.
Which one should he approach first? Maternus wondered. In his campaign through the Great Book series, he had reached Freud and was thus well aware how complicated modern human psyches had become. His great fear was that speaking directly to either child might scar the little one and thus violate Mr. Worthy’s admonition that he do no harm to other humans, in addition to making it impossible to complete his first task. Therefore he consulted other sources to find what path he should take with Edith and Abdul. In the library he located a book — one situated far from the Great Book series — titled Advice on Dating for the Parents of Young Adolescents, in which he read:
“Since girls mature more quickly than boys, by age twelve or thirteen they have often already developed strong feelings for their male peers. Boys of the same age are typically still more interested in sports and other activities than they are in romance. Because of this relative lack of sexual maturity in early adolescent and pre-adolescent boys, young girls may come to feel they are physically unattractive or somehow otherwise undesirable to the opposite gender because they are unable to arouse the attention they so strongly desire. A thoughtful parent will have observed a young girl’s non-sexuality based interests and will use these interests to instill a sense of self-worth in their daughter; a caring, nurturing adult will also utilize the opportunities these other interests provide to praise their girl’s innate vivaciousness and beauty. For example, let us say your daughter is active in the Girls Scouts and has recently earned a merit badge for selling cookies. A good parent will praise his or her daughter as ‘the best little salesperson in town,’ and this same parent will add: ‘And you are also the prettiest one in town.’ If your girl is artistically inclined and has recently completed an oil painting, a thoughtful mother or father will same something like: ‘This is beautiful, honey. The only thing more beautiful in the whole wide world is you.’”
As nearly as Maternus could tell, Edith’s primary interest was assaulting other children. Again because of his reading of Freud, he was not entirely convinced this or anything else she did was entirely non-sexual, as the Austrian doctor had found Eros lurking even in the shape of household utensils, yet being a bully did seem to be something she was very good at. Moreover, the book on dating had sounded very certain about the advice it offered, and the Roman reasoned that no one would have a book in a public library unless it were advocating the truth. After all, the government itself was paying for those books. So he resolved he had to be brave and speak to the girl.
He took his first, last, and only approach to Edith one afternoon immediately after he had arrived at the school. Maternus happened to spot a blonde girl in corduroy jumpers running down the hallway as tears poured down her face. Around the corner from which the weeping child had emerged at once came Edith Pink, grinding a fist into the palm of her other hand and sporting an expression of gruesome delight upon her small face. Her long, single eyebrow had slid low over her squinting brown eyes.
As she stomped past, Maternus cleared his throat and dared to say:
“You certainly are an effective female boxer, Miss Pink. You are also an attractive one.”
Edith forgot the girl she had been pursuing and turned her glowering visage toward the Roman. She took a small cylinder from her fanny pack and held high it above her head, as though she were about to strike Maternus with the object.
“Back off, creep,” she growled. “I’ve got mace.”
The thing surely did not resemble any mace Maternus had seen the northern barbarians use in battle, but the child certainly appeared to be prepared to use it as some manner of weapon. There is some sort of danger here, he thought. Maternus took a step to the side the instant she hit the button at the top of the cylinder and sent forth a cloud of spray that narrowly missed the Roman’s face, but did cause him to cough. He retreated farther from the girl while Edith kept the device pointed in his direction. A few droplets of the spray settled on his skin, causing a irritating sting that confused Maternus, as he had no experience with chemical weapons. He wiped his cheek with his hand, only making the irritation hurt more.
“I will take the little monster by the ankles and smash her head against the wall the way I would a stray cat!” he thought, and assumed his combat stance: right foot back and left foot out, while he coiled to lash out at her.
At the last second he thought of Hell, and of Mr. Worthy’s warning about not losing his temper, and he inhaled and let his muscles go slack.
“Back to sweeping the commons room,” he said and forced himself to make a smile before he retreated from her presence. She scowled at him until he was gone from sight.
A new course of action was clearly needed.
In his effort to understand how he should accomplish the task Maternus next did something even more foolish than approach the girl directly — he consulted his friends. When he asked Stephen’s Uncle Jerry how he might help a boy at this school win the affections of a young girl, the vile old man told the Roman, “First, he should show the little bitch he’s the boss.” And he recommended the boy do something that was so outrageous it would have earned Abdul a death sentence in Maternus’s less enlightened time, and a long prison sentence in the modern age. Maternus could scarce believe an elder schooled by a long tenure upon the earth would offer such terrible advice. The filthiest German barbarian would not have entertained such thoughts, and Maternus questioned the apparent goodness of prosperous Aurora if it could be home to a man as defective as Uncle Jerry was.
Stephen himself knew as little of girls as he did of women, and could not give even bad counsel to the Roman.
“Girls, you know, exist in a different kind of social construct,” he said when the soldier asked him about Edith. “They’re conditioned to be different, the nurture instead of the nature.”
“I am thinking I should begin with the boy, Abdul,” said Maternus. “What do you think he should say to the girl?”
“Boys … boys … I think they have to grapple with different cultural realities,” decided Stephen, who wished his new friend would speak of something else, something that did not embarrass him. “Different nature, different nurture. I’m not an expert on these things because they lean too much on psychology rather than on sociology, which is really the lens we should look at things through.”
That did not help the Roman overmuch.
Shen felt no embarrassment about affairs of the heart. He had certain knowledge to share with Maternus when the Roman asked him about the timid boy and terrible girl. Shen’s knowledge, however, was limited by his inability to conceive of a situation in which the female was not immediately drawn to the male.
“Guys broadcast a kind of sexual aura women pick up on,” he told the Roman. “She recognizes he complements her half of the cosmic possibilities. She can tell the man will bring light and earth to her musky darkness. The Yang he-thing it’s called. My ancient Chinese brothers had it all figured out.”
“That is very interesting,” said Maternus. “She already favors the boy. I am asking how I can make him feel likewise.”
“Why would you care one way or the other?”
“I have a capital-R Romantic heart,” said Maternus, whose reading in the Great Books had included Goethe.
“All guys naturally like girls,” reasoned Shen. Soon after he spoke Shen recalled a small club in Cherry Hills where he sometimes read poetry for silk-clad real estate agents while they sipped wine stingers; the clientele there bought Shen Ward Eights and saw to it he had their business cards with their personal phone numbers written on the back of them before he could get out the door. Remembering the men in that small, tasteful club did not shake his convictions concerning women. He went on, “All guys — even the ones not interested in girls in the conventional way, like girls, because, you see, only women know how to praise us. Other men talk us up because they want something. Women give praise because they want to be nice, want to embrace the world. Women are like pets — they never have an ulterior motive. What’s there to dislike?”
Maternus had lived in the time of Empress Faustina, the black spider who had given birth to and then shaped the monstrous Emperor Commodus. He, unlike the poet, could envision a woman having an ulterior motive. What he could not envision was Edith Pink willingly praising anyone unless a gun were pointed at her temple. Maternus would have been pleased if Abdul could speak to Edith and be certain she would not harm him. Being completely ignorant of romance, the Roman did not suspect that Shen, a man woman adored, could know less about the subject than he did.
Lacking good advice and doubting the books in the library could tell him anything he could use, Maternus reverted to thinking like a soldier and scouted the opposition, as it were, to see if observation could instruct him how to act. He noted Abdul usually hid behind a dumpster beyond the fence at the rear of the gymnasium in hopes of escaping his physical education class. Whenever the class instructor hunted Abdul down, the round, brown boy was forced to wear embarrassingly short blue trunks and made to trot around the oval track encircling the football field until he slowed to a shambling walk. Soon after he slowed down, his tormentors — most of whom were not so swift in the classroom — would overtake him and punch Abdul in the arm, or muss his hair as they went past. The plump, defeated boy responded to their abuse by making a high-pitched sound that, to the Roman’s ears, sounded like the noise tortured pudding would make, had pudding the ability to whine. The other boys never became more amiable to Abdul, while Abdul never seemed to learn anything from the repeated humiliations. Every time the other boys approached him Abdul invariably tried to be pleasant; he was too far away for Maternus to tell what he was saying to his abusers as they drew near. The Roman deduced from Abdul’s attempt to laugh that he was trying to tell jokes to the larger boys, as little as that did to appease them. Had anyone mocked him in a similar manner, reflected the Roman, he would have cut off their head and put it at the end of his spear. The old darkness of his former self fell upon him as he kept his eye upon the running track, and he wished for ten minutes he could be Abdul — he would put an end to this bullying then! Maternus fought the darkness out of his heart when he remembered the angel, and what would happen if he did not contain his temper. Not matter how well he contained himself, he realized he would never be able to care overmuch for the boy, which was why, he thought, the angel and the demon had given him this cowardly child to save.
On the twenty-first of July, a muggy, nondescript Wednesday at the middle school that was so ordinary even the gung-ho gym teacher ceased feigning interest in his routine, Maternus was again watching the running track from afar. The Roman janitor was standing under the mobile bleacher stands, peering through the rows of wood slats and metal support beams much as a prisoner would look out the barred window of his cell. At a little after three o’clock the P.E. instructor ambled back to his office to check his e-mail, leaving the boys in his charge to loiter aimlessly on the track infield, near the pole vault pit. Several youths were practicing throwing a heavy platter Maternus recognized as a discus; the Roman had previously seen one like it on the small statue of an athlete one of his old commanding officers kept, though Maternus had never before looked upon a real discus. Another cluster of boys was playing with a long, pointed instrument Maternus at once knew was a javelin, a lighter version of the pilum. When one of them hoisted the javelin over his head and made a feeble toss of perhaps thirty feet, Maternus could not help but laugh at the boy’s inadequacy. For five full years, before he ever was in combat, he had drilled with the weighted javelin every day as part of his military training. Thousands upon thousands of times he had tossed the pilum at a target fifty paces away, until hitting the mark had become as automatic as breathing. The motion was something his right arm could never forget. He went through the movements even while he watched. Maternus could likewise not forget that his instructors had taught him weapons were not to be played with, and he instantly resented how one large boy snatched up the fallen instrument and began harassing his smaller mates by jabbing at them with the point of the spear, as if he were going to impale them. When the bully poked the weapon at Abdul, Maternus stepped from underneath the stands and walked swiftly toward the infield. He would later reflect that he was acting before he had considered the many good reasons why he should have remained hidden.
“You there!” he called to the large boy with the javelin. “That is not acceptable behavior! You could injure him!”
As the angel had told him on the first day in Aurora, Maternus’s appearance and the dynamic manner in which he moved were frightening to modern Americans, whether the Roman wished them to be or not. The boy with the javelin and his mates were consequently terrified when they saw the determined man in gray work clothes striding toward them.
“It’s Frankenstein the janitor!” one of them whispered the nickname the boys had attached to the stranger months earlier while they watched him tidy up the school hallways. The largest among them, a boy named Cody (a designation he shared with seventeen other boys and two girls at Susan B. Anthony Middle School), was holding the javelin and resolved not to appear a coward in front of his friends. As Maternus came closer, Cody swung about, directing the point of his weapon at the Roman.
“Hey, get away, ugly!” he shouted and made a pretense of protecting himself.
Maternus reached out his calloused right hand, and with a sharp twist effortlessly pulled the javelin from the boy. The old warrior had disarmed two-score other men in previous combats, and he now snatched away the piece of steel without giving it a second of conscious thought. The boys on the infield had never seen an adult of middle years move so quickly, and they collectively gasped in appreciation of Maternus’s martial ability.
“You could hurt someone, young sir,” said Maternus, annoyed to be again reading fear on the faces of those he was not intending to harm. “None of you are wearing armor. Jabbing someone with this could kill him.”
The boy Cody tried to rally himself in the face of this scary-looking janitor; to do less in front of his classmates would have added to the shame of being so easily disarmed by an old guy.
“That worn-out piece of crap couldn’t draw blood if you sat on it,” he declared.
To prove him incorrect, Maternus drew a bead upon one of the wooden poles supporting the lights above the playing field. He thrust out his left foot, braced himself with the right, and hurled the lance at the pole some forty feet distant. The boys saw a silver streak cut through the air, then heard a loud “thunk,” and were astonished to see the javelin’s dull point buried deep in the dead center of the pole while the end of the weapon vibrated in the air like the tine of a tuning fork.
“Holy God!” shrieked one of the thirteen-year-old reprobates. “Nobody could do that again in a hundred years!”
Several of the boys ran to the pole and attempted to pull the javelin from the wood. Despite much grunting and a willingness to say crude words they had heard in rap videos, the boys could not budge it. Maternus strolled to the spot and pulled the weapon free with another seemingly effortless twist of his right hand. He sighted a neighboring light pole some forty paces away and once more let fly, striking the second pole in its center and again leaving the spear embedded deep in the wood.
“Goddamn!” admitted Cody. “How come you can do that?”
“I was in the army,” shrugged Maternus, which the boys took to mean he had received some sort of special forces training.
The soldier wrenched the weapon free another time and addressed the boys following him with a stern voice, the one once reserved for the men of his hundred-man century whenever they had a substandard performance in battle. While he spoke, he held the javelin in his hand and emphasized his words with menacing thrusts of the aluminum weapon in the direction of the amazed boys. Since they were afraid of him, he reasoned he would use that circumstance to his favor.
“So you see,” he told them, “anyone unable to follow the rules could be killed like that. The javelin is that dangerous.”
Some of the awed boys nodded their heads in agreement. But the demonstration had not yet quieted the rebellious spirit in some of the boys.
“You can’t give us orders,” said a youth named Jerome, whose name came from a soap opera rather than the saint. “You’re just a janitor. Who cares what you say?”
“I can tell your teacher of your misbehavior, young sir,” said Maternus.
The boys laughed long and well at that, not because they thought the Roman’s command of English was ridiculous — they were amused that anyone thought they might fear a supposed authority figure like their gym teacher. The lads at Susan B. Anthony Middle School had learned long ago they could act as they wished, and no consequences would ever be visited upon them.
“Or that pole might be one of you,” said Maternus, returning to his bluff centurion’s voice.
He heaved the javelin in the direction of the first light pole, and this time struck his target with such violence the point passed through to the other side and a large chunk of creosoted wood splintered off the pole altogether.
Thereupon all the boys stood stock still in open-mouthed appreciation.
“It is time for you to go inside to your baths,” said Maternus, yet the boys stayed, gaping at him. “Go!” he commanded, and the boys sped for the main building like a flight of starlings frightened by a cat — all of them except for Abdul, whom Maternus had caught by the back of his T-shirt before he could get away with the rest of the herd. For several seconds the small, round boy was lifted off the ground so that his short legs continued to sprint through the air while his body went nowhere. Upon discerning he was not going to escape the large, strange man as easily as the others had, Abdul smiled sheepishly at Maternus and tried to negotiate his way free.
“I’ll give you a dollar if you let me go,” he said, sounding cooler than the Roman might have thought he would.
“I don’t need a dollar,” said Maternus and set Abdul down. “I need to talk to you.”
“Are you one of those guys like they had on channel nine last Thursday night?” asked the boy, feeling a little more fragile than he had seconds earlier. “The ones that surf the ‘net and try to give kids candy and stuff.”
The Roman did not know what Abdul meant and felt he could safely shake his head to indicate ‘no.’
“I want to ask you why you let the others molest you,” said Maternus. “Why don’t you fight back when they poke at you?”
Abdul did not have to think long to answer that. “Because they’re all bigger than me and they’d come at me four, five at a time. They’d pound me into the ground if I touched one of them.”
“Do you have a family?” asked Maternus.
“Sure.”
“Then your family honor demands you fight back when you are abused, no matter if you suffer a terrible beating in consequence. Otherwise, people will speak ill of you. They will say you and your family have no honor.”
“No what?” said Abdul, who out of necessity was a clever young fellow and thought he knew a little about handling large people, but now was thinking the janitor was too crazy to be controlled in any conventional way.
“Honor is the most valuable possession a family or an individual may have,” explained Maternus. “Hasn’t your father told you this?”
“My dad writes programs for advanced data storage systems,” said Abdul. “He knows just about everything, except I don’t think he ever talks about this honor stuff. Well, once I think he said something about it to my older sister about how she dresses — you know, real short skirts and stuff. Halter tops. He said he was disgracing the family—”
“He has not told you enough,” said Maternus.
“What else is there?” asked the boy. “Does it have to do with how boys dress, too?”
The Roman let go of Abdul’s shirt and sighed. His argument was not having the desired effect upon the boy.
“I could make the others leave you alone,” he said, trying another tactic.
“I bet you could!” said Abdul, brightening noticeably as he considered the image of the janitor tossing javelins at his tormentors as they ran screaming toward the distant borders of foreign lands. “They’re already scared of you, I bet.”
“You will have to do something for me in return,” said Maternus.
The boy again had some unpleasant thoughts in regards to the unsmiling and stern man in front of him. He might well indeed, thought Abdul, be one of those creeps of whom channel nine had warned the greater Denver area.
“What’s that?” Abdul asked, now full of dread.
“Do you know a girl named Edith Pink? She is in your class, I believe.”
“Edith Pink!” said Abdul and made several odd faces when he said the name. “She’s scarier than a whole school of gym classes. You know Cody? He was the big one you took the javelin from. Last fall in social studies he called her ‘turtlehead’ ‘cause of how her eyebrows look just like the ridge turtles have across their foreheads, and she hit him — pow — like in a movie. A right hook like Winkie Wright might’ve thrown. Cody went flying across the room, laid out on the floor like he’d been shot. Desks, books, everything flying all over the room. Mrs. Grimsly, the social studies teacher, she had to go run and get the principal, Mr. Hamburg, and he ran and got the nurse. They broke an ammonia capsule under Cody’s nose, and he groaned like grandpa and came around real slow. He could hardly stand up. For days later he walked kind of wobbly. The doctors thought at first she’d damaged his inner ear and thrown off his sense of balance, but then—”
“I want you to become Edith’s boyfriend,” said Maternus.
Somewhere, there was a serial murderer who was hearing the sentence of death imposed upon him from the bench, and right then his face might have been contorted by an expression of horror more dreadful than the one that spread across the visage of little Abdul. The boy felt as though he were falling backwards into a yawning pit ending in the vicinity of the earth’s molten core. He saw the impassive figure of the janitor looming above him as he fell, someone who could have rescued him if he so desired, but instead let him sink into the shadowy depths.
“Edith would kill me,” Abdul murmured to the man standing on the edge of his abyss.
“She already fancies you, young sir,” said the Roman. “I hardly think she is going to kill you. Unless that is some modern ritual I have not yet read of in the library.”
“You think she likes me?” said Abdul, grasping for a handhold that would break his descent.
“How old are you?” asked Maternus, whose stolid manner had remained unchanged throughout the conversation.
“Thirteen.”
“Then I don’t expect you to marry her,” said Maternus. “No one should get married before fifteen.”
“Marry her?” echoed Abdul and felt himself start falling deeper.
“You will only have to perform the duties being a boyfriend entails. Do you know what those are?” asked Maternus, devoutly hoping the boy did know, because the Roman certainly did not.
“You have to be nice to her,” explained Abdul with a shudder. “Carry her stuff around the school like a slave. Smile at her like you mean it. You even have to dance practically every dance with her at the eighth grade social mixers.”
“Well, there you are,” decided Maternus with an affirmative nod. “Such tasks will be easily completed. Given your physical condition, I would estimate you are hardly going to have a better girlfriend than her. Be happy with this opportunity fate has given you.”
“Why do you care if Edith Pink has a boyfriend?” whined Abdul. “Nobody likes Edith.”
“Her father … her father is a dear friend of mine,” lied the Roman, thinking on his feet. “Her mother is as well. We were in the army together — I mean the father and I were; her mother never served in the ranks.”
“Listen, Mr….” Abdul glanced at the name sewn on the front of the janitor’s coveralls, “Mr. Matt. If Edith doesn’t use my head for a soccer ball the first time I talk to her, the other guys are going to go crazy when they see me with her. They’ll dog on me like you can’t believe, and then they’ll really want to pound me.”
“Why?”
“Because having a girlfriend is gay,” said Abdul.
“Of course it will make you happy. Everyone wants a girlfriend,” said Maternus, who, in spite of his ignorance of middle school vocabulary, had such an inspiration right then he would later wonder if Mr. Worthy had not used his angelic powers to send the thought to him. “What’s more, once Edith Pink and you are together, who is going to dare lay a hand upon you? That is to say, are the other boys not frightened of her?”
A light came on inside Abdul’s jack-o-lantern head. He suddenly stopped falling into the pit and miraculously found himself standing upright on solid ground. A world of wonderful possibilities was making itself known to him, possibilities he could know without pain or humiliation.
“Yeah, they are!” he said, and felt his chest become larger and his spine straighten. “She’d be like having a force field around me!”
“I take it that is a good thing?” said Maternus.
“You got a deal, Mister Matt,” said Abdul and shook the janitor’s hand.
The boy went to shower in the locker room, something he did only after his classmates had departed for their next class, for Abdul had long ago learned that if he got naked with others about he would be making himself a target for dozens of snapping towels. When Maternus next saw the boy, a week later, Abdul was struggling up a classroom hallway carrying a double load of text books in both of his arms and an overfull pack upon his back. The plump lad was sweating like a glass of iced tea on a hot day, making his
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T-shirt wet across its front and under his armpits.
The boy’s appearance held the janitor’s attention only a brief moment, for at Abdul’s side there was a sashaying vision of lavender and white, the most ambitious of feminine apparitions ever to don an ankle-length floral skirt in a school where even the women instructors wore khaki trousers. The vision at Abdul’s side was wearing strawberry lip gloss and some vanilla cologne, which even an uninformed observer like the janitor could immediately tell were far more enthusiastic than subtle and, were it not for the heavy line of black eyebrows on the vision’s forehead, Maternus could not have told that this creature with a ribbon crowning her newly permed hair was none other than the previously terrifying Edith Pink. In her new condition she was — for lack of a stronger word — reveling in the sweaty attentions the hard-working Abdul was showering upon her.
“You’re so sweet to carry my things to class,” Maternus heard her say, and she put her shoulders close to her ear lobes and giggled. “You’re the nicest boy.”
“Whatever you say,” said the prosaic Abdul.
While this epitome of young romance was sprouting from the seemingly infertile soil of Susan B. Anthony Middle School right in front of the astonished (and slightly repulsed) Maternus, a group of raucous boys led by the fearsome Cody came parading down the hallway toward the young couple. This group had, as one would expect, already observed the change in Abdul’s relationship with Edith and Edith’s transformation into something akin to the heroine in a particularly silly romance novel, and the boys were in their coarse way much amused by both of these developments. The gaggle whispered among themselves in not quite hushed tones as they drew near Edith and her beloved Abdul and they struggled — but not too hard — to contain their laughter.
“Hey, Rathman!” Cody called out upon coming parallel to Abdul. “Nice girlfriend!”
Because he was young and an idiot besides, Cody had not learned from his own experiences. Only when Edith balled her hands into fists and her eyes flared red beneath the unbroken line of her eyebrow did Cody recall what had happened the last time he had been so foolish as to mock Edith Pink. He blanched and at the last second held out his hands to put up a feeble defense, but she had been provoked, and that was enough to bring her into action before Cody had an opportunity to offer her an apology. Edith feinted with her left, causing Cody to raise his left in anticipation of parrying her famed right, which hand she adroitly brought full force into the boy’s solar plexus rather than hooking him in the face. The blow landed with a deep ‘thump’ such as a club would make when smashed against a hollow tree. Maternus, veteran that he was, was impressed by how hard she struck him. Cody’s eyes rolled toward the drop panels of the hallway ceiling and he pitched forward with a moan. Edith stepped on her tiptoes toward the fallen boy’s companions, who shrank away from her in the direction whence they had come.
“Anybody else?” she demanded of them. They were already retreating and had no more to say.
Once they disappeared around the nearest corner and while Cody remained groaning on the floor, Edith smoothed the front of her skirt and turned to her unmolested Abdul.
“Are you all right?” she asked and ran her hand along his round face.
“I guess so,” admitted Abdul.
“You’re so sweet,” said Edith and reverted at once to her previously sweet incarnation. She sighed softly, adjusted her coif, and led Abdul through a classroom door while she chattered gaily about how pleased she was that Abdul had helped her with her algebra homework the previous evening. He was so sweet, she again observed. As he passed Maternus, Abdul beamed a contented smile at the Roman and gave him a thumbs up signal to show the janitor all was right in the boy’s world, and getting better every day.
Maternus went to the fallen Cody and helped the boy get to his feet.
“I hope for your parents’ sake that they are both dead and will not have to hear reports of this,” he told the weeping bully.
That afternoon when the Roman watched the gym class on the running track from afar, he observed that Abdul could trot or walk at any pace he wished and the other boys did not bother him as they passed his bouncing figure. Only the gym teacher dared shout insults at the boy, which meant nothing, because Abdul had long ago inured himself against anything an adult might do, knowing that none of them would strike him. Abdul wore his shortest shorts and flounced about the high-jump pit like a beribboned woodland nymph from the imagination of one of the more flamboyant Dutch grand masters, and he occasionally paused to put the shot with a grunt even Maternus could hear, yet the other boys strenuously ignored him. When class was dismissed and the boys were plodding toward the showers inside the school building, Maternus overheard Abdul singing the opening song from A Chorus Line as he skipped to where his somber classmates were headed. None of the others lifted their eyes to look at him.
Two nights later, Maternus awoke from a dreamless sleep and beheld the angel Mr. Worthy and the demon Banewill standing at the end of his bed a second time. The former appeared very contented and the latter, dressed in a sequined white jumpsuit and sporting a luxuriant pompadour of black hair, was frowning behind an oversized pair of sun glasses with pink lenses.
“We’re one for one, my friend,” declared the angel. “Your first assignment completed and the summer isn’t over.”
“I really haven’t done much, sir,” said Maternus. “The girl and the fat boy are merely associating. I would hardly say they have a romance.”
“Agreed,” said the demon. “You see, Worthy, the ape man himself thinks he hasn’t accomplished anything.”
“We are speaking of thirteen year olds,” pointed out Mr. Worthy. “Not much has to happen to them to create a great effect. Their ‘courtship,’ if I may call it that, their courtship is not a destination for either Edith or Abdul; it is but a passage on their lifelong journeys. Edith has gained confidence, and Abdul security. They are both feeling as comfortable with themselves as fish in the ocean.”
“For whatever good it will do me, I am tossing a yellow flag upon the field,” protested Banewill. “A yellow flag, I say. I’m certain you cheated, Worthy.”
“How could I have done anything amiss?” asked the angel in an uncharacteristic huff.
“When soldier boy here got the inspired notion to tell the round lump of pudding that Edith would protect him once he was her beau — that was obviously something you put into his head,” said Banewill. “A soldier from nearly two millennia ago would not think that way. He would consider seeking protection from a female profoundly dishonorable. You put a bug in his ear, or in his mind, as it were.”
“He had, as you say, an inspired notion,” reasoned Mr. Worthy. “Who is to say whether inspiration is divine or an expression of human ingenuity? We would need a theologian to settle the question.”
“I’ll ask one of them the next time I’m down home,” said Banewill.
“What will happen to the boy and girl, sir?” asked Maternus.
“You see how concerned for them he is?!” Worthy asked the demon. “Only a good soul would care for others as he does. He needs no inspiration from me.” The angel sat on the end of the bed and lovingly patted the soldier’s calloused feet. “The children will grow to become married,” he told Maternus, “but not to each other. Edith will wed a retired professional wrestler and have six children. Seventeen years from now she will become the first female instructor at the U.S. Army’s sniper school.”
“That is a strange destiny,” said Maternus.
“My friend,” said the angel, “this is America in the twenty-first century. Here any strange thing can happen, and once it does it is no longer considered strange.”
“And Abdul?” asked Maternus.
“He goes on to become a highly successful hairdresser,” said Mr. Worthy.
The demon behind the angel smirked at this and made an extravagant flip of his right hand.
“Stop that!” said Mr. Worthy, who had not turned about but was nonetheless angered by the gesture. “The world will always need good hairdressers! What is more, no matter how popular stereotypes are in Hell, Abdul will marry a lovely young woman and have two children of his own … although he won’t do so until later in life … after he has recovered from a bad experience he had with a woman when he was younger.”
“What do you mean?” asked Maternus.
The angel spoke his next words sotto voce and with a hand to his mouth, as though he were covering a cough.
“He has a bad experience at nineteen,” he said, “when he breaks up with Edith and she beats him senseless.”
Banewill laughed at this revelation with his usual enthusiasm. He threw back his head to show off all of his expertly capped teeth and brayed with the malevolent pleasure of a hyena over a downed impala.
“Yet everything works out for the best in the end,” asserted Mr. Worthy, resentful of the demon’s laugher. “Everyone is fulfilled, lives a positive life, goes on to paradise, and Old Nick is confounded yet again. So there. Now if someone would stop laughing like the jackass he is, I will give our friend his next assignment.”
Mr. Worthy took the list of three tasks from a fold in his robe and smiled at the anxious Roman.



VI
We Gaze at the Stars, but They Don’t Gaze at Us
“Margaret Lambkin,” announced the angel. “You are to make her happy in this, her eighty-seventh and final year of life.”
“This is someone at the school?” asked Maternus.
“Not at age eighty-seven,” said Mr. Worthy.
“My chum Marty, he runs a Catherine’s Wheel for the wrathful on Level Five,” remarked the demon Banewill, “he was twenty-four and still in school before they kicked him to the curb. Small wonder he ended up toiling where he is. Eighty-seven would be a world record.”
“Our friend had in mind one of the teachers at his school,” said Mr. Worthy. “Not one of the students.”
“He didn’t say ‘teacher,’” said Banewill. “I’m not in your club anymore, Worthy; remember, I can’t read his thoughts.”
“Margaret resides in the Shady Grove Rest Home here in Aurora,” said the angel to the Roman.
“Which is a veritable escalator to the hereafter,” added the demon, becoming more expansive as he spoke. “In there, the geezers are each one bad day from eternity. A chill from an open window, one slip in the bathtub, a touch of E. coli in the salad bar, and they’ve played their last hand of canasta. They fall, and they can’t get up. Forever.”
“Death is fascinating to Banewill’s sort,” the angel whispered to Maternus. “They consider it the ultimate excursion, the last great Dionysian moment; something like snowboarding down the Himalayas, only better.
“Now, this Mrs. Lambkin is an interesting woman,” Worthy said to Maternus in a normal voice. “She has been a widow for forty-four years, never had any children, and worked thirty-six straight years for a medical insurance company, where she gained a certain reputation that has followed her into her final stage of life.”
“In other words, old Maggie is a terrifying battle-ax who could scare the nihilism out of a Swedish graduate student,” inserted Banewill. “She’s as violent as … well … as hell. Dying young was the best career move her husband ever made. The two thousand years in purgatory the Big Man slapped on him seemed like nothing after being married to Maggie for only fifteen.”
“She’s a little opinionated, a little forceful, sometimes a little too angry,” conceded Mr. Worthy, putting forth the gentle spin he placed upon every subject. “Those who know her love her.”
“Name one,” said the demon.
“One who loved her?” said the angel and, divine though he was, he had to check his memory. “Margaret had a dog, a poodle-terrier mix, between 1962 and 1975. The dear thing had a bad front leg and rarely left its basket; it dearly loved her.”
“That wasn’t a human,” protested the demon. “You know I meant humans, Mr. Mind Reader. Anyway, she fed the beast smoked whitefish roe. Small wonder it loved her. If she had upgraded to a decent caviar, I might have loved her. Or would have pretended to.”
“I can picture you on all fours, lapping up the beluga, Banewill,” said Mr. Worthy, not turning to speak directly to the demon. “Come to think of it, didn’t you once do something similar on the floor of the Kremlin back in your time in Lenin’s administration?”
“That was a complicated situation, W,” said the demon and wore a melancholy smile as he recalled a cherished memory. “There was a spiked collar and several leather whips involved. We were in the first blush of the free love moment, you see, back when the world was younger and idealistic folk still could believe in big ideas. Big Russian girls really believed in big ideas.”
“If I may ask, sir,” said Maternus, “from where does your present outfit come? I have not seen another in similar garb, not in my natural lifetime or in this city.”
The demon held his arms out at his sides so Maternus could see there was a type of cape attached to Banewill’s sequined back, which was fastened onto him as snugly as wings on a bat. This cape, unlike bat’s wings, was colored as white as the jumpsuit.
“I’m the King today,” said Banewill. “Tomorrow someone else. Never the same river twice, I say. Never the same man more than once.”
“The king of what, sir?” asked Maternus. “There are many kings in the world.”
“You see,” said Mr. Worthy, speaking to the demon, but still not turning in Banewill’s direction. “He doesn’t know. He lived too long ago and has come back too late. See how quickly the insignificant froth of this world is forgotten.”
“The soldier might ask why you, on your side of the moral divide, hate the insignificant froth of this world so much,” replied the demon. “It harms no one. I can see why you might have it in for heroin or the Nazi Party. A little entertainment, on the other hand, hardly seems worth your holy hatred. How can a little diversion harm anyone?”
“In the first place, we on our side don’t hate anything,” said the angel. “That’s not in our nature. Secondly, if you examine your records you will find that anyone with a genuine interest in a pastime or activity that harms no one is, in our books, well on the way to salvation, never mind how ridiculous the interest may be. I recall one client of mine, a woman in New Jersey who was eventually saved by her habit of collecting bottle caps. The poor, lonely dear had thousands of them stored in her kitchen flour bins. Each day she went behind every bar and restaurant in her town to get more of them. Amassing her precious piles of junk made her appreciate how the manufacturing process worked, and soon she was admiring the skill of those who designed her silly bottle caps, and before she knew it she was pleased she shared her humanity with those other skillful people. Every night this admittedly foolish woman would gaze up at the stars and wonder how this massive creation, made as it is from a single hydrogen atom, could eventually produce the bottle caps that so pleased her. What else could she believe but that there were larger forces at play in the universe? At that point she became ours. No, we don’t disparage trivialities, Banewill. We are worried only when the trivialities come to dominate a person’s life, when the nugatory things make people forget their own aspirations, their own unique space, which is what happens when people are constantly entertained, as regrettably happens more and more often these days.”
“That’s just show biz, chief,” said Banewill.
“Nothing wrong with show business, either,” said Mr. Worthy. “but occasionally one has to have a respite from it and be alone with one’s own thoughts.”
“Only bad can come of thinking,” said Banewill. “Or good, I suppose, depending on your perspective.”
“To return to your question, my friend,” said the angel to Maternus, “Banewill is dressed like a famous singer, specifically as the singer was dressed during his time of decline.”
“Decline?” asked the demon. “E was still taking care of business in his Vegas days.”
He struck a pose with his legs splayed and stuck out his left hand, the middle fingers of which bore an enormous ring carrying the letters TCB.
“Before you start singing, Banewill, you should remember that one has to be intelligent to be effectively evil,” said Mr. Worthy. “Sometimes I suspect you forget that. If you would but pretend to be so, now and then you might actually mislead someone into believing you are. Now, Matt, to meet Margaret Lambkin you merely have to volunteer to help at Shady Grove. Lots of people already do the same — not to meet her, mind you — but to help out with this and that at the rest home. The administration there accepts new volunteers every week. As a bonus, you will make the acquaintances of lots of interesting older folks while you’re scouting out Margaret. The greatest joy one can know in this world, my boy, is found when we come to know the minds of others.”
“How will I make her happy?” asked the Roman.
“Ah, therein lies the rub,” said the demon.
“‘Lies the rub?’” asked the angel, turning about to look at Banewill for the one and only time during the conversation. “Rubs don’t lie anywhere in particular.”
“Then there lies the onion,” said the demon.
“No one ever said that,” objected Mr. Worthy. “Onions don’t lie either, unless they’ve been dug out of the ground. Whom do you think you are quoting? That doesn’t mean anything. You’ve been drinking again, haven’t you?”
“‘An onion will do for such a slight,’” said Banewill. “Anyway, I think the Romans had an adage about finding the onion. Or was it the Chinese? We forget much in Hell. Whoever said it, it’s something one says whenever someone asks the hard question. You know whatever the right thing is that I should be saying. You’re the one who never needs a Bartlett’s to find a good quote.”
“While he’s babbling nonsense,” said the angel to Maternus, “we will take our leave of you, my friend. I can tell you no more. Finding how you will make Margaret Lambkin happy is precisely what you must discover in this, your second assignment. Good night, my friend. We know the way out. I do, at least.”
The angel stood and, as he had done on the day he and Maternus met, he delineated an arc with his right hand in the air above his head. The room grew brighter briefly, then Maternus awoke refreshed as after a full night’s sleep. The sun was up, and a stream of automobiles was rushing past the apartment complex on the adjoining street.
Looking at himself in the mirror as he prepared to shave that morning, the Roman observed that the two largest scars on his forehead had vanished during the night. The ridge above his eyes, where the front of his helmet had sat for twenty-two years and to give Maternus the thick brow of a Neanderthal, was as smooth as it had been when he was nineteen and had not yet bloodied his hands. From a certain angle of view, if the light struck him exactly right and if he held himself in such a way, the veteran could see he was almost handsome, or was until he moved his head.
“Give me some more hair and remove a few scars on my lower face,” he said to himself, “and Maria might fall for me without the angel’s assistance. That is, she will if women really do find men attractive.”
Maternus had previously felt so little pride — save for that he had taken in his legion and in his personal martial prowess — he did not know he was being vain during the five minutes he lingered in front of the mirror. He took extra time to make a sharp part in his hair that morning, and he brushed his teeth — his surprisingly straight teeth — till they were whiter than they had ever been. Before he went to the public library that day he stopped at the mall and purchased a pair of pleated chinos like those he had seen Mr. Hamburg wear. He also bought a black T-shirt that bore the words
‘BIG DOG.’
Maternus did not understand the reference to large canines, but he was aware that wearing the shirt and the tan slacks made him feel a tad dangerous, perhaps even a little alluring to the young women he strutted past in the busy mall. More than one of them gasped at him when he nearly ran them over.
Something good was happening to him. He felt it, but could not give a name to it. The good thing sounded inside him like a pleasing melody as it governed the bounce in his steps and the swing of his heavy shoulders. A more experienced man might have recognized the feeling as an awakening sensuality and would have known why images of Maria were running through his head, and why in these images the wind was playing with her long hair and pushing her loose clothing against the curves of her body as she stood in a wheat field, offering him a peaceful yet alluring smile. Maternus had never been allowed to feel anything more than hunger in his stomach he could ease with food and lust he could sate with a bag of money, and thus he could not have guessed what was happening to him.
At the library he found the address of the Shady Grove Rest Home in a phone book. Before going to work that afternoon, he strolled the 11 blocks to the site, accompanied by Shen and Stephen who, as had become their habit, pedaled slowly on their bicycles on the sleepy suburban streets while Maternus remained on the sidewalk. Upon arriving at their destination, the Roman’s first impression of the place holding Margaret Lambkin was that it resembled an abandoned forest dwelling the local flora had been allowed to overwhelm. The building’s red brick walls and glass-block windows were covered by climbing vines and screened by a high, untrimmed hedge. Two rows of cottonwood trees — presumably the shady grove the name referred to — towered over the unkept scene. At first glance Maternus wondered if anyone still lived there. Two steps inside the front entrance, the three friends could smell the powerful aroma of rubbing alcohol and antiseptic soap, and winced under the glare of phosphorescent lights illuminating the home’s long hallways. When their eyes adjusted they could see they were inside a modern medical facility. Elderly folk in wheelchairs were lined against the walls, waiting for adult children who somehow never had the time to visit, and nurses in multicolored uniforms were rushing from room to room. At regular intervals in the walls were glass windows shielding world-weary administrators, each of whom apparently had recently had a savage argument with a loved one, and were now living for the moment they could vent their rage upon whoever next entered their territories.
“Damn!” said Stephen and wrinkled his long nose. “You took us to a hospital, Matt, a hospital for old people.”
“You have a problem with hospitals?” asked Shen. “We all need them now and then.”
“They’re good enough at doing what they’re made to do,” said Stephen, who was not going to take a third step inside the building and was making a peculiar smacking sound in his mouth while he spoke, as if he were suddenly running short of saliva. “The thing is, someday I’m going to die in one of them. Could we get out of here now, Matt?”
“Whoa, buddy,” said the unruffled Shen. “That’s a little dark for you. A building’s only a building. This is no different than a place full of offices. You could clear out the rooms and sell insurance here. No one would know the difference.”
“They’d never get rid of the smell,” said Stephen, and he retreated against the front door, pushing it partly open with his back so he could breathe the fresh air. “Why don’t we go?” he asked.
“We’ll look around for a little bit,” said Shen and carelessly scanned the scene. “Old people can be a good audience. They love poetry.”
Despite the cool breeze from outdoors and the still cooler blast from the rest home’s air conditioners, Stephen had broken into a heavy sweat. One of his feet had already escaped the doorway and was on the front step.
“Are you ill?” Maternus asked Stephen as the latter man continued to make the peculiar smacking sound as he struggled for air. “You are not under obligation to come with me. You can go, should that be what you wish.”
“My mother was in a place like this…” Stephen managed to say. “…I’ll wait outside. There’s a bench out there. I’ll see you later.” He retreated completely out the door, and promised himself he would never again inhale the heavy air of the medical facility.
“Stevie will be okay,” Shen assured Maternus. “He’s been thinking a lot about death lately, now that he’s getting so old and close to it himself.”
“I thought he was only in his late forties,” said the Roman.
“Forty-eight,” Shen confirmed.
“Which isn’t old,” said Maternus. “The Denver Post has proclaimed that the life expectancy of an average American man is seventy-one years. This figure takes into account the sick children who perish at a young age and men and women killed by the automobiles before they are fully mature, so Stephen has at least twenty-three years of life ahead of him, perhaps more if he follows the dietary plan outlined in Live to be One Hundred, and exercises, as suggested in Pumping Iron Forever.”
“He’s still closer to his death than to his birth,” said Shen. “The thing has to wear on him, especially since he doesn’t have any children. Don’t worry about him — he’ll keep till we get back. He always has his thoughts to entertain him. When Stevie’s upset he thinks about the revolution to come, and he gets better in a hurry.”
The two of them walked deeper into the illuminated hallway, in the direction of one of the glass booths and the formidable woman inside it.
“Do you have children yourself, Shen?” asked Maternus.
“My poems are my children.”
“Horace says that poems are truly like children only when they are new; later they become the property of the general public,” said Maternus. “Have you any children of flesh and blood the world cannot lay claim to?”
“Poetry is the only type of immortality I want,” said Shen. “Do you have any kids, Matt?”
“I was always being sent somewhere new,” reflected the soldier. “There was no time. Death was ever close to me and my comrades. To take an unofficial wife, or a real one, would have been folly.”
“I take that for a ‘no,’” said Shen, and opened the glass door to what must have been the angriest and most forbidding administrator on the floor. “Here we are. How are you today, darling?” he asked, and nonchalantly threw his lanky frame on the small sofa facing the administrator’s desk. “My man here wants to help you people out,” he explained, “become a volunteer around here.”
The woman he was addressing weighed nearly as much as Maternus and Shen put together. She had hair the color of steel and wore a pair of jeweled spectacles attached to her neck by a long chain of electroplated bronze. This particular administrator had last laughed wholeheartedly in 1975, when she witnessed the beloved schnauzer of a high school classmate get run over by a mail truck. Among the elderly inmates of Shady Grove she was known as “the Crocodile” for the way she snapped at others. To Maternus, she appeared to need but a long, sticky tongue to become the world’s largest toad, and she was sufficiently provoked by their intrusion to have snatched up Maternus and Shen in a trice had she been granted the use of such an appendage. In this situation, the veteran soldier was not as courageous as the poet, for the dowager civil servant’s icy glare intimidated the Roman before she had spoken a single word.
“Won’t we be blessed with your presence, as well?” she sneered at Shen, who was that day dressed in a shirt patterned after the American flag and a pair of bell-bottom jeans that could have been made in the year the administrator last laughed. “Our clients would so enjoy having you to brighten their days.”
Shen was as oblivious to her hostility as he was to criticism of any sort.
“I’m a busy man,” he said and flipped open a copy of AARP Today from the coffee table. “I could pop in and now and then for special events, maybe. Do you ever have public readings here?”
“Everyone here can read on their own,” said the administrator, not understanding Shen. “We’ll have to run a background check on him,” she said and eyed Maternus. “Have you ever been in prison?”
“No, madam,” said the soldier, and hoped she did not ask about corporal punishment, because he had once been flogged for insubordination when his entire century was beaten for killing a Parthian commander they could have taken prisoner. To his good fortune, the woman administrator was uninterested in whippings.
“What happened to your face?” she asked. “Are you some kind of street fighter?”
“I was in the army,” responded Maternus, hoping that revelation might soften her heart.
“And?” she said.
“I was injured many times, madam.”
“You should have ducked many, many times,” she informed him and shifted some papers on her desk top to prove her authority. “We aren’t in the business of providing busy work for wounded veterans here at Shady Grove. We are professionals giving professional care for our precious senior citizens. You have to be tough to work here, or else these old bastards will run you over. You think you can hack it?”
“I think so, madam. I must,” said Maternus.
The formidable administrator was again disturbing her piles of papers and did not drink in the Roman’s assertion that he “must” work at the rest home. Rather than ask him why he needed to become a volunteer, she demanded of him: “Do you have any communicable diseases?”
“No. I have had infections, many years ago, nothing recently.”
“I’m so relieved to hear you’re doing better,” she said. “Of course, you will have to be fingerprinted and give us a blood sample. We have to have a background check on everyone. You’d be amazed at all the perverts trying to get around old people. They’re the same weirdos who rape children.”
She squinted directly at Maternus while she mentioned the deviants she had to shield her clients from. Shen continued to thumb through his magazine, unperturbed by anything the administrator said.
“I’m a school janitor,” said Maternus. “I have already had a background check.”
“They don’t do thorough jobs at the schools,” said the administrator, and located some forms on her desk, several of which she pushed in Maternus’s direction. “You have to go downstairs to the nurses in room 36 and take a blood test. That’ll tell us what kind of dope you’re taking and whatever kind of sick sexual stuff you’re into. Next, you have to go to the police downtown and ask for Sergeant Meyers; he’ll get you fingerprinted and run your name through the computer.”
“I don’t have my fingerprints on file anywhere,” commented Shen, not looking up from his magazine. “The FBI uses them to track down political dissidents.”
“They got Che Guevara, and it’s only a matter of time until they nail you, pretty boy,” observed the administrator, and very nearly smiled at the thought of the government tracking down Shen.
“Although I sense some hostility in your words,” said Shen, “I can see from your aura that you’re a good person. If you weren’t a caring soul, you wouldn’t be here, helping these old folks, would you?”
“My aura?” said the administrator, whose name was Edna Pringle and, as has been said, had a face that aptly fit such an uninspired name. “Are you some kind of mystic?”
“I’m only a poet,” said Shen and made a beatific smile at the surprisingly pleased Edna. “I’m not sensitive to mystic signs. I can only sense the connections to the eternal I share with everyone.”
Maternus was here given another clue as to why women ardently cleaved to Shen in such prodigious numbers. Toward the Roman, Edna remained as cold as the rocks on the Baltic shoreline. For handsome Shen her face became florid, and she nervously fidgeted with the top button of her blouse with inarticulate fingers. On Edna’s plain visage appeared the same embarrassed-yet-lustful expression Maternus had observed on Cecilia when she had gazed upon Shen at the poetry slam. A wiser man would have learned much from what he was seeing; Maternus was too concerned about his second assignment to appreciate Shen’s methods.
“How long will this take, madam?” asked the Roman. He hated to ask, for he felt he was interrupting something that did not involve him.
“Will what take?” said Edna, no longer deigning to look in Maternus’s direction.
“I refer to the process of being checked out, as you call it,” said the soldier.
“Oh, at least four weeks, maybe five or six,” said Edna her soft eyes burning upon Shen.
“What is you name?” asked Shen as he stared deep into the twin gateways of the administrator’s soul. “I sense I could use it as the nucleus of a poem.”
“Edna Pringle,” confessed the administrator and gasped at the confession. “You’ll never find anything to rhyme with that.”
“I don’t organize my poems by matching sounds,” said Shen. “I allow the spirit of my subject to call forth the words I need to say. The heart, not the ear, is what I want to please.”
Gods in heaven, the woman is falling for this! thought Maternus as he looked upon the beaming Edna. May all of her sex be this easy to please. Then making this Maggie Lambkin happy would be easy; I would merely have Shen butter her up. Once I learn how to talk and act like him, I would have no trouble running Maria about up in heaven. (The reader will by now have observed that when Maternus had one wrongheaded idea, he soon had them in bunches.)
“We have lunch for the clients every day at noon,” said Edna. “You could come and read to them while they eat. Start this Saturday, maybe.”
“That would be lovely,” said Shen and leaned forward to take Edna’s hand.
“Don’t you want to check him out, too?” asked Maternus.
Edna Pringle turned to Maternus as a Bengal tiger might turn on a-not-very bright peasant who poked the beast with a sharp stick.
“He is going to be a performer, a guest in our little community,” she snarled between her startlingly large teeth. “You, Mr. Big Dog, are only a volunteer, if you are going to be that.”
She sent him on his way to the nurse’s station in the basement, while Shen lingered in Edna’s office for another hour, filling his date book for the summer weekends with scheduled readings at Shady Grove. Miss Pringle had even promised him a modest stipend for his work by the time Shen left her to rejoin Stephen and Maternus, both of whom were by then waiting for him on the concrete bench in front of the foliage-covered building.
“Old people are cool,” said Shen to his friends, and ignored the obvious fact that neither of his companions were as ebullient as he.
During the full six weeks the system needed to force Maternus’s papers through the system, the Roman had six different Saturdays to accompany Shen to the old folks’ home, and he took advantage of all six opportunities in the hope he might meet Margaret Lambkin before he became an official volunteer. Stephen went with his friends to the rest home, and stayed outside on the concrete bench, far from antiseptic smells and painfully bright lights. He there composed letters to local newspapers on the subject of home health care, which Stephen argued the government should pay for, thus allowing the elderly to remain free of institutions.
Maternus spoke to several of the home’s elderly residents while they gathered in the facility’s rec room to listen to Shen’s poetry. He was pleased to discover these old people seemed to have lived their younger lives in times and places that were, odd to say, not unlike some Maternus had known in his previous life. He met an old man who spoke of herding cattle, and his simple love of the sunsets he had witnessed on his farm. A little woman in a wheelchair told him stories of some ancient conflict she simply called “the war,” a period when the young men in her village had gone to a distant land and had not returned for years, which was exactly what had transpired a score of times in Argentoratum, the frontier village of Maternus’s youth. Several of the old ones talked about gardens they used to own and children they had raised in towns they had not seen in many years. Many of these elders at the end of life spoke of the moment they first beheld their infant children, of beloved pets, and of the pains one knows when one grows old. None of them showed much interest in the larger events happening outside Shady Grove, mentioning them only to say they did not understand them. “There’s no place for us in the world anymore,” scores of them told Maternus, a proclamation that sounded strange to Maternus, for he could not imagine who had made the modern world if it was not these old people who had been so long within it. Was there some force other than people making things happen in modern times? Maternus could not tell. He could tell these people in the rest home were sympathetic to him, and warm to his ungainly company, which made him optimistic concerning Margaret Lambkin weeks before he met her. Since the other old people were so sweet, he reasoned Margaret must be cut from the same mold as the dear old woman who patted his muscular neck and promised him she would remember him in their prayers. He was a little concerned that Margaret never attended Shen’s readings, and more than a little concerned that when he asked the residents about her he often got only a pained frown in reply.
“Maggie is a character, that’s for sure,” one lady told him.
A little old man with a walker was a tad more direct. “Jesus Christ, son,” he told Maternus, “you don’t want to go there. We have to put up with her. You volunteers have got the right to give her some room.”
“There’s a woman living here,” he told Shen one Saturday as they were walking back from the rest home, “who never comes to the readings. The others say she never comes to any of the group events.”
“The world needs all kinds,” reasoned Shen. “Even poetry haters.”
“You have a talent I do not have, Shen. Stephen does not have it either. You are what the writers of mediocre fiction would call a charming rouge, in the best sense of that hackneyed phrase.”
“I think I approve of that,” said Shen.
“Women especially favor you.”
“They sense the god in me,” said Shen.
“Do you think — after I have met this Mrs. Lambkin — you might come with me and speak to her in your charming way?” asked Maternus. “She will, I expect, be thankful to meet you.”
“Why not?” said Shen and floated his left hand into the air with a flourish, the likes of which is sometimes seen on the stage and in costume-era movies, but is rarely displayed in real life. “I’m not against bringing a little sunshine to everyone’s life.”
By the time the bureaucratic system had digested Maternus’s paperwork and found nothing ill-tasting (thanks to Mr. Worthy’s fictional paper trail) the calendar had advanced to the third week in September, and the final warm days of summer lay oppressively upon the Colorado Front Range. The residents at Shady Grove did not venture into the heat during that time of year; they remained behind the facility’s tinted bay windows, sipped sun tea, and complained about the dreadful weather outside.
“We never had it this hot when I was younger,” a wrinkled gentleman told Maternus while they played “go fish” on the old man’s TV dinner tray.
“When I was young,” said another man who had overheard the first resident’s complaint, “we wouldn’t have considered this to be hot. Hot was when your mother could cook right outside on the stoop. Didn’t need to start up the range. Saved a ton of money on fuel.”
“That would be hot, sir,” said Maternus, who — as has been previously noted — took most everything he heard in earnest.
“I grew up in Wyoming,” said the man playing fish. “On the ranch it never got above freezing, not even in July. We had to thaw out a bucket of snow just to take a drink.”
“I grew up in Philadelphia,” said the second man. “It was two hundred degrees above in the summer and a hundred and fifty below around Christmas. Don’t tell me about Wyoming. Hell, we never knew where Wyoming was. I still don’t.”
“You’d have to have gone to school to know,” said the first man. “Name me somebody in Philadelphia who ever went to school.”
“I never went to school,” confessed Maternus.
“You from Philadelphia, son?” asked his card partner.
“I am from Montana, sir,” said the Roman, and both of the old men nodded and said perhaps it was for the best that he had remained unlettered.
On the twentieth of September, his first day as an official volunteer, Maternus brought a potted iris to the rest home and asked a nurse in the basement station where Margaret Lambkin resided.
“Room 256, up on the second floor,” said the nurse. “Are you the nephew she wants to kill?” she added by way of introducing Maternus to Maggie’s state of mind.
“I am but a volunteer, madam, one dedicated to bringing a little happiness to these ancient people,” Maternus explained and showed her the potted iris. (Shen had advised him that women loved flowers almost as much as they loved poetry.)
“If you’re not her nephew, why would you want to meet Maggie?” asked the nurse. “I mean, we have to put with her; you can talk to anybody you want.”
“Everyone I have met here is quite nice. Margaret Lambkin cannot be that different from the rest.”
The nurse laughed in the Roman’s face, which was the most pleasant response he would evoke that day.
He found the room, knocked on the pressed wood door, and gently pushed it open when he heard a frail voice announce, “Come in.” The apartment he entered was small and divided into three chambers: a living room immediately inside the front door, a bedroom adjacent the outside window, and a bathroom connected to the sleeping quarters. Residents at Shady Grove either ate their meals in the large cafeteria on the first floor or had them delivered to their apartment, thus eliminating the need for a kitchen, although Maggie Lambkin did have a small refrigerator sitting on an end table in her living room. The walls and the carpet were lilac, divided by the pure white trim of the baseboards. Everything was impeccably clean and as unadorned as a Spartan household. The old woman herself was seated on the end of an overly plush sofa that nearly swallowed her small person in its plump folds. She had skin the color of freshly cut white pine. Her halo of hair resembled a ball of white lint. Her small face and hands were the only portions of her not covered by a blue and white house coat that had white lace extensions on its cuffs and hemline. To Maternus she looked like the porcelain doll one of the secretaries at the school kept propped upon a wooden shelf above her desk. At five feet nothing and weighing at the most ninety pounds, Maggie was not much larger than the secretary’s curio.
“Good morning, madam,” said Maternus and bowed.
“Who are you?” asked Maggie.
“I am Matt August, a new volunteer. I have brought you this lovely flower,” he said, and held out the potted iris.
“Are you asking me out, Goliath?”
Maternus had by then read some of the Bible and knew who Goliath was. The part about asking Maggie out escaped him. He thought she was wondering if he was going help her move outside the apartment.
“Only if you wish to leave this place,” said Maternus, setting the potted flower on the end table, next to the small refrigerator.
“You ever a boxer?” she asked, posing a question Maternus had heard before.
“I boxed only a few times,” he said, recalling the times already mentioned. “I won twice,” he said, and did not add that on those two occasions his opponents had been pummeled to death.
“What did you fight with? Chainsaws?” asked the old woman and pawed her chin. “You are one cut up…” and she called him a name Maternus had heard the middle school children call each other in jest, although it was obviously a vulgar term meaning something like: ‘one who does not know his father.’ His first thought was that he had misheard the sweet old woman, so he ignored the remark.
“Do you want the flower there?” he asked. “The man at the shop — he is called a florist — he said the iris should not have too much direct sunlight. I would not put it on the window sill.”
“Why don’t you just shove it up your ass while you’re at it?” Maggie suggested, and she called him another obscene name.
“You do not understand, Mrs. Lambkin,” said the soldier. “I am giving you the flower as a gift. Gifts are a sign of friendship in this social order.”
“Oh, is that so?” said Maggie and made an evil smile. Maternus, unfortunately, saw only the smile and not its modifying adjective. “Come here, friend,” she said and gestured with her little finger for him to come closer to her.
Maternus bent forward, and in a trice Maggie hit him on the head with her metal cane. This veteran, who had fought off the blows of several hundred barbarians with his shield, had not seen the weapon propped against the arm of the sofa before it was too late to parry her blow. Maggie had acted so quickly he did not realize what she was doing until he felt the “clang” sound against his skull and heard her cackle with delight.
“There’s my gift to you, friend, you chuckle-headed side of beef!” she giggled and would have hit Maternus again had he not jumped away from her.
“Why…?” he asked, rubbing his head. “Women do not strike men, not if they aren’t slaves. You cannot strike me.”
He was not struggling with his temper, as he would have been had his assailant been another man instead of a tiny, old woman in a lace-trimmed house coat. Like a cat chased by a mouse, Maternus was more surprised than angry.
Maggie sprung from her comfortable sofa with an agility that would have made an observer not running for his life ask why she had a cane in the first place. Maternus did not ask because she was chasing him about the small apartment and making squeals of delight every time she nearly hit him.
“Get out, you mutton-headed fuck-up!” she screamed. “I’ll call the nurses and tell them you’re a pervert and tried to look up my skirt! Try to buy me with flowers like some kind of two-bit tramp?! Hold still! I’ll stove your goddamned skull in!”
“Are not women of your age in this culture more commonly of a kindly disposition?” Maternus asked while he backpedaled and dodged her blows.
“I’ll show you kindly, you piece of shit! Hold still!” She swore and took another swipe at his head.
Upon pedaling past her front door another time, Maternus swiftly grabbed the knob and sped into the hallway. Maggie emerged a couple of steps behind him and tossed the potted iris at him, narrowly missing his face, and splattering pot and soil against the wall beyond him.
“Stay the hell away from me!” she warned, and slammed her door shut.
The nurse the Roman had gotten the room number from came by while Maternus was still standing in the hall. He was still slightly startled by what had happened and panting from the rush of sudden, unexpected combat. The nurse glanced at the ruined flower and at the red bruise on the side of Maternus’s face and guessed what had happened.
“I see you found our Maggie,” she said and walked on without making another comment.
Being a soldier, and therefore necessarily a strategist, Maternus reasoned that having been routed on his first attempt to meet Maggie Lambkin and make her happy, he would fall back and devise a new plan to gain success. He consulted with Shen and Stephen, as he did not know the lie of this new battlefield and had the false hope his two friends might. They gathered inside Stephen’s room at the rooming house one Wednesday evening, where Stephen and Shen again smoked their peculiar cigarettes while they talked.
“I did not lose my temper,” he told them, and felt rather positive about himself as he recalled his self-restraint. “She hit me, hit me hard, and yet I did not retaliate. I simply rubbed my head and walked away. That was quite thoughtful of me, don’t you think?”
“What could you have done to an old lady?” asked Stephen. “Nobody can hit an old woman. It’s like a rule. A law, too.”
“You don’t see, my friends,” said Maternus. “Years ago, when I was a soldier, I would have lashed out, visiting rage upon whoever had abused my person, regardless of sex or age. A man is a product of the company he keeps, as Aristotle advises us. When I was surrounded by violence, I was violent. Here in Aurora, among pacifists, I am one of you.”
“Technically, I’m not a pacifist,” said Stephen, affecting a more pompous tone now that he was high. “My man here might be. I’m really a Gramiscian anarchist.”
“I have not read enough to know what that means,” admitted Maternus.
“Aurora isn’t exactly pacifist country, Matt,” said Shen, taking a long drag on the handmade fag he and Stephen were passing back and forth. “Here in the burbs most people are Republicans.”
“Whatever they are,” said the Roman, “they are not warriors, and I thank them for the changes they are bringing about in my soul.”
“Man, there are guys from Aurora serving in the military like you did,” argued Stephen. “Right now they’re fighting overseas.”
“Then your government is mistaken to use them in that manner,” said Maternus. “No man reared in the material luxury and the peaceful atmosphere of this city will want to fight long on a distant frontier of your empire. They will demand to be sent home when they meet with their first difficulties. Their kinsmen here at home will want the same. Does not the nation have any superfluous men they can send to fight?”
“Rural Montana doesn’t have that big a population,” said Shen, and he and Stephen shared a laugh for reasons the Roman did not immediately get. “We’re messing with you, man,” said Shen and patted Maternus on the knee when the Roman did not laugh along with his two friends. “We’re happy to hear you’re not feeling angry with the world, like you say you used to be.”
“Yet I have failed here,” said Maternus. “I did not make the woman Margaret Lambkin happy. Now she has banished me from her quarters.”
“Why do you care so much about this particular old lady?” asked Shen.
“I somehow sense bringing her happiness is my destiny,” lied Maternus, which was easier than explaining about Hell and his three tasks. “Out of everyone in the rest home, she seems the one constantly lost to sadness.”
“Does she still fix her hair?” asked Shen.
“I do not understand your question,” said the Roman.
“Does she have really curly hair?” asked Shen and moved his hand across the waves of his own, seemingly lacquered, coif.
“Yes, I think she does,” said Maternus.
“How about make up? Does she wear lipstick and have a little red on her cheeks?”
“I guess…” said Maternus, remembering as best he could.
“Then she still cares how she looks to men,” deduced Shen. “Not to worry about her, Matt. I’ll go with you up to her room next Saturday.”
“What would that accomplish?” asked the Roman.
“‘Cause if she still cares how she looks to men, she’ll care a whole bunch how she looks to me,” explained the poet.
Stephen chuckled at his friend’s high opinion of himself and fell back on the bed they were sitting on.
“He does have a healthy ego, doesn’t he?” he said.
“I’m only being objective,” protested Shen. “Any observer would say I am, by the conventional standards of the twenty-first century, a really interesting- looking guy. I have the global look. I’m not bragging if what I’m saying is true,” he continued as Stephen kept on laughing.
“This is the only reason woman are drawn to you?” said Maternus.
“My looks are definitely part of it,” said Shen, oblivious to the idea he might sound arrogant. “The rest of my appeal is how I carry myself.” (Stephen was still giggling while he listened.) “Women pick up on that right away. Nonverbal communication they call it. My own theory is it goes back to the releaser movements you see in animals during the mating season. I have a gift for moving in a way that excites women, including old women. A wolf holds his tail at a certain angle, and the female wolves go crazy. A peacock does a little dance, and he’s up to his painted tail feathers in nooky. I stroll into a room, hold my head so everyone can see me in profile, and every woman there either wants to have my baby or be my mother. Nothing I can do can turn the power off.”
“Jesus, aren’t we the confident one,” said Stephen.
“Cecilia likes me,” said Shen, being cruel to his friend for the only time that evening. “I don’t even have to try.”
“Cecilia, the librarian woman,” said Maternus. “She likes you that much?”
At the mention of Cecilia’s name Stephen snuffed out the joint and sat upright again. His mood changed from slightly intoxicated amusement to somber gloom, and he dropped out of the conversation.
“I believe so,” said Shen and he took his turn at chuckling. “Not that she’s my type. Any old how, I’ll go with you to visit this Margaret Whatever, and I guarantee she’ll be happy to meet me.”
That easily, Maternus had a new plan. Whether or not he had a good plan was something he could not yet tell, and his friends Stephen and Shen were not going to help him in his judgments. The Roman had seen Shen interact with women and was confident the poet knew what he was doing when he offered to meet Maggie. In this strange new world, Maternus told himself, there was much he would never comprehend. Perhaps the odd things Shen had said about releaser signals were true. Perhaps Shen did have a type of natural power over women. He did not consider that it was also possible for ink to rain in China and for cats to teach kindergarten in Peru and that both possibilities were as likely as the glib Shen charming a withered banshee like Maggie Lambkin. Being a man of action, merely having a plan that others could believe in was enough to let Maternus proceed with confidence. Sometimes, he told himself, it is best to rush into battle. Sometimes the best of generals can over think his plans. When Saturday came round again, Maternus waited downstairs while Shen gave his reading in Shady Grove’s rec room. The old people in attendance were politely silent while Shen rambled on in extremely free verse about the moon in New Caledonia, a girl named Layia, and how the motion of the waves was the godhead’s method of massaging Mother Earth. After the first twenty minutes, those not afflicted by dementia were exchanging confused glances with one another.
“You don’t figure Tiger Woods’s brother to go on like this,” an old man whispered to the Roman.
“I have not met Shen’s brother, sir,” whispered Maternus in reply.
“The nurses said he was Tiger’s brother,” said the old man. “You think we’d put up with the endless crap he’s spouting if he wasn’t?”
“Does he not resemble his brother?” asked Maternus, who had no idea what sort of man Tiger Woods might be. He had said that because he had learned the safest way to respond to a question in Aurora was with another question.
“A little,” conceded the old gent. “This one’s got enough hair for the whole family. Pity he turned out the way he has. I guess every family has at least one like him, no matter how hard the parents try.”
After the performance, Shen shook hands with nearly everyone present, and several insisted on having a picture taken with him. He thought the elderly folk had loved his poetry and would have been surprised to learn the picture takers wanted to prove to their relatives they met with the brother of the world’s greatest golfer every Saturday.
“I’m good to go,” the poet told Maternus when they were alone, and Shen could have jumped at the sun right then, he was so buoyed by his latest triumph in the rec room.
“I thought you would come with me to Mrs. Lambkin’s residence,” said the Roman.
“That’s where I’m headed. I’m going to get you a dictionary, Matt. You miss out on things.”
Maternus led the way up the stairwell, moving in his careful, plodding way. While Shen remained behind him during this progress, the poet bounced up the steps, animated by the desire to move on to another triumph. In the lull preceding every battle, Maternus had become accustomed to doubting everything, including his own prowess in combat. The more battles he fought, the more he doubted. As he and Shen walked into the hallway running past Maggie’s door, the soldier was having second thoughts about the plan Shen had formulated.
“She did say she didn’t wanted me to come to her apartment a second time,” Maternus remembered when they were directly in front of room 256.
“I wasn’t with you then, man,” Shen reminded him. “This will be smooth. Everything’s going smooth with me today.”
“She is not a pleasant woman,” said Maternus, becoming increasingly put off by his friend’s confidence.
“Hey, old women enjoy small talk. I’ll compliment her decor, her dress. Ask about her grandchildren.”
“Mrs. Lambkin never had children,” said Maternus.
“Then I’ll ask about her cats.”
“The rest home doesn’t allow pets.”
“Plants?”
“That is a bad subject with her,” said Maternus, recalling Maggie’s reaction to the potted iris.
“Then we’re down to the weather, love, and my gifts,” said Shen and knocked on the door, unaware their expedition had not a prayer of ending well. “The big three,” noted Shen.
“Who in the sanctity of the U.S. Congress is there?” called a voice from within and made the muscles in the nape of Maternus’s neck tighten as taut as the A string on Isaac Stern’s violin.
“A visitor, Maggie my dear,” replied Shen. “One you have waited for all your life.”
“Ed McMahon?” asked Maggie Lambkin.
“No, better than that,” said Shen.
“The angel of death?” was Margaret’s second guess at who her unexpected guest might be.
“Now you’re breaking my heart, dear one,” said the poet. “Won’t you let us in?”
“The door’s always unlocked,” murmured Mrs. Lambkin, sounding unnaturally vulnerable to Maternus’s ears. “Come in and say ‘hello’ to an old woman.”
Shen entered as free of caution as the second ewe into the slaughterhouse. The more hesitant Roman followed a couple steps behind his friend. Margaret Lambkin of course recognized Maternus. In spite of her earlier warning that he “stay the hell away,” she said nothing of the Roman’s presence. Like many other women, upon first beholding Shen her attention appeared to be focused entirely upon the handsome poet.
“Good morning, slick,” she cooed to the dark, slender stranger dressed in a neon green polo shirt, and gliding across her carpet with such studied grace one half expected him to have his own background music. “Aren’t you the looker?”
“I don’t know. Am I?” said Shen, moving as close to modesty as he ever got.
“Looks like Sam Cooke, dresses like Sammy Davis Junior, talks like a sex worker on a nine-hundred line,” was Maggie’s summation of Shen after she had examined him from jelly curl to shiny plastic loafer.
“Do you really think I look like Sam Cooke?” asked Shen, settling onto the footrest directly in front of Mrs. Lambkin. “More importantly, what would a sweet girl like you know about nine-hundred lines? You been running up the phone bills listening to the honey talkers, have you, darlin’?”
“I use the phone at the basement nurses’ station,” said Maggie, intent upon Shen and fingering something with her right hand. Maternus, keeping a sage distance behind Shen and remaining on his feet in case he had to retreat again, took a step to his left and spied the silver top of the old woman’s deadly cane. “I tell ‘em I’m talking to my grandkids,” added Maggie.
“But you have no grandchildren,” noted Shen.
“Good looking and you’re a swift thinker to boot,” smiled Maggie. “You’re here because…?”
“Because I felt a moral tug in your direction, my dear.”
“I hope it didn’t yank you hard enough to do you any harm, slick,” said Maggie. “Look around — I don’t have anything here worth stealing.”
Since she said this with a smile, Shen responded with a burst of laughter and told her, “I’m here to bring some light into your room, Mrs. Lambkin.”
“Light?”
“My words are sunshine to illuminate the soul.”
“No wonder your eyes are brown, slick,” said Maggie. “You’re full of it up to there. Were you a foot taller, they’d still be the same color.”
“Oh, such sour words spoken by such a sweet face,” said Shen playfully. “Let me read you a poem of mine, and you’ll have a change of heart.”
“Can you read while you’re running, —,” said Maggie, and she called him a name Maternus — who had never seen a comedy special on HBO — did not recognize. The Roman recognized the word she used as being related to the Latin adjective ‘niger,’ meaning “black” or “dark.” From the changed expression on Shen’s face Maternus deduced this new word meant something a great deal stronger. He saw the old woman’s right hand draw forth the deadly cane while Shen was yet stunned by her exclamation, and — as she had done to the Roman — she hit him on the side of the head before the poet realized what she was doing. Unlike Maternus, Shen was unfamiliar with personal combat and did not have the skills to avoid Maggie’s vicious attacks. When Maggie swung a new blow at the poet’s head, he did not duck out of the way or parry the cane with his hands, but absorbed the swing full-force on the side of his already throbbing skull.
“Goddamn!” he cried and tried to get away from her.
Shen could not retreat from Maggie’s attack as Maternus had. His usually graceful stride became awkward when he had to move backwards, causing him to stumble inside the tight space of Maggie’s apartment. He ran into the exterior wall and fell over a coffee table the old banshee had positioned in the middle of the living room, apparently for the sole purpose of making an obstacle for anyone she was assaulting.
“No! Goddamn!” continued Shen, taking a blow to his abdomen when he raised his left hand to cover his face.
“Is it too late to read her a poem?” asked Maternus, again not striving to be funny, for he took everything literally and Shen had said he would change Maggie’s heart with poetry.
“Get me out! Get me out! Jesus God Almighty!” yelled Shen.
Maternus swiftly hoisted up the footrest Shen had been seated on and stepped between his friend and the vicious old woman, using the ottoman as a shield to ward off Maggie’s cane. He absorbed her blow with the shield in his left hand, and in a trice seized the cane with his free right hand and wrenched it from Maggie’s grip.
The Roman felt the blood pulse through his face, and at once he was returned to a remote battle scene on a cold day in Germania Inferior, when he had stood face to face with a select warrior of the Cimbri; he met the man’s eyes in the instant his powerful right arm pushed his gladius up, under the other man’s armor to split open his opponent’s stomach even as he watched vapor escape the man’s open mouth.
He blinked and was back in Maggie’s tiny apartment, holding the cane over the old woman’s head. She was no longer giggling, but looked at him, her eyes wide with terror. Maternus remembered the angel’s warning when he saw her expression. Maternus’s moment of rage passed, and his hand held.
“The gateway to Hell is always close at hand,” he whispered, unaware if either Shen or Maggie heard him.
Maternus tossed the cane away.
“You are an evil woman,” he said to the frightened Maggie. “My friend came to read you a poem, to comfort you in your loneliness, and you call him strange names and beat him like a stray dog. I wished to make you happy when I came here, madam. I now see you are not worthy of my effort. You deserve your misery, for you are more vicious than any common soldier I ever served beside. I will not lay a hand upon you. You merit my rage no more than you merit the friendship I wished to offer you. We are going now.”
Shen was holding his bloodied head in his hands, and though thoughts were not coherent, he still remembered he was there to do something good for an elderly woman. Thus he stumbled around Maternus and attempted to recite a few lines to Maggie.
Maternus turned his friend around and led him from the apartment and the rest home. Once they had returned to the boarding house Stephen’s Uncle Jerry owned, Maternus relinquished Shen to their mutual friend, and Stephen mended Shen’s wounds with a tenderness that made the Roman regret he ever was angry with this world. Watching Stephen clean and bandage the wounds on the poet’s head, and observing the open friendliness of the other elderly people each time he returned to Shady Grove convinced Maternus that Maggie Lambkin was an oddity; a wicked entity at one with the demons he had witnessed in Hell. In a few years she would surely join her horned brethren in that warmer place and there shriek with inhuman delight as she tortured the souls of the merely mortal among the neverending flames.
At a loss as to how he should proceed from his defeated position, Maternus nonetheless continued to visit Shady Grove twice a week. Despite his impassive manner, which young people sometimes found unnerving, he discovered it was an easy feat to make friends with the residents. When they were gathered in the first floor’s spacious commons room they were eager to entertain any visitors they had, regardless of how large and scary-looking the visitor might be. The old women showed Maternus photographs of their grandchildren, and the old men bent his ear confessing past failings they wanted others to know before they died, meaning they wanted to speak of the girl they might have married or of a business opportunity that went south. Maternus could talk more easily to these elders than he did to other residents in Aurora, as long as he avoided delving into the particulars of his past life. Thus he could talk of warfare to the old men, provided he did not mention spears and short swords. To the sympathetic old women he could narrate the story of his poverty-stricken childhood, as long as he did not tell them about smoky stone hovels or wooden utensils.
The old people at the rest home did not believe Maternus when he said he was from Montana. They said his accent was wrong (something no one else in Aurora had noticed) and that he had suffered too much to have been born in America. Had he not perhaps been reared in eastern Europe during the reign of the Soviets, they asked. Maternus played along with them and said, yes, that was true, though he was secretly a little hurt that these people he was becoming fond of would fancy he came from a part of the world fit only for Scythian and Dacian barbarians.
On several occasions he saw Maggie across the crowded commons. He did not approach her. The nurses and the beefy male orderlies were aware of her violent tendencies (she had earlier attacked several other residents with her metal cane, the old people whispered to the Roman), and members of the staff stood guard near her whenever she decided to show herself. The other residents had long ago learned to keep their distance from her. When Maggie caught the Roman’s eye from the crannied settee she shared with no one, she would give Maternus the crooked smile he knew was the banner that preceded her irrational anger, and he never gave her opportunity to carry out the battle plans he realized she was making behind her seemingly innocent face. She represented more of the modern complexity he had beheld in other venues, and Maternus wanted none of it.
While he was keeping his distance from Maggie, an unexpected and — at the time of his original visits to Shady Grove — an undesired development changed Maternus more than anything he had yet experienced in Aurora, save for the friendship he had made with Shen and Stephen: he found he wanted to visit the rest home every day and talk with the old people in the common room. He came to enjoy these daily visits so much he ceased worrying how he would make another approach at Maggie. Maternus took great pleasure in merely sitting with the residents and letting them speak to him about the families, football games, and motion pictures he had never experienced. For a reason he could not express, he felt welcome there. He enjoyed having the old men call him “big guy” and pretending to spar with him whenever he entered the room. He absolutely loved having the women call him “Mr. Linebacker” and asking him to flex his massive biceps. The men in his legion had admired Maternus’s courage, and his officers had needed him for his battle skills; these old ones wanted him to be among them only because he was a fellow human. They wanted nothing in return other than his company, something that initially made Maternus mistrust the old people, and later caused him to esteem them above everyone else he had encountered in Aurora.
His favorite among the residents was a wheelchair-bound, brown woman called Juanita, whose name Maternus thought was extraordinarily exotic. His thought was confirmed when Juanita told him her mother had come from Mexico.
“Your family therefore has origins outside the American empire,” said the Roman over the cup of Sleepy Time tea she had made for him one Tuesday afternoon.
“If you say so,” said the pleasant Juanita.
She taught him how to play bridge and declared him to be the best partner in the world because when he was mastering the game the expression on his wide face never changed so one could not tell when he was bluffing. (He would become a poorer player over time, as he would learn how to smile among the old folk and lacked the guile even a puppy would have displayed when he tried to hide his happiness.) Juanita had been a hairdresser in her working years and insisted on pinning a sheet around the Roman’s neck and cutting his hair right in the common room.
“Did this happen in the war?” she asked one day while she was buzzing around him in her electric wheelchair and could see the welts he had on the sides of his head.
“From napalm,” he told her, for he had read that term in a book about modern war, and it sounded plausible to him.
Juanita would scold him if he slouched in his chair or wolfed down his lunch as he had learned to do in his legion’s barracks. Maternus bought her little gifts: a coin purse and some turquoise hair clips, the latter of which she proudly wore for him. He whittled her a recorder from a block of cedar and played her several marching tunes. His great square head blushed as red as coral when she praised his musical ability. It did not cross his thoughts that she was mothering him; he only knew he luxuriated in her attentions and that, when he looked at her wrinkled face, his mind’s eye saw images of his own mother on the last day he saw her, squatting beside a smoky hearth and covered with filth while she tended to Maternus’s younger sister.
The orderlies at Shady Grove had told the other residents that Maggie Lambkin was mentally ill. That was why, they said, she sometimes assaulted those she took a disliking to. Juanita and her companions in the commons room would have none of this. They believed Maggie’s defects were entirely moral. (In truth, the old people did not put much faith in psychology at all, which surprised Maternus, for he had progressed beyond Freud and Jung in his perusal of the Great Books and had presumed modern Americans would accept at least some of the science of the human mind.)
“She acts the way she does because she knows she can get away with it,” Juanita whispered to the Roman. “What can they do to her? She’s a couple hundred years old. No, she’s not crazy. She’s just mean. As mean as dog water, she is.”
Maternus could only guess at the definition of “dog water,” but he understood it was an unfortunate thing to be like. (Juanita was fond of many other signature phrases the soldier had not heard before, like: “Pharaoh’s army moves at night” and “as new as old sheep” and “as ugly as last Saturday’s dinner.”) Maternus would repeat some of her unique colloquialisms to Mr. Hamburg at the school, and to Shen and Stephen, and they would each look at him as if he had developed a speech impediment. The Roman thought Juanita’s vocabulary was endearing — not that he would use an effeminate word like endearing. He only knew she and the other old people made him so happy he forgave Aurora for its other shortcomings. He likewise forgot he had previously thought the city’s women to be perverse.
Among his new friends, Maternus could forget his mission to bring joy to Maggie Lambkin. Shen could not. He was as unused to being rejected by women as he was to violence, and he returned to Shady Grove wanting to do more than give poetry readings. Maggie was miserable, and he was going to change that. He was going to insert some romance into her gray existence. After a week of plotting with the bedraggled Stephen, the one man in the city who probably knew the least about romance, Shen hatched a plan to get Maggie a boyfriend. And he and Stephen made their plot more ridiculous by choosing none other than Stephen’s repugnant Uncle Jerry to be the one to make Maggie’s weak heart beat a little faster. When Maternus ran this ill-considered plot past his new friend Juanita, she confirmed his doubts about the entire scheme.
“What kind of man is this Uncle Jerry your man Shen is going to bring here?” Juanita asked the Roman one afternoon across a bridge table they were sharing with their two opponents.
“He is vulgar, hates everyone, makes life miserable for his nephew,” Maternus told her. “Oh, and he watches the television device for up to eleven hours a day,” the soldier added.
“He’s Maggie in pants,” declared Juanita, and asked if he could bid two spades. “Nobody wants to have herself as a boyfriend. Doesn’t Shen know anything about dating?”
“He must. Women love him,” said Maternus. “They are ever about him.”
“They come to look. But they sure haven’t told him anything,” Juanita informed him.
Maternus told the poet the scheme would not work, but he could not prevent Shen from getting Jerry shaved and bathed one Saturday after bribing the old man with the promise of a new flat-screen TV. Shen brought Jerry to one of his readings in the common room and later took Steven’s uncle upstairs to meet the horrific Maggie. The Roman would never ask Shen what transpired up on the second floor that day or why Shen and Jerry came charging down the stairs only five minutes after they went up. When Maternus next met Jerry at the boarding house, the old man had a red knot over his left eye, and the Roman also did not bother asking him how he got the wound.
“Miss Shen should’ve told me his lady friend at Shady Grove was a lesbian,” Jerry complained, and showed Maternus the new wide screen he had in the middle of his cluttered living room. (Were the soldier aware how much the thing cost, he might have asked how Shen could have afforded to buy it for the evil old man.)
Maternus continued not to dwell upon Maggie, whom he had come to believe was a lost cause, yet he continued to make daily visits to the rest home’s common room and mixed freely with the residents, becoming more comfortable with their company with each visit. He was still not thinking of Maggie when Juanita asked him where he went every afternoon after he left the old folks and their stained card tables.
“I am the evening janitor at a middle school,” he told her.
“Middle school?” she said, sounding more interested in the revelation than Maternus was. “That’s what they call junior high these days, isn’t it?”
“I suppose,” said Maternus, who was browsing through a photo album full of pictures of young brown women in long skirts and tall white socks — some of them strongly resembled Juanita — and other pictures of dark men, half of them in khaki uniforms. Juanita had said the photographs were from “the war.” Maternus’s reading at the library had informed him of so many wars in America’s recent past, he was not sure to which conflict she was referring, but played along for the sake of her feelings.
“They would be about twelve to fourteen or fifteen?” she asked.
“Yes,” he said, not glancing up to observe how excited Juanita was becoming.
“You are so lucky to be working with children,” she gushed. “They must be wonderful to have at hand.”
“Not these children,” he said, and was he becoming so free with his emotions he risked a brief laugh at the thought of the children he saw every day being wonderful in any sense of the word. “Susan B. Anthony seems to accept only the city’s worst youth. Our students share a perverse obsession with bodily functions, much like certain criminals I have being witnessed tossed into the oceans. They are loud, rude, and have no inkling of how to behave in public. They are constantly making crude noises and drawing scatological pictures on the toilet walls. The hallways are their waste baskets. Granted, the boys are worse than the girls. Mr. Hamburg — he is our principal — apprehended three boys this past week using a cell phone to capture the image of a fourth boy sitting on the throne. They find amusement in such things. From what I have read at the library, there is great debate among experts as to whether such behavior is the result of corrupt genetics or bad parenting. A minority among the learned claims our young hooligans are the creations of environmental pollution; things like lead poisoning or insecticides that have killed too many of their brain cells before they were fully developed.”
“I would love to meet some of them,” said Juanita, practically singing the word ‘love.’
“Why?” asked Maternus, looking up from the photos. He was startled to see not only Juanita, but most of the thirty-seven residents present, leaning toward him, expecting him to say something that would please them.
“So we could talk to them,” said Juanita. “Isn’t there some organization at the school that does civil duty? The boy and girl scouts, maybe?”
Maternus reflected upon an afternoon at the school when he had observed Abdul Rathman dressed in short pants and a khaki tunic not too much different than those the soldiers in Juanita’s album were wearing, except that Abdul had worn a red neckerchief about his throat. “Boy Scouts” had been the whole of his explanation when Maternus had inquired into the meaning of the outfit. This must be, he reasoned, the very organization his elderly friend had in mind.
“I suppose,” said the Roman.
“Maybe you could get some of them to visit us?” suggested Juanita, and at least half the residents present seconded her suggestion.
“I… Do you not worry they might injure you?” he said. “They are a very undisciplined group.”
“They will be good when they are here,” insisted Juanita.
“They are little beasts, really,” said Maternus. “I fear they will do great harm to your frail persons.”
“They’ll behave,” said Gloria, one of the other residents eavesdropping on the conversation. “Kids behave around anybody like their grandparents.”
Gazing into their ancient, red, and pleading eyes, Maternus again had visions of his long-lost mother sitting beside the blackened family hearth. At thirty she had looked as old as anyone in the commons that day. She, however, had never been as unguarded with her emotions as the old folk in Shady Grove.
“I will see that some of them come here,” he said, and the common room resounded with thirty sighs of contentment.
On Monday, October nineteenth, the beginning of the seventh week of the regular academic year, Maternus approached Abdul Rathman while the round boy was stuffing books and packets of vanilla pound cake into his locker.
“Are you still a member of the organized youth group known as the Boy Scouts?” the Roman asked, and his unexpected query nearly caused young Mr. Rathman to jump out of his skin.
“Goddamn!” the boy exclaimed, after spinning about, clutching his quivering heart. “Don’t do that!”
“Were I intending to hurt you, I would have done so without speaking,” said Maternus, and found himself feeling less than sympathetic to a boy so easily frightened. “Are you still a Boy Scout?”
“Sure. Jeez, you could’ve just asked me.”
“Does your group engage in civic activities, such as paying calls upon the elderly?” asked Maternus.
“What’s that got to do with anything?”
“Do you visit old people?”
“We could,” shrugged Abdul. “Why do you want to know?”
“I want you and some of your companions to go to the Shady Grove Rest Home this Saturday at noon, and sit with the residents there for two hours,” said the Roman, speaking in the expressionless monotone he still used whenever he was addressing someone he did not particularly like.
Abdul thought this over inside his nearly perfectly round head for a full ten seconds before he said, “I’ll do it for fifty dollars.”
“For ten,” said Maternus. “In addition, I will not tell Miss Edith Pink you became her boyfriend only because she and I can give you protection from bullies.”
“Twenty and you got a deal,” said Abdul, realizing he was not bargaining from a position of strength. “But how am I going to get anybody else to go? Old people smell like soap, and they pinch your face all the time.”
“I have given some thought to that concern,” said Maternus, fishing a bill with President Jackson’s portrait on it from his wallet. “I think you must go to your friend Miss Edith — is she by any chance what is known as a girl scout?”
“Yeah, she is.”
“The admission standards of your associations are apparently very low,” observed Maternus. “You must tell her it is important to you, for reasons I will leave it to you to construct, to bring a host of boys and girls to the rest home. I think she can intimidate many of the others into doing what you want.”
“Yeah!” said Abdul, and were he a jack-o-lantern his eyes would have lit up. “She’ll scare the hell out of ‘em. I’ll tell her I need the kids to go so I can win a merit badge.”
“Whatever you think is appropriate. Tell the other children they must be clean and well behaved. Should any of them become too rambunctious while in the company of the old people, inform them there will be consequences.”
Abdul might have been frightened, had he been paying attention to the last thing Maternus said. As it was, he was busy holding the twenty dollar bill up to the hallway light to check the watermark and did not hear.
“This new money looks fake every time I see it,” he said.
Abdul had been paying close enough attention to arrange for no fewer than eighteen children, most of them dressed in their scout uniforms, to show up at Shady Grove the following Saturday. Maternus and Shen were already in the common room when the self-satisfied Mr. Rathman led his tidy and soft-spoken contingent into the rest home. At first, Maternus did not recognize the line of new arrivals as the savage creatures of Susan B. Anthony, those boisterous, raucous imps he had seen screaming in the hallways every afternoon since the previous spring; these little ones following in Abdul’s wake were too good, too courteous to be the middle school students he knew. Yet as he examined the new arrivals more he realized their physical features — in a cleaner state than they normally were — did indeed match those of several of the little monsters he know from his workplace. The now clearly human children actually smiled at the old people the aides introduced them to, and they politely sat and listened while withered hands brought forth trays of cookies and small mountains of yellowed photographs. They segregated into pairs, the boys with the old men and the cherub-like girls with the old women, and everyone was happy to nod at the bits of small talk they readily exchanged. The men could retell each of the hoary fishing stories with which they had already regaled Maternus, and the women gave glowing accounts of each of their grandchildren, and none of the middle school students said they were bored or picked their noses or made a single bathroom sound. The youngsters instead recounted their favorite classes at school — Maternus was surprised to hear they had any classes they would admit they enjoyed — and told their listeners the names of their siblings and every pet they had ever owned, including the goldfish and hamsters.
“Are they drugged?” the Roman whispered to Shen. “I have read of the wonders that can be worked with sedatives. Mr. Hamburg has told me he has the desire to tranquilize the entire student body. He says he would use a blow gun on them, if the law so allowed. Do you think Abdul may have given them something to drink?”
“No way,” Shen whispered back. “Kids and geezers are crazy about each other. The little ones make the old ones feel young again, and the kids know the senior citizens will give them stuff if they play along with them.”
However, there was more to the situation than that. After watching the children and the old people converse for nearly half an hour, Maternus could tell there was something close to genuine affection in the usually staid common room. He decided the fact that children and adults could nigh-instantly care for each other, even though they were not related and could render each other little material benefit, marked an improvement over the human relationships he had known in his former life.
Shen and the Roman might as well not have been there. Neither the angelic children nor the beaming old people paid them any attention. Twelve minutes into these happy proceedings Shen announced he was going to read the poem “Consider the Wind” to the group, and an elderly gentleman suggested in blunt terms it would be better if the poet waited until later, perhaps until the Christmas season, before he read again. Maternus meanwhile felt a brief pang of jealousy as he watched his Juanita fussing over a thirteen-year-old girl in pigtails. (The soldier recognized her as a vicious imp who had once set a fire in a math room wastebasket.) “Could not the little vixen have selected one of the other women present?” he asked himself. After watching Juanita pat the child’s head for a quarter of an hour without provoking anything more than beatific smiles from the girl, Maternus decided the two cared more for each other than either could possibly care for the likes of him, and his heart ached again.
His attention focused on Juanita and her friend, Maternus did not notice two figures circling each other on the periphery of the group until Shen said something.
“Look at the face on that kid,” the poet said, nudging Maternus in the ribs. “I’ve seen bouncers on Colfax who don’t look that tough.”
The Roman looked where Shen was indicating and saw a stout girl dressed in the same tan blouse and black skirt the other girls were wearing; on her thick limbs the material was stretched tight, like leotards on a weightlifter. Unlike the other children, this girl seemed detached from the general camaraderie in the room. Her arms were folded defiantly across her chest, and beneath her thick brow a wide mouth was fixed in a frown. It was the unbroken line of hair across her forehead that identified her to Maternus.
“Edith Pink,” he said to Shen. “Abdul has brought his girlfriend to the occasion.”
He made this observation with an air of objective dispassion. Though after he glanced at the resident Edith was circling he was no longer so at ease.
“She is confronting Maggie Lambkin!” he exclaimed to Shen. “Get one of the orderlies. I will hurry over and get between them before she smashes the child.”
Maternus sped around the edge of the gathering, arriving at the site of the confrontation too late to prevent the combatants from firing their first exchange. Already Edith and Maggie were glaring full sabers at each other and had traded insults.
“If you weren’t wearing the skirt,” Maggie was saying, “I couldn’t tell if you were a boy or a girl.”
“Like I care what you think, you old poophead,” retorted Edith.
“Ladies, there are cookies,” interjected Maternus, bravely stepping into the line of fire. “Wouldn’t either of you like a cookie?”
“When I was your age,” said Maggie to Edith, “young girls knew how to keep their filthy mouths shut.”
“When you were young, there were still dinosaurs,” countered Edith.
“Miss Edith,” said Maternus, “I believe I see a lovely woman named Gloria over there. She doesn’t have anyone to speak to right now. Why don’t you go and sit with her?”
Edith and Maggie eyed the would-be peacemaker with a mutual disdain. The girl rolled her eyes toward her heavy brow, and the old woman lifted her cane so that its padded tip was a foot off the carpeted floor. Shen arrived on the scene with a male orderly, a young man entirely uninterested in what was transpiring in front of him, or anything else his charges did. The orderly felt he had done enough by walking across the room to be near the infamous Mrs. Lambkin, and he was content to let the big, brutish man already there do the hard work of settling the combatants down.
“Where’s the director?” shouted Maggie. “He said he’d keep this creep away from me!”
She took a swing at Maternus, the creep in question, but he anticipated her and, as a skilled warrior, he easily avoided her cane.
“He’s looking at us all the time at the school,” said Edith. “A real perv.”
“He tried to attack me in my room,” added Maggie.
“He’s probably a child molester,” suggested Edith.
“Did he ever try to take a picture of you? He could be a pornographer selling his stuff on the computer.”
“He wipes his mouth with his sleeve.”
Maggie looked at Edith, and there was a thoughtful lull in the action.
“Do you like cats?” the old woman asked her.
“You have a cat in here?”
“Not a live one. I had Snowball stuffed. I have him in my apartment,” said Maggie.
“Gross,” said Edith. “Can I see him?”
Together they went off to comb the molting hair of the late Snowball. Both girl and woman were seemingly undisturbed to be in each other’s company.
“Shouldn’t you prevent this?” Maternus asked the indifferent orderly.
“The kid looks like she can put up a fight when Maggie takes a cut at her,” said the young man and wandered away to play solitaire in the basement computer room.
Edith and Maggie remained on the second floor long after the other scouts had bid adieu to their new elderly friends and gone home. Shen and Maternus ventured upstairs to check on what unearthly event was taking place behind the door of Maggie’s apartment, and to make certain the girl was still alive. Maternus tiptoed close enough to put his ear next to the knocker. To his astonishment, rather than the sounds of violence he heard only some demonic cackling.
The Roman ate that evening at a Red Robin restaurant — he had coleslaw in place of the fries because he had seen a poster of the food pyramid at the middle school and wanted to avoid unnecessary fats — and thereafter went home to listen to the “Mostly Mozart” program on his clock radio. He went to bed at ten still much perplexed about what had transpired at the rest home and feeling great distress about what he should do next. He awoke in the pre-dawn hours to find Mr. Worthy and the demon Banewill standing at the end of his bed, and the angel was smiling at him and proclaimed: “Well done, my friend. You have passed your second test.”



VII
But the Memories Linger On
“What, exactly, did I do?” asked Maternus.
“My question, precisely,” said Banewill, checking his nails.
In the dim light generated by Mr. Worthy’s aura Maternus could see the demon was on this occasion dressed in white knee breeches and a powdered wig. He had a white cravat wrapped about his neck and wore a short, red waistcoat.
“What you have done is just what we charged you to do — you have made Margaret Lambkin happy in her final year of life,” bubbled Mr. Worthy. “When she met Edith Pink she met a young soul cast from the same die she was. Dear old Margaret has realized the world is going to go on, exactly as it ever has, and there will always be vicious, angry people in it. On Margaret’s last day, she will look out at the lights of the city from her apartment window and know, because of Edith Pink, that she is a part of a great continuum. She will acknowledge there are forces at play greater than herself, and will die destined for Heaven.”
“Maggie gets into Heaven?” asked the Roman.
“Flag on the field. Flag on the field,” protested Banewill and took a snuff box from the pocket of his velvet coat. “Two flags, in fact. First of all, the ape man here didn’t actually do anything; the fat boy Abdul simply happened to bring that hideous girl to the rest home. That was how she and Maggie met.”
“Maternus was the one who asked young Abdul to bring the children to Shady Grove, so he was ultimately the one responsible for the meeting,” said Worthy, whose radiant smile was warming the Roman’s heart like sunshine does a cat on a windowsill. “What’s more, our friend’s intentions were absolutely good. Not only did he not lose his temper when Mrs. Lambkin struck him, did you not behold the tender feelings he has for our precious Juanita? A greater kindness, my friend, could not be found in a man who has lived a thousand lifetimes in easy circumstances. What a sensitive, caring companion and lover he is going to make for our Maria! Every day in the city you make me more confident of you, my brave soldier.”
“My brave soldier,” repeated Banewill in his squeaky, mocking voice and put a pinch of snuff up both his nostrils. “Second flag: you are actually going to let a fire breather like Maggie Lambkin into Heaven?”
“As much I do not want to agree with Mr. Banewill,” said Maternus, “I do think you are setting the entrance requirements at a low level in her case, sir.”
“You see, even the ape man thinks she’s a terrible person,” said the demon.
“I didn’t say she was going directly to paradise,” said Worthy and took a celestial calculator from the folds of his robe. “Let’s see,” he said, and punched some data into the handheld device. “She is guilty of wrath, backbiting, pettiness, racism, cursing, the rejection of love, throw in some savage acts of violence, and…” (He held up the calculator for both the Roman and the demon to see.) “She still owes us fifty-four thousand one hundred and sixty-five years in Purgatory before she gets her big promotion.”
“So she spends a little time kneeling on concrete, confessing her sins,” sniffed the demon. (He was meanwhile bringing the snuff deeper into his nose.) “What is that compared to an eternity in the lake of fire? I don’t remember your side being this compassionate back when the boys and I took the big fall.”
“Have you or any of your friends ever had a moment of self-realization in the eons that have passed since your failed rebellion?” asked Worthy.
“We realize how bad it is to do evil if one gets caught doing it,” said Banewill.
“That’s not quite the same as true regret, old man,” said the angel.
“Will everyone I have met in Aurora eventually get into Heaven, sir?” asked Maternus.
“No, but the fates of all are not in your hands, my friend. You can only pray for those you cannot help.”
“You might pray for Stephen’s Uncle Jerry for instance,” said the demon and touched his fingertips together as he chuckled at the thought of the wicked man.
“Salvation is offered to all,” nodded the angel, saddened by the thoughts running through his vast mind. “Not everyone accepts it. I regret to tell you that not only is this Jerry character in grave danger, your friends Stephen and Shen may well also go to very warm quarters someday.”
“They’re not bad men!” objected Maternus. “They have been good friends to me. I would be lost in this city without them.”
“Were Hell reserved for only the evil,” said Mr. Worthy, “then it would be a much smaller place. Most of the levels down there are occupied by souls who simply failed to become fully human, for those are who do most of the wrong in the world. Without the aid of incomplete people, those either too afraid or too indifferent to stand for the right, evil would never prosper. Without their assistance, Hitler would have remained an unemployed ex-corporal, and Stalin an eccentric former seminary student. Your friends are not bad men. They are, in truth, not men at all; rather, they are two boys in the guise of men. Their irresponsibility, their self-centeredness, their indifference to the desires of others, the hobbyhorses they insist upon riding: these are the traits of children, and only in children can such characteristics be forgiven. Neither of them want anything from other people, save some praise and a little material support. Poor Stephen is terrified of mature women; Shen is contemptuous of them. I cannot lie to you, my friend. I am not optimistic about their futures.”
“You aren’t going to let them … you know, sir?” asked Maternus, and his tone caused the angel’s mood to brighten once more.
“You care far more for them than they do for you,” he said. “Thus, you will be pleased to learn you third and final assignment will be to do something for Mr. Shen Coleman, and perhaps you will thereby guide him closer to the light.”
“Thank you, sir,” said the soldier.
“Behold how strong his concern is,” said the angel to the demon. “He’s making wonderful progress, I must say.”
“Practically a living saint,” said Banewill with a bemused smile. “But there’s more to him than the things that are pleasing to you.”
“He retains a great reservoir of anger within him,” admitted Mr. Worthy, and fingered the sleeve of his robe thoughtfully. “That mass of rage could burst forth at any moment. He’s lately become a little too vain as well.”
“Does he think he’s good looking?” asked Banewill and twisted his nose in disgust. “Shave a grizzly bear, and it wouldn’t look any worse. Even after you did away with some of his scars he looks like ground chuck with legs.”
“As always, you are too critical, Banewill. He’s almost handsome these days, and getting better all the time,” said the angel.
“Is that from the eighteenth century?” asked Maternus of Banewill’s outfit. “I have seen something similar in a library book.”
“He’s getting more observant, too,” said the demon. He held out his arms so the soldier could appreciate the clothing in full. “The best of times, the worst of times; the world will never be so young, not ever again. I love the age for its naive possibilities more than for its inadequate results.”
The angel ignored Banewill’s preening and proceeded to give Maternus the gist of his final test.
“Shen is going to come to you this week and ask of you a favor,” he said. “You will do as he wishes, taking care at all times to harm no one and contain your still-lethal temper.”
“I will,” said Maternus. “Will this favor I do for him help save Shen?”
“Like Stephen, he could go either way,” said Mr. Worthy. “As still could you. You please me in many ways, but I yet sense the rebel in you. I have warned you before that I did not send you to church so you could sleep for an hour every Sunday morning.”
“They’re so bloody boring handing out their biscuits and grape juice,” said the demon. “And he needs the rest.”
“The soldier here isn’t tired,” said Worthy to the demon, while keeping his eyes on Maternus. “He is averse to obeying authority of any sort. He sleeps in church as a small rebellion against the institution, and against me and my Master.”
“Given how he was beaten down in his lifetime, I would have guessed you might be a little more sympathetic to that facet of his nature,” said Banewill.
“Don’t pretend you care how he feels. He needs to learn he cannot defy everyone and everything. There are some he must serve,” said Worthy.
He admonished the Roman to relax upon his pillow, then the angel made the familiar arc with his right hand, filling the small apartment with a deep, comforting darkness. When Maternus awoke again, the sun had risen, and light was flooding through the windows.
In his bathroom mirror that Sunday morning he saw his teeth were perfectly straight and the scars from the lower half of his face had disappeared, just as the ones on his forehead had vanished already. His hair was full and soft to the touch. His once big, flat hands had lost the calluses along their sides that he had gained from the leather strips holding his kit during the long marches of his former life. The scars on his body, reminders of the wounds he had suffered in battle, were the only blemishes remaining on his person. Once fully dressed he was not merely the better looking man he had become after the completion of his first task, he was genuinely comely, in a muscular and still somewhat threatening way.
“Apollo himself could not shine brighter,” he said aloud, recalling the bright bronze statues of that god adorning the main gates of the frontier forts in which he had served.
Typical, a vain man, like Shen Coleman, for example, has been aware since he became conscious of his existence that his appearance is superior to those of the general population, and his opinion of himself is expanded a tiny bit every time a woman favors him with a smile or when he senses the jealous animosity of another man. Little by little he grows into a colossus of narcissism. For the resurrected Maternus, vanity burst upon in a single morning with the sudden fury of the great flood that haunts the memory of every nation. The image in the mirror was so pleasing, and the sensations it aroused within him were so novel, Maternus was soon in danger of being drowned in a deluge of self-satisfaction. He went straight to the shopping mall and spent half his paycheck purchasing some tight-fitting suede pants and a dozen muscle shirts, unknowingly turning himself into the very image of a blue collar man on the make. The female librarians snickered at his outfit when he strutted into their building that morning, bouncing along as he was carried on the updrafts created by his new confidence. As he walked to work two different women with big hair honked their horns at him when they passed him on the sidewalk. The children at school whispered to each other that the weird custodian was acting particularly oddly that evening; the man was singing to himself, and was not even wearing an iPod or any other music-making device. Maternus would have bounded about in his new clothes for weeks on end if Juanita had not said something discouraging when he visited the Shady Grove rest home.
“Who told you this was the way to dress yourself?” she asked him.
“The man from the apartment two doors down from me wears similar clothing,” said Maternus. “He drives a car bearing flames on its sides and goes about accompanied by the sounds of thunder. Stephen says the man’s music is called speed metal.”
“You look like a trailer park pimp,” said the old woman.
She had to give a further explanation before Maternus grasped she was saying something derogatory about his new appearance. As quickly as he had become swollen with arrogance upon beholding his new face, the Roman was deflated by a few words from this tiny woman in a wheelchair.
“I have made you despise me,” he said and hung his head so low his chin rested on his chest. “I am disgraced by your disapproval of me, my dear friend.”
“You take things too much to heart,” Juanita told him and patted the Roman’s great wide head the way a loving mother would. “Do you have a girlfriend, Matty?” she asked.
“Where I come from, everything is said with the utmost seriousness,” Maternus told her. “I am not inured to harsh words, not even when they are spoken in what the dictionary defines as hyperbole.”
“Blessed one, everything said in this world has some meaning,” said Juanita, contradicting what Mr. Worthy had told him on his first day in the city. “The meaning may be twisted around, but it’s not said for nothing. I was only trying to tell you to dress normal, like you sort of did before. Since you brought up your girlfriend, what do you have to tell me about her?”
She was the one to have brought up the subject, yet Maternus was glad to speak of anything other than how he had disappointed her.
“I have someone,” he admitted, much to Juanita’s delight. “You might say she’s waiting for me.”
“Back home?”
“I am not certain.”
“You don’t know if she’s waiting for you?”
“I do not know what to call the place she is in,” said Maternus. “In dreams I see her in a garden. A cold stream runs nearby, one full of slick, brown rocks and trout, much like the streams found in the mountains of Germania Inferior. Ancient trees surround the garden like a peristyle, and there are other stands of oak and hemlock, their trunks covered with green moss and vines, growing in irregular clusters throughout the place. The area is more of a forest grove than a spot that has been designed by human hands. The air is remarkably cool where my Maria is. She, I believe, will nonetheless be as warm as a candle left burning in the window of a house on a long winter night. She is forever present, forever waiting for me, and for me alone.”
“Is this a real girl or somebody you’re dreaming about?” asked Juanita, more than a little concerned about her large friend’s mental health.
“She is real, as real as anything in this world. More real than most of what one sees on the television device. That is truly a doorway to a living dream,” said Maternus.
“I’m with you there, honey,” agreed Juanita. “You can’t trust anything you see on TV. Except for maybe Wife Swap. You can’t get people to act that crazy. What is Germania Inferior?”
“A land where I once served while I was in the army,” said the Roman.
“Then this Maria, she’s foreign? We used to call them war brides,” said Juanita.
“Something like that,” said Maternus.
Juanita was thrilled to hear this. She told Maternus he should telephone this Maria that very evening, and hugged his wide, muscular frame and called him a pet name in Spanish the Roman recognized as being close to the Latin for “my wonderful little boy.”
Back in Juanita’s good graces, Maternus was reasonably happy once more. He was not elated as he had been that morning upon seeing himself in the mirror. Nonetheless, he was pleased to know Juanita cared for him still, and that the old woman approved of Maria. That evening Maternus stored the new suede pants and muscle shirts into the lowest drawer built into his bedroom wall, and again put on the humble denim clothing he had usually worn since his arrival in the city. His attire won a further blessing from his Juanita during his next visit to the rest home.
This small incident did give him a troubling premonition of what might happen when he at last met Maria in the land beyond death. She might not, he thought, be as compliant to his every desire as he ofttimes fancied she would be. She had been full of brass the first time he met her. Maria was a woman — or should he now think of her as a female angel? —and women were clearly difficult to decipher. The book on what women wanted was not to be found anywhere in the library’s Dewey decimal system, and clearly the advice men offered concerning the desires of the other sex was not very reliable.
Look, he told himself as he lay in his fold-out bed that night, look at the errors his friends had made when they advised him about Edith Pink and Margaret Lambkin. Could Maria be as obstinate, as mysterious, and as demanding as the women he had met in Aurora? He had once imagined that coming to her would mark the end of conflicts, the end of mysteries, and the start of carefree, sunny days and comforting, dreamless nights in the cool, shady darkness of paradise. For the first time since he was given a second chance at salvation, Maternus could envision the possibility that going to her might mark the beginning of a test that would never end. What if she had formed expectations of him? Was he going to have to change himself to please her? If a little thing like clothing could upset an old woman like Juanita, what could set off an actual wife like Maria? The question worrying him the most — keeping him awake until Monday had become Tuesday — was why the tests Mr. Worthy had given him had so much to do with the other sex.
Not until Wednesday, the second of November, did Shen approach Maternus to ask the favor Mr. Worthy had told the Roman to anticipate. Maternus had stopped by the boarding house after work, and he and Shen were standing at the sink washing dishes inside the ground floor kitchen while Stephen served dinner to Uncle Jerry in the living room. The angry old man was eating creamed corn and hot dogs on the sofa while he watched Wheel of Fortune and made loud remarks regarding Vanna White’s bottom.
“You may have noticed he has a new flat-screen,” said Shen.
“I saw, when I came in tonight, that Uncle Jerry had a new, larger television device,” said Maternus, momentarily distracted by the feel of slick soap bubbles on his hands. “Soap is such a simple thing,” he said. “How odd it was not discovered sooner.”
“Yeah, sure,” commented Shen, who was not interested in the history of cleanliness. “You know I bought it for him.”
“For Uncle Jerry? I did not know you liked him. I did not know anyone did.”
From the living room came a sound like an asthmatic cough wedded to a raven’s caw. “You simple-brained fuck head,” said the old man to his nephew, after the latter man had let a dollop of creamed corn fall onto the already filthy carpet. “I wouldn’t step on you if you were shit in the yard.”
“The new TV was the bribe I gave him to get him to go see that Maggie person,” said Shen, nearly sounding sheepish for a fraction of a second. “That didn’t turn out right,” he laughed.
“Your failure was for the best,” said Maternus. “I am told Edith Pink visits Margaret Lambkin every other day. They are kindred spirits, and Margaret is content at last.”
“Whatever. Any old how, to buy that flat-screen TV out there, I had to sell some poetry.”
“Really? Congratulations, brother. To what publication did you sell them?”
“No, you don’t get me,” said Shen and shook his head. “I didn’t sell them to any magazine. I sold them to somebody, a person.”
“A poetry collector?”
“Sort of. Do you remember that poetry slam we took you to?”
“I went under my own power to the Great Blue Heron coffeehouse,” recalled Maternus.
“As our guest. The woman who won, the one with the big fake Afro?”
Shen held his arms about his head to demonstrate the size of the woman’s hair.
“Big Mamma Ad-Verse,” remembered Maternus. “Her real name was something else.”
“Elaine Buckman,” said Shen. “She’s really not ethnic. She and her husband Ray own a big sports bar in Lodo, down by Coors Field. Maybe I told you that. It’s called the Fourth Base. Nothing but fat guys in ball caps watching a dozen different games on these big overhead TV sets and eating cheese fries all day long.”
“What do Mrs. Buckman and her husband’s business have to do with your poetry?”
“She was the one buying them,” whispered Shen.
“I would have thought she was something of a rival to you.”
“Sure she is, but the truth is, Elaine’s not a real writer. She’s a performer in a dopey wig. I drop her a couple poems every month,” said Shen, and he continued to whisper lest anyone in the other room overhear him. “Several others in our group do the same. You didn’t think she writes all the great stuff she recites, did you? Poetry, like everything else, is a racket.”
“Which was the great stuff?” asked Maternus, uncertain as to what loud proclamations he had heard on that night in the coffeehouse fell into that category. Had Shen paid close attention to what others said, he might have been offended.
“Don’t tell Stevie about this,” Shen added. “I’m sort of a hero of his, and, you know, he’s kind of naïve about how the world works.”
“I do not divulge secrets.”
“So I went to the Fourth Base last Sunday, and must not have been thinking that day because I took my whole notebook of poems with me. Three hundred and fifty-four of them, all of them handwritten, plus the outline and the first seven stanzas of my narrative epic about the Aztecs. I was going to sell her a couple pages, like I usually tear out for her, but when I get there, Ray, her husband, and his bunch of buddies are there watching the Broncos game broadcast from down in Atlanta. These are pretty big guys hanging out with Ray Buckman — two of them are the Sanderson twins; they played for Littleton twenty years ago, then Bobby went on to CU and Billy to CSU; both of them were starters in the offensive line — big guys without any necks. Elaine is setting in the back of the sports bar, around a table with Ray and this pack of assholes, and when I show up and hand her a couple pages, she says, ‘For eight hundred bucks I should get the whole damn book.’ Billy Sanderson is right there behind me, and he snatches the book out of my hand and tosses it to her. That wasn’t the deal. That was not the deal, Matt. I’ve never sold her more than three at a time, and she knows it. They’re all sitting there drinking beer and laughing at me. I say, ‘Give me back my book.’ And the two brothers — Ray uses them like sort of bouncers — they grab me and throw me out to the street. So it stands. That book is two years of work, and now she’s got it and can use it like every poem is hers!”
“Have you contacted the police?” asked Maternus. “There is a poster at our school proclaiming that one should contact the police if anyone steals something from you or touches you in an improper manner.”
“Shee-it,” said Shen, backing away from the sink and shaking the water from his hands. “Ray and Elaine have one of the biggest sports bars on the Front Range. Her name is the one on all the poetry awards. I’m somebody the cops have never heard of. Who do you think they’re going to believe wrote the poems in my notebook? Elaine will say they’re hers, and that will be that.”
“I see. Time does not chasten the corrupt or bow the powerful.”
“I was wondering,” said Shen, his voice dropping into a lower register as he wiped his hands with a dishcloth, “if you might have any old army buddies here in Denver? I mean, you are a pretty tough guy, I think, and maybe you could get some friends together and you could, you know…”
“You want me to retrieve the book for you?”
“Not you alone — you can’t do that. I can’t ask Stevie to do anything, not with his disability and everything. I’d go with you downtown, but I have a herniated disk in my back, and I can’t risk taking a hard fall or I might never walk again. I don’t have any money right now. How about I give you five hundred dollars sometime after Thanksgiving? There’s another woman in Thornton who goes to poetry slams, and she—”
“I will not accept any money. You are a friend. One does not demand money from a friend. Have Mr. Buckman or any of his friends had combat training?”
“Why would they?” asked Shen. “I guess I wouldn’t be surprised if some of them haven’t had karate classes and that sort of stuff. Have you?”
“Twenty-seven years of it,” said Maternus, sounding much too proud of his martial skills in spite of the angel’s recent admonitions. “Though none of what I learned was of the exotic sort you mention. Four or five civilians do not sound particularly dangerous. I will do as you ask. Is this the only great favor you wish me to perform?”
“I guess,” shrugged Shen. “I wouldn’t call it a ‘great’ favor. It’s a small one, really. As long as you’re careful. Ray and Elaine live right over their bar, by the way. Which may sound kind of old world, but it’s better than it sounds. They’ve got a whole loft.”
“I will find it,” said Maternus, eager to get the third task completed and striking Shen as unusually determined. “You will have the notebook by Saturday afternoon.”
The Roman thought Mr. Worthy was making this task too easy. A half-dozen overweight Americans in a theme saloon did not sound very dangerous to him. He would go to this woman Mrs. Buckman, ask her to hand over the poetry, and everything would be done. That this Ray person and his friends might not be frightened of him in his new and beautified condition did not occur to him.
At ten o’clock on Saturday the fifth, instead of going to the Shady Grove Rest Home as he usually did, Maternus boarded a bus that took him into Denver, past the bustle of Capital Hill and the shoppers on the Sixteenth Street Mall, to the flood plain of the South Platte River and a neighborhood that had once stood adjacent to the stockyards and the city’s warehouse district. Thirty-five years before, this area had been as close to skid row as prosperous Denver ever knew; during the past three decades the same part of town had undergone significant gentrification, and the local throughway, Larimer Street, was now as famous for its upscale restaurants, after event bars, and the BMWs parked on its sidewalks as it had once been known throughout the Front Range for its flop houses and open-door pool halls. The once infamous smell had traveled northeast to Greeley with the stockyards, allowing the city’s upper-middle class professionals to move into the renovated warehouses which were now optimistically called ‘lofts.’ Unlike their peers in Manhattan and London, Denver’s young professionals dressed down to have fun, and Maternus in his grey cloth jacket and denim pants did not look much out of place among Lodo’s attorneys and accountants in their T-shirts and shorts and on their way to a really great bistro they believed no one else had yet discovered.
The Fourth Base was located on the ground floor of a massive, three-storey brick building that was not unlike the hundreds of other commercial establishments in the district. On its outside, the bar had a neo-Victorian veneer of high glass windows bearing gold stencil lettering and black, wrought-iron gingerbread lace gracing the eaves and the red front door. Inside the Fourth Base, one found the eclectic decor common to every bar of its type: sporty items such as rotting kayaks and rusty snowmobiles were suspended from the ceiling, photographs of sports greats and old-time baseball cards were pasted on the walls, college age waitresses in striped referee outfits waited tables, and, of course, wide-screen televisions were mounted high on cantilevered platforms and tuned to sundry football games. On this Saturday the majority of the sets were displaying the CU-Iowa State game being played in distant Ames.
Maternus would not have noticed it — nor would most of the other patrons — but in addition to the twenty-four varieties of draft beer and the baskets of chicken wings being set on the round, semi-wood tables, a great deal of casual gambling was taking place among certain groups of the Fourth Base’s regulars. Among the many CU loyalists in the bar that morning (many of them in gold and black T-shirts), the gamblers seemed to be only a few ultra-passionate fans who, for reasons of their own, were keeping track of the scoring on little sheets of paper and who cheered or swore with a unique enthusiasm whenever a touchdown was made. The Roman had been to several provincial arenas in his lifetime and recognized something familiar in the red faces and often illogical shouts of the sports fans. Because everyone but the serving staff was intently following the course of the game, their gazes were elevated above the human level, and Maternus moved through the tables unnoticed by the clientele. Since he did not know what this Ray Buckman looked like, he was searching for the woman with the fuzzy hairdo he had seen at the poetry slam.
“Do you want a table, sir?” a waitress intercepted his wandering.
“I am seeking Mr. and Mrs. Buckman,” he told her.
“You looking for a job application? We can handle that at the front desk, sir.”
“I have other business with them,” said Maternus.
“Try in the back,” the young woman told him, and pointed the way. “Elaine is sometimes there. I think Ray is entertaining a special party.”
He thanked her and forged ahead, past three more partitions, until he entered a semi-private space in which the televisions were turned off and a solitary woman was seated at a table, busily writing on a lined page. Minus her wig and crazy quilt dress, Maternus needed several seconds to match her conventional, middle-aged face to that of Shen’s rival, Big Mamma Ad-Verse. Intent upon her work, she did not notice the Roman’s presence until he had stepped to the edge of her table and could see she was copying some artistically arranged sentences from an open binder onto another sheet.
“This section is reserved, mister,” she said without looking up. “You’ll have to find a table in another section.”
“I am not here to drink, madam,” said Maternus. “I am here to see you.”
She condescended to lift her head and have a look at him. From his stocky frame and the way he carried his weight on the balls of his feet and how he seemed coiled, ready to strike, she deduced the stranger was one of the ex-jocks who sometimes showed up at the Fourth Base looking for work.
“You’re not quite big enough to have played football,” she said. “Too short for basketball. I’m guessing you were a wrestler.”
“I was a fighter, madam,” he said.
“You’re face is too pretty for that. The fighters I’ve seen all have faces like tree stumps.”
“I never lost,” explained Maternus, sidling around the edge of the table to get a better look at the notebook from which Elaine was copying.
“If you always won, you’d be famous,” she said, becoming somewhat disturbed by how this stranger with the unexpressive face was pressing closer to her. “Would I have heard of you?”
“My fighting career took place long ago,” said Maternus and for once smiled. “I am much older than I look, madame. Is that not the property of Shen Coleman?” he asked of the book she was copying.
There it was, right in front of him! He could not believe his good fortune. Surely, he suspected, surely Mr. Worthy was yet again manipulating the contest in his favor and had put the notebook of poems directly in his path.
“What? What do you know about that creep Shen Coleman?” asked Elaine, putting her elbows over the prized volume in an effort to protect it from this man who did not look like he could possibly know the effete Shen. “I think you should get out,” she said. “Ray is right out there.”
“I will be going now,” nodded Maternus. “But this will come with me.”
Mrs. Buckman was a formidable woman, as anyone with twenty years in the saloon business would be, and would have been an obstacle for any man possessing normal hand speed. Matched against a swordsman with the decades of battlefield practice Maternus had, she was only quick enough to gasp after he had snatched the notebook from her control and had already turned toward the exit.
“I wish you a pleasant day, madam,” Maternus grumbled, “although you are clearly a thief.”
“Raymond! Raymond!” Elaine shrieked from her table. “Get your fat ass in here, Raymond!”
The much-wanted Raymond and three beefy comrades appeared in the gap at the edge of the faux wood partition, the husband wiping the last bit of ketchup from his mouth with his back of his hand. Though none of them had run much in the twenty-first century, Ray Buckman and his friends wore loose-fitting jogging clothes that hid their once svelte waistlines under generous folds of polyester weave. Maternus focused upon Ray’s hair (it was a feathered pageboy, much favored by baseball players during the 1970s, when Ray had been a minor league catcher) and the heavy gold chains the men wore around their necks, jewelry that reminded the Roman of the gold chains the criminals of his day had purchased as a type of portable wealth.
“What?” said Ray to his wife through his most recent mouthful of burger.
“This jerk’s from Shen Whatshisname!” boomed Elaine from her station. “He stole my book!”
“You steal my wife’s book?” demanded Ray of Maternus, and the other three men with him spread out from Mr. Buckman’s sides. “I’ll have whatever you stole.”
A round table with three chairs tucked under it separated Maternus from Ray’s group when the first words were exchanged. Two men remained flanking Ray on the opposite side of the table, while the fourth man, one of the fat Stevenson brothers — it did not matter at the moment which one it was — edged around the table to a point on Maternus’s right.
“Give it back and we won’t hurt you,” said the Stevenson close to his boss.
Maternus slipped the notebook under his belt and zipped his jacket over it. He surveyed the weapons at hand and swiftly plotted the choreography of his next actions.
“This is feeling too familiar,” a small voice within him said. “Mr. Worthy warned you precisely about this sort of thing.” He nonetheless shifted his right leg behind him and felt the heat rise in his face.
“Let me pass,” said Maternus, “and you may yet live.”
The four aging jocks thought this was a hilarious declaration for a trapped man to make. The fat beneath their chins wriggled as they laughed, and Maternus did not see four middle-aged chums sharing a joke — he saw the mocking faces of corrupt praetors and senior officers laughing while he and his comrades starved in a desolate frontier fort. Anger rose from his chest like a cloud emerging from a volcano, filling his mind with immoral urges, and changing the lens over his eyes so that everything turned blood red before him. At that critical moment, the Stevenson stealing around the table to his right made the terrible mistake of throwing a sucker punch at Maternus’s kidneys. The former football player gave a small squeak of surprise when his fist struck something with the consistency of stone, and the Roman did not so much as flinch.
“Are you attempting to strike me, sir?” Maternus asked him.
“You attemptin’ to hit him, Billy?” asked Ray from his side of the table, and he and the two men next to him shared another round of laughter.
“Ray, I don’t know if this—” began Billy Stevenson, looking at his fist in disbelief. He was going to ask if taking on this muscle-bound stranger was really a good idea. Before he could, Maternus had smashed his left fist into Billy’s upper chest and broke the man’s collar bone in two.
Another man charged around the table and over the moaning Billy. The Roman caught him with one of the chairs, dealing him a blow that made the man’s feet kick as high as his head, scattering his teeth across the carpet where his feet had been a heartbeat earlier, and making the felled man scream like a wounded horse being brought down on the battlefield.
The second Stevenson brother reached across the table, putting himself in a vulnerable position that Maternus exploited by lifting his side of the furnishing into Bobby’s round face. The stunned lineman was holding his face in agony as Maternus picked the table off the floor and rammed it like a heavy shield into Bobby, whose head made a loud ‘bonk’ the instant the table split in half and sent the big man flying backward through the wooden partition and onto a group of patrons on the other side. The startled customers screamed in terror and jumped away from the heap of overturned chairs and broken beer steins the unconscious Bobby was now lying on.
Ray had been knocked to Maternus’s left when he caught part of the shattered table. He had fallen on his rump atop the carpet and was staring in disbelief at his two friends writhing in pain on the floor, and the third lying belly-up with his feet sticking through the smashed partition. He was suddenly having second thoughts about getting up while the Roman lingered in his presence. Maternus nodded at him and again took some steps toward the front door, as horrified patrons and waitresses leapt from his path.
“Ray!” screamed Elaine. “He’s gettin’ away!”
Gallantly — if not intelligently — honoring his wife’s clarion call, Ray rose to his feet and made one last rush at the Roman’s back. He besmirched his own bullheaded courage by grabbing a beer mug and raising it over his head to swing at Maternus’s skull. Turning with a speed Ray could not have anticipated, Maternus caught Ray’s arm on its downward arc as effortlessly as a centerfielder snagging a pop fly; Maternus then snapped the bone backward above the elbow and brought the dead limb and the heavy mug straight into Ray’s soft nose. The saloon owner collapsed onto the floor once more. His head fell backward and his eyes rolled into his forehead. Maternus was left standing, holding Ray’s slack arm, and for the time it took him to inhale he considered wrenching the limb from its socket. The red screen lifted from his eyes, leaving him standing in the middle of a bar, holding the wrist of a man he did not know.
“I lost my temper,” he said aloud and tossed Ray’s arm away, thus allowing the saloon owner to fall flat on the carpet. “I lost my temper.”
He walked away then. Back to the bus stop. Back to Aurora. All the way home he sat in a seat in the rear of the bus and knew he had lost his salvation. In every face he saw the leer of the demon Banewill, the expression he would see for the rest of eternity. He stopped at the Kent boardinghouse and gave the notebook to Shen, who (in contrast to Maternus) was overjoyed at his good fortune. The poet ran to Stephen’s room, proclaiming he had reclaimed the title of the best of his kind on the Front Range, leaving Maternus to slip away to his apartment, where the Roman brooded in the semi-darkness of his one room until the sun had set and he went to bed on what he assumed would be his last night on earth.
“I’m sorry, Maria,” he told the blackness around him. “I’m sorry I was not worthy of you.”



VIII
Foxes at the Goose’s Trial
As he had known in his heart would happen, Maternus awoke a little past midnight on the morning of Sunday the sixth of November, and beheld the familiar faces of the angel and the demon at the foot of his bed. Banewill was ready to jump out of his oily skin with glee. He was rubbing his hands and grinning at the Roman as the shark does at the shad. As Maternus’s eyes were fixed upon the pointed teeth in the demon’s mouth, he needed several seconds to realize Banewill was that night dressed in the striped, formal toga of a Roman senator. Mr. Worthy stood passively to one side, shaking his head, and Maternus was too ashamed to meet the angel’s gaze.
“He’s mine! Completely mine forever!” declared the demon, clawing at the ends of the bedclothes. “I’m going to roast the tongue and the flesh and the bones! I’ll eat the ape boy’s guts first! Then I’ll set the rest of him on a skewer and let him wriggle for, oh, ten or twenty thousand years! I’ll make a coffee cup out of his thick skull, after I’ve skinned him and stapled his hide back on!”
“You won’t do anything for the time being,” said the angel.
Mr. Worthy’s mild objection to Banewill’s gory plans turned the excited demon into a whining, frustrated supplicant for a lost cause.
“But, W, you promised,” he begged.
“Extenuating circumstances exist in this case,” said the angel, not taking his eyes off Maternus, who could feel Mr. Worthy’s stare boring into him, although the Roman dared not yet lift his own eyes from the bedspread in front of him. “Yes, he lost his temper, the very sin I warned him to avoid. It is also true these were aggressive, thuggish men he battered, and they did strike the first blow. We both have the tape, Banewill. One could argue he acted, in part, in self defense, and under divine law one can protect oneself.”
“Come on,” sneered Banewill. “Now you’re getting into another of those fine print arguments of the sort that provide sufficient grounds for just wars and capital punishment for especially terrible crimes. You really want to quibble over details? Can’t you just get some of your Jesuits and rabbinical scholars to go talk to some of our semantics professors and let them hammer out something suitably obtuse? In the meantime, a deal should be a deal: let me have my hands on him while the eggheads are negotiating!”
“No, first there has to be a tribunal to decide his guilt,” said the angel. “If they decide against him, you shall have his soul posthaste. Should he be exonerated, he still owes us a final test. This business involving the notebook will then be voided.”
The demon stepped away from the foot of the bed and sat on one of the high bar stools in Maternus’s tiny kitchen. Banewill mulled the situation for a spell, then it was his turn to shake his head in disapproval.
“I know where this is headed,” he said. “You’re going to get all Stephen Vincent Benet on me and summon up Daniel Webster or some such baggage, some sap who’s going to give an oration on sunrises and freedom, and the twelve reprobates I’ve selected as a jury will get all weepy-eyed and set the ape boy free. Fool me once, shame on you. Fool me three hundred forty-six thousand, nine hundred and twenty-one times, and it looks bad on my record, old man. I can’t let you do this to me again.”
“You are referring to a work of fiction,” replied Mr. Worthy and grinned, sensing the arrangement shifting in his favor. “A demon of your standing is afraid of made-up stories? At any rate, that story was about Americans, a people in love with the abstract notion of freedom. We are here speaking of a second-century Roman; he comes from a people jaded by power and weary of the burdens they carried. They were pagan hedonists, Banewill. What would they care about freedom? One in every three of them was a slave.”
“I don’t know…” said Banewill, who deeply resented that the angel was much, much smarter than he, yet he was too proud to admit that fact; having no sense of self-consciousness, he could not even confess it to himself.
“You can shape the proceedings into a flying court martial,” suggested the angel. “I’ll let you select the judges. To sweeten the bargain, I toss in the opportunity for you to have the first pass at our next client.”
“Our next client is a political consultant,” scowled the demon. “In New Jersey. Like there was any chance our side wasn’t going to get him, anyway. I just don’t know…”
“Consider, my evil friend, my making the offer turns this into a game of chance, an occasion to test the possibilities, to match your will against the chaos of the numbers,” said the angel.
The demon’s feet worked anxiously against the apartment floor and he passed his long, tapered fingers through his silky hair. Clearly, having the opportunity to take a chance when he did not have to was unnerving him.
“Beat the odds,” he said to Worthy. “Beat the odds, and beat everyone. You know how we feel about making wagers. Wagers are sacred.”
“To your way of thinking they are,” said Worthy.
“The whole of creation is a crap shoot.”
“So your side says,” Mr. Worthy told him. “Taking chances is the ultimate temptation for your kind. What could be more alluring to the eternally damned than the reversal of fortune only luck can bring? You may have failed to win on ten million times ten million previous occasions, but there is always the possibility you might win the next hand, the next throw of the dice, thereby abolishing all the humiliations you have already endured. All that was will be made unreal, and an infinity of what-might-come-to-pass stretches out before you. Chance is the fallen’s version of salvation.”
The demon licked his thin lips and gripped his stool with both hands. A small tremor passed through his body while he experienced the rare sensation of struggling against his natural inclinations.
“Someday, you could wager everything on a single event,” said Banewill, speaking with some difficulty through labored breaths.
“Were I you, someday I might,” agreed Mr. Worthy. “Tonight we are contesting the soul of one lonely man.”
“Of two,” Banewill quickly insisted. “There’s the political consultant, too,” he added with unexpected emotional emphasis, as if he now cared deeply about that unnamed gentleman’s spirit.
“Two men, then,” said Mr. Worthy.
Maternus was not so ashamed of himself he that failed to follow the conversation the two unearthly beings were having a few feet from his bed. Like the demon, all at once he was also feeling the sweet agony only hope can visit upon anyone suffering on earth or below. Since the moment he had awakened from his rage in the Fourth Base until now, he had felt only the despair of knowing he was going to be returned to the gruesome tortures he had already suffered for eighteen centuries inside the iron cells of Hell’s seventh cycle. Watching the demon agonize over whether or not to accept the angel’s proposition, he felt an awkward flickering within himself. Plainly, Mr. Worthy was manipulating Banewill into an arrangement the reasoning portion of the demon’s psyche did not wish to partake of. Perhaps the Roman’s future was not yet lost. Perhaps he also had the chance to win everything, in spite of past setbacks. That he was reduced to thinking — or rather hoping — in a pattern similar to that of the demon did not strike him as odd.
Banewill made a sweaty attempt at enunciating a reply to Worthy and for several seconds could only bob his chin and exhale the two words, “All right.” He needed to calm his respiration before he could utter the complete sentence: “All right, we can have a court martial.”
“Wonderful,” said Mr. Worthy. “What say you to three judges? Keep the proceedings simple. We on my side believe good things come in threes, don’t you know? Have you ever noticed, my evil friend, how fairy tales and dirty jokes are inevitably resolved after the third incident? ‘This one’s too hot. This one’s too cold. This one’s just right.’ The mind starts looking for the end after three. There’s something embedded in the number, the way pi is embedded in a circle. Three is the simplest musical cadence. Do-re-me. One can’t have a completed cadence with only two notes, can you? Do-re… But add the third note, and the symphony can end at any time.”
“Oh, stop,” murmured Banewill, his formerly proud voice breaking and perspiration cascading from his sharp chin like a waterfall. “I said I would do it. You don’t have to tease me with you pious banter. You and your kind shouldn’t be allowed to mock us. It’s unseemly, really it is. You’re supposed to be kind and uphold all of that boy scout-family-values crap. So I’m weak — big surprise. I’ve been damned forever. Like I’m going to learn from my experiences and some day become a better being. One would think that you, knowing everything about me, and knowing that you and the other winged suckers are going to triumph when the last dust settles would be enough to make you happy. No, you’ve got to rub it in.”
“I mock you out of my consideration for the humans,” said Mr. Worthy and sounded innocent, even while he was lying. “We have to make examples of you for the mortals’ benefit. Otherwise, how would they ever learn? Now then, I suppose I should let you choose the three judges. Go ahead, astonish me with your vile selections.”
“Why don’t you tell me whom I’m going to pick,” sighed the demon. “You already know.”
“Come on, Mr. Banewill,” said Mr. Worthy, pretending to be perturbed. “We have a human in the room with us. He can hear everything you say. What kind of example are you setting for him? You are still an immortal, well, a semi-immortal. There is that Judgment Day business for your type.”
“Right, bring that up. Just when I’d forgotten, as if it didn’t bother me to have that hanging over my head every minute.”
“My point is, Maternus here isn’t going to fear you anymore, not if he finds out what a whiner you are,” said Mr. Worthy. “Make you picks. I’ll act like I’m surprised.”
Banewill strove to compose himself. He rested his hands on his knees and took a series of deep breaths while he tried to think happy thoughts.
“Here we go,” he said upon raising himself from the stool.
The demon raised his left hand above his head and described an arc in the air above him, much as Mr. Worthy had done on previous occasions, except that Banewill moved his hand from left to right, the opposite direction from the angel. An arched doorway of white light appeared below the curved line he drew in the air, and through it plodded three figures who carried with them the stale smell of death and a whiff of sulphur. The first two men to tramp into Maternus’s apartment were dressed in the plain linen tunic and short britches of Roman soldiers. The third man — a plump but tall young man with unseemly pock marks on his face and arms — wore a long toga similar to Banewill’s. The three men looked as confused by their new surroundings as Maternus had been when he was first summoned from Hell. The balding head of the first man through the magical doorway told Maternus he was none other than old Marcellus, the once-trusted friend who had murdered him in the Circus Maximus. The ruddy complexion and blond Germanic hair of the second figure showed him to be Casio, the young soldier Maternus had left outside Rome and the one most responsible for betraying the conspiracy. The third man was no one Maternus knew; from the gold rings on both his hands and the purple on his toga, Maternus guessed he must be a nobleman of very high position, maybe a senator. Unlike the other two men, this third man did not recognize Maternus, either, and dared to look straight into the soldier’s face in the darkened room. In contrast to him, Casio and Marcellus chose to look at the floor.
“First up, straight from the ninth cycle of my home, subsection B, an area reserved for minor traitors,” announced Banewill, sounding like a carnival barker, “come Casio Germanus and Marcellus Pullo, the men who confounded you on that spring day long ago, your last one on earth, ape boy. Look upon ‘em and weep. While you were on level seven, they have been frozen in ice for the past eighteen hundred yards, a pitchfork toss from the boss’s own skating rink. There they suffered in exquisite, unrelenting pain, fat head, and it was entirely because of you.”
The two former comrades of the Roman did not respond. Their arms hung heavily at their sides, as if their limbs were weighed down by chains.
“Salvette, brothers,” said Maternus, half of him given over to rage at the sight of the two men he had cursed for ages, and half of him feeling a strange emotion the familiar sight of them evoked.
“Health to you, brother,” they both whispered, glancing at him briefly.
“Last, and by no means least, fresh from the mysterious spot known as Limbo,” continued Banewill in his announcer’s voice, “I bring you Lucius Aelius Aurelius Antoninus Germanicus Britainicus, etc., etc., emperor of Rome.”
“Commodus,” said Maternus aloud, looking for the first time up close at the man he had hated longer than anyone else. “He’s not like his coins or his statues. Why is he only in this Limbo place?” he asked of the angel and the demon, forgetting both the predicament he was in and his repeated vow not to lose his temper. “Surely justice would demand this filthy killer be sent to the lowest, most terrible dungeon of Hell.”
“Ooh,” cooed Banewill, “ape boy is teed off!”
“That the first full sentences you utter tonight are used to question our judgment speaks poorly of you,” said Mr. Worthy. “That your motive for saying them is the hatred you bear another human being demeans you still more.”
“Where am I? Why am I here?” asked the dead emperor, craning his thick neck to look at the ceiling. “Did you see the owl?” he said directly to Maternus. “Did you? They say one was at the window of my bedroom the night I was strangled. In Germania that month an eagle laid an egg containing no yolk and no white; it was only a shell. Put that with the owl, and what do you have? The end of the world, that’s what. You look like my father,” he said to Mr. Worthy.
“He is in Limbo because he is, as you might note, quite insane,” explained the angel to Maternus. “Yes, when he was young and knew what he was doing, he committed countless mortal sins. During the last six years of his life — and he was dead at thirty-one — Commodus suffered from what you called the German disease and what the moderns know as a form of syphilis. The poor man’s brain deteriorated to a confused jumble of electrochemical impulses no longer able to make choices for good or for evil. Thus he was beyond our judgment.”
“My father also talked a lot,” said Commodus to the angel. “You’re not him, though… Where is Narcissus? Marcia? People say I look like Hercules when I have my club. Do you know where my club is?” he asked Banewill.
“I wouldn’t have anything to do with a club that you would either carry or have you as a member,” sneered the demon.
“He killed plenty while he could still think,” said Maternus, opening and closing his powerful hands and wishing he had Commodus’s flabby throat within his grip. “The winter before our mutiny, he took the money the senate was to send to the frontier outposts and built a new wing onto his palace in Rome. The men in the Augustus Legion boiled their shoes that winter to eat in place of the meat they did not have. The women outside the walls of our camp killed their youngest children rather than watch them starve. This creature was then in Rome, where they say he dined on exotic predators like lions and tigers because he had a quack physician telling him such a diet would give him magical strength. The cost of a single wild animal would have fed the entire legion for a month.”
“Go ahead,” the demon goaded him, “give him the back of your hand, ape boy.”
“Quit this!” ordered the angel. “How you disappoint me, Maternus! You know your immortal soul is about to be judged, and yet you cannot stifle your primeval fury for even a few hours. Do you think we will let you get within a galaxy of Maria and her garden while you remain seething with rage? Banewill was right about you.”
“I am always right about this mortal trash,” inserted the demon.
“You’re a brute, nothing more,” continued Mr. Worthy. “Twenty-two years of unremitting slaughter, done out of habit and for the false glory with which you used to salve your easily injured pride, reduced you to a pile of meat armed with a sharpened blade. You are not worthy of my time.”
“For his amusement,” roared Maternus, pointing at Commodus and letting tears come from his eyes, “he hunted cripples with a bow and arrow as if they were rabbits running—”
“Enough!” demanded Mr. Worthy, and the white-robed angel lifted a single finger, causing Maternus’s mouth to stop as if it had bitten into steel. “Not another word spoken in anger,” cautioned Mr. Worthy, “or I will cast you headlong to damnation without a preliminary trial. You may proceed, sir,” he added to Banewill.
“I sort of like how this is going right now,” commented Banewill. “Couldn’t we just hold off until he says something really stupid and decides the matter for us?”
“You would be waiting for a very long time,” said Worthy. “Now proceed.”
The demon touched the floor in three places. From each spot he touched there arose a broad pillar of light. Using a means that can only be described as supernatural, Banewill positioned each of the three ‘judges’ atop a pillar so that every one of them looked down on Maternus, as those on the judicial bench look down on those trapped in the docket. Viewing them at that angle, Maternus could tell both Casio and Marcellus remained reluctant to look at him. Nor did they speak.
They are uncomfortable here, thought the Roman, and in the instant he had this small thought, the black cloud of rage receded slightly within him. “Perhaps they are ashamed of how they did me,” he said to himself. In his rage he had not reflected upon why thus far all his fury had been directed toward the fat, bewildered emperor rather than the two traitorous soldiers.
“Now I’m going up,” said the confused Commodus, gawking at everything with a new energy now that he was elevated. “I can’t see my house,” he said. “It’s on the Palatine. One can usually see it from everywhere in the city.”
“On second thought, would you terribly mind if I changed this one out for a different judge?” Banewill asked Worthy about the wide-eyed emperor. “I was unaware of how goofy he had become in his final years. I was busy spreading cholera in Bythinia when he started his tragic downward spiral and didn’t keep track of events in the capital as well as I should have. I’m thinking I might trade him in for something a little Borgia, but I could go Heliogalbus, should you want to keep a Roman theme.”
“You chose him, you have to keep him,” said the angel. “He won’t, in and of himself, derail your case. Insane people may not be evil, but they can do evil deeds. You may still appeal to him. Make the best use of him you can.”
“My soldiers used to put me on a high platform like this and let me shoot wild beasts with my arrows. And sometimes criminals,” recalled the emperor.
“Charming,” said Banewill. “I’ll bear that image in mind the next time I throw a party.”
Banewill put his hands behind his hips and paced the floor in front of the pillar containing Marcellus. His movements were similar to those he had seen television lawyers make when they were about to pounce upon a hapless witness.
“Mr. M,” began the demon. “May I call you Mr. M?”
“I suppose,” shrugged the weary man atop the pillar of light.
“Now, Mr. M,” said Banewill, “tell us, to the best of your recollection, where you were on the evening of May 23, 1957.”
“What?” asked Marcellus.
“You’re not funny,” said Mr. Worthy to the demon.
“I couldn’t help myself,” laughed Banewill. “So, tell us, Mr. M, what sort of a chap was Maternus when you and he were together? I am interested in your impressions you had of him during the more than two decades the two of you were together in the Eighth Legion.”
“He was a good enough sort, better than most,” said Marcellus. “He was cold on a man-to-man level, but was a first-rate commander of men,” he added, becoming more talkative and warmer to Maternus once he had broken his silence. “Maternus was as good a leader as our century ever had. He never beat anybody, save for a couple of thieves he caught taking food from the quartermasters. ‘Course he was crazy brave. Never flinched from a fight. He was a good planner once we got into the thick of things and a lot of others were losing their heads in panic. The men would have followed him anywhere. Most of them did, I suppose.”
“I move to strike that from the record!” protested Banewill. “It’s opinion and unrelated to the issue.”
“You can’t strike anything from the record,” said Mr. Worthy. “There is no record, and your question was unrelated to the issue. Maternus is here accused of losing his temper in the Fourth Base sports bar of lower downtown Denver, Colorado. We are not trying him for anything he did in the second century A.D.”
“I’m establishing a pattern of behavior, your honor,” asserted Banewill.
“Whom are you addressing?” asked the angel.
“You, I guess. If not you, I guess I’m talking to these guys on the light beams,” said Banewill.
“If they are the judges, why are you making them testify?” asked the angel.
“You’re the one who thought three was a good number,” relied Banewill. “Whom can I ask questions if not these dopes?”
“Ask me about the owl,” suggested Commodus.
“I’ll get to you later,” said Banewill. “Now, Mr. M, did this Maternus you see before you have difficulty controlling his anger back when you knew him?”
“He seldom took it out on us troopers,” said Marcellus. “He kept all his ill feelings for the officers and other toffs we had hanging around our camps.”
“Whom he hated,” said the demon.
“Not all of ‘em,” said Marcellus. “He hated mostly the new men what come up from Rome every spring, the ones that would stay a year, or as long as it took them to steal whatever they could in the province, and then hightail it back home to make room for another well-connected thief. He had a real issue with the Severan bunch we had in Lugdunensis. They were the ones what pushed him over the edge and got him to start the rebellion.”
“You are referring to the relatives of the future emperor, Septimus Severus,” noted the demon.
“He became emperor?! Poor Rome.”
“Septimus Severus,” sighed Banewill and paused with his hand over his heart while he thought happy thoughts about that bloodthirsty tyrant. “Oh, he was a naughty one, wasn’t he, Worthy? We’ve got him and all his kinsmen spinning about on spits down on levels four and seven, like so many Cornish hens in a rotisserie oven.”
“I know that name,” said Commodus.
“You should, chubby,” said Banewill. “Septimus was a general under you. Took your place on the throne when you became food for the stray dogs rambling along the banks of the Tiber. If I recall, you were scared to death of the little killer and his host of like-minded relatives.”
“Severus and his kin were all frumentarii,” said Marcellus. “Secret policeman, you would call them these days. He and his clan were North Africans from what used to be Carthage land. They had started out as quartermaster men, as all frumentarii did. Severus and his thousands of cousins were also members of some strange sun cult. All of them had this little disk pin that looked like the face of the sun they used to clasp their heavy capes across their chests. That pin and their brown skins and curly black hair made them stick out up in Lugdunensis, where Commodus had made Severus the legate, the military governor. Severus and the members of his clan were a rare bunch, outstanding even among the other thieves Rome sent to torment us. They stole the grain right out of the local farmers’ mouths and sent it back to the capital to sell on the black market. They stole most of the soldiers’ payroll too, and what they didn’t steal outright they pocketed by setting up dummy companies that was supposed to supply horses and lumber and other equipment to the army, only they never made delivery on anything. The swells in Rome were scared to do anything about Severus and his relatives because the emperor and his people thought Severus’ frumentarii chums capable of assassinating anybody, including Commodus himself.
“Maternus went beyond hating when that flock of North Africans fell upon us like a flight of locusts on a wheat field. He called us together, everybody in his century and several others, and gave us a really good speech to tell us we either had to rebel while the weather was warm or we would all starve when winter came back. We chose to mutiny, of course. We made some three score of those sun-worshiping Africans a head shorter that spring in Gaul, and took what we could from the stores. Severus and the majority of his kinsmen got away in the night; they went straight to Rome, and the next thing we knew we’ve got the whole damned army chasing after us while we’re trying to get away into Spain.”
“I wondered what Severus needed those extra men for,” said the dead emperor.
“Thank you for the history lesson, now let us move on,” said Banewill to Marcellus.
“Like you know, the rest of the army caught us in front of the Pyrenees,” the weary trooper went on. “Them what overtook us outnumbered us nigh three to one. There wasn’t much of a battle. Couldn’t have been. Most of the lads gave up, let them fold ‘em back into the regular service, and only those of us close to Maternus ran away. We headed south for Rome, intent on killing the emperor if we couldn’t live as free men. But there was frumentarii everywhere, including among our little band of would-be assassins headed for Italy. Casio and me only had to take one of that number aside and give him the word to betray our friend Maternus. I didn’t stab my old comrade there in the back because I thought Maternus was wrong in what he was trying to do; I was old and tired and wanted to live out what little time I had left. I figured maybe we’d each make a little coin in the bargain. The informer I contacted — and they was everywhere, like I say, only Maternus was too intent on killing the emperor to see them — anyway, the man I got in touch with promised me a pardon, and new boots. I was to be stationed in Rome afterward, be with the Praetorians, and not have to march the long roads anymore. They were lying, of course. They killed us all, informers and mutineers both, along with Maternus.”
“Kill them all!” shouted Commodus for no apparent reason. “That’s what I say! It’s always the safest policy. Where did you say my club was?”
“Thank you for that insight into your conduct,” said Banewill.
“I’m sorry to say I was so concerned about my feet. Maternus here will remember how I suffered on account of them,” said Marcellus and lifted up his right foot so everyone present could see the blood that had oozed through the triangle gaps at the top of his boot, made by the loops in which the laces fit within the upper. “I’d long had trouble with my feet. They probably have a name for it today. Back then I said I’d marched them off.”
“Yes,” said Maternus, finding his voice again, “we carried Marcellus across the Rhine during the long retreat we made under Marcus Aurelius.”
As was his wont to do since he emerged into his new life, Maternus suddenly found himself reliving a scene from his time in the imperial army. He and a band of familiar faces were tramping down a dusty, unpaved trail leading them between thick forests growing close to the pathway. Four troopers, one of them Centurion Maternus, were carrying Marcellus between them on a shield. The old soldier was on his back, his legs dangling in front of him, and his bare feet were as bloody as open wounds. The soldiers did not know how to respond to a human frailty in one of their comrades, so they were cracking jokes at Marcellus’s expense while in their hearts they silently grieved for him and prayed this would never happen to their feet when they got to be as old as Marcellus.
“We’ll have to cut them off and put wooden pegs in their place,” a young soldier told the others.
“You’d at least be lighter then, brother,” said Maternus.
Marcellus did not let on he was hurt by their cruel jests and played along with the other soldiers by telling some jokes of his own.
“When we get to the river, you can throw me in, and I’ll swim back to Rome before you can walk there,” he said. “This is the gods’ way of telling me I’d do better as a fish than as a man.”
“Would you were a fish,” Maternus told him. “We’d then have something worth eating in this wilderness.”
Maternus heard the laughter that followed, yet his mind was occupied by images of his former friend hobbling along on the countless marches following the day he was carried. Whenever he was unaware others were watching, Marcellus would grimace in agony with every step he took, and every day in the field must have brought unremitting pain to the old veteran. When he sensed Maternus or some other comrade-in-arms looking at him, he would force his feet to keep a regular cadence with the other men. The old man would smile at his observers and sometimes say something funny, though he had no wit, and what he said was usually something that made only himself laugh. After many years of such torture, a full decade after he should have been given a dispensation to leave the legion, Marcellus had leapt at the opportunity to end his pain. Had he been in a similar situation, Maternus realized he would have done the same, and once he had recognized that, he could no longer blame the old soldier for his actions.
“You need not apologize, brother,” said Maternus aloud. “You did only as you felt you had to.”
“Whoa! That’s enough! Stop there!” interrupted Banewill, vainly making a ‘T’ shape with his hands, as if he were calling ‘time out’ in a ball game.
“I forgive you,” said Maternus.
The demon let forth a scream of anguish that would have roused the dead, had not four of them already been awake in Maternus’s apartment. (Since he was spirit, the living, sleeping soundly in the adjoining flats, could not hear him.) The angel meanwhile gave Maternus a triumphant smile such as the Roman had not seen since their previous meeting.
“I blame you for this,” Banewill told Worthy after he had recovered his equilibrium. “You had everything worked out, like you always do. You knew he would beat up those yahoos in the sports bar and you knew I’d bring Moe, Curly, and Larry here into the fray and you knew ape boy would get teary eyed and use the f-word the second Marcellus showed him his damned feet. What’s next? Is he going to do the same to these other two morons?”
“Why don’t you keep going, and we’ll see,” said the elated Mr. Worthy who, for one pure of heart, sometimes enjoyed winning a little too much.
“Can’t we just fill out the paperwork and get on to another case?” said the crestfallen Banewill. “By the time the sun comes up, you’re going to turn ape boy as saintly and saccharin as a character in a holiday special. Put him in a cardigan and call him Bing Crosby. Again, for what must be the ten gabillionth occasion, you are wasting my time. You already know what the results are going to be.”
“The game is yet afoot,” said the angel, masking his delight with a calm demeanor. “I admit we have swiftly fallen into the fourth quarter, and you are down a goal, but there remains that chance, that sweet distant chance, you might this one time get the better of me. You’re not one to pass that up, Banewill.”
“Can we move on to the second fool? Or can we declare you victorious right now?” asked the demon, checking a wristwatch that had materialized above his left hand. Try as he might, he could not hide how tempted he was. “I have a thing in Darfur at two twenty-five,” he said.
“You’re in charge, chief,” said Worthy. “Please go on.”
Banewill took a few seconds to get himself into character. He stretched his arms and craned his neck about, and then he reverted to his announcer’s persona.
“On pillar number two,” he proclaimed, “born of a German whore and a Brundesian peasant and turned over to the army at the age of nineteen when he became too large to feed, baby-faced Casio, late of the Augustus Legion and late principal betrayer of the ape boy’s conspiracy. By modern measurements, standing five feet, four inches and weighing a wiry one hundred and thirty-seven pounds — when he’s been fed — he was the first to decide to run to the frumentarii; old Marcellus there was a late comer brought into the deal at the last minute when one of the emperor’s men fussed Maternus might get away. Casio here didn’t do it because he had ill feet on his legs or ill feelings for his rebel leader. He did it for the reason the active but unimaginative inevitably have: he did it to please a woman.”
“My wife,” said Casio from his elevated position, “not just any woman.”
“I did not know you had a wife, brother,” said Maternus.
“An unofficial one,” said the still youthful Casio. “She followed us from camp to camp, lived outside the walls. Julia was her name. Not her real name, you know. Her real name was something Celtic I couldn’t pronounce. Julia wasn’t pretty. Not that I’m handsome, mind you, but I say so because her looks were her only fault. She had the pox when she was young, you see — disfigured her face. The rest of her was good, far better than I deserved. We had six children, four of them may have lived long enough to have children of their own. I never saw my grandchildren. The frumentarii promised me I would be discharged from the Augustus and given enough money to buy Julia a regular home. Instead, they killed me on the spot like they did the other conspirators. We didn’t live two hours more than Maternus.”
“You betrayed me to get a house for your wife?” asked Maternus. He was never a good actor and could not conceal the wrath he had for this young man he had tried to save only days before they both were slain.
“Ooh, this is a little better,” commented Banewill. “Ape boy is angry again. Yes, you were battling for justice and honor and whatever you call the rest of that overrated stuff overthrowing the crazy emperor here represented to you, and little downy-cheeked Casio gave you up for the sake of a roof over his whore’s head. Lanky old Marcellus was only along for the ride. Makes a man want to puke or hit somebody, doesn’t it?”
Before he could say anything, Maternus found himself standing in the garden he had dreamed about for the past eighteen hundred years. He could see the low wall beyond the peristyle and the empty trellises attached to it. The long hedges dividing the courtyard from the columns were alive, their yellow flowers recently opening to the early spring. Maria was before him, as were three of his former comrades; Maternus could see their motions, hear faint stirrings of their conversations. He was removed from them and could not make out the sounds the others heard. Maria did not appear to know he was present.
“Why are you showing me this?” Maternus asked the sky.
He knew Mr. Worthy was showing him this for a reason, but the angel did not answer him.
“She has nothing to do with Casio,” he said. “Maria could never have known him. Is there some reason you won’t let me hear her?”
He waited for an answer that did not come.
“Could I at least say something to her?” he asked. “I don’t believe I have seen her place this time of year… It was summer when I met her. The flowers are not in full blossom here. These men couldn’t have been there either. I recognize them as men in my legion we lost against the Parthians. Are they dead and in Heaven with her? Or am I imagining them?”
The three soldiers walked away, leaving Maria to work at the black soil with a short spade. She turned the ground over, one small clump at a time. Maternus was nonetheless fascinated by her careful, repeated motions and by faint traces of the song she was humming while she worked.
“Are you showing me this because this Julia woman was Casio’s Maria?” he asked the vacant space above his head.
Immediately the scene before him vanished and was replaced by the image of a city street Maternus somehow knew was in the densely populated Aventine, one of Rome’s worst slums. He had never personally been there. He saw for a moment on his left the lofty palaces of nearby Palatine Hill, the same majestic structures he had glimpsed before he and his confederates entered the Circus Maximus. Then he was moving headfirst down a crowded passageway. People and dogs and clothes hanging to dry in the smoky sun overhead made the narrow path between the plastered walls seem even smaller than it was. He attempted to push several men out of his way, then realized he was not able to touch them. For a reason he did not at first grasp, many he passed were shouting words he could not fully hear and others were fleeing down the street ahead of him. The mystic power that had told him where he was now informed him he was watching events that occurred only minutes after the assassination of Commodus had failed. The Praetorians and the city cohorts had been unleashed upon the citizens, and they were hacking down anyone they suspected of participating in the conspiracy. The people were fleeing them. Maternus beheld before him a woman with a face scarred by an old disease running before him, and at the same time attempting to keep the four small children at her feet moving along with her. Maternus at once knew she was Julia and these were her and Casio’s children, fleeing the chaos that had recently consumed several thousand others back at the Circus. He saw the care this Julia took to pick up her small daughter when the child fell; she was resolute in her purpose, though despite her actions the terror in her eyes was plain to see. They rushed around a sharp corner that brought them smack into a cluster of Praetorians dressed in their distinctive silver inlaid breastplates and scarlet capes; the soldiers had their bloody swords drawn and were standing over the bodies of two civilians. The troopers were grinning, a little embarrassed but tremendously thrilled; theirs was the look of blood lust, a look Maternus had seen on the faces of many soldiers when the battle had been won and the only action left was to run the enemy into the ground.
“Well hello, ugly,” the centurion leading the detachment leered at Julia and her children. “You and your brats look like traitors to me.”
“Let us stop this here,” said Maternus to the air. “I don’t need to see this.”
He attempted to close his eyes. The images still overwhelmed his vision. He put his hands over his ears, but still he could hear the children’s screams.
“Why am I made to see this?!” Maternus called out.
He did manage to close his eyes after he had witnessed too much; when he moved from the darkness, he was again inside his bedroom, looking up at the three pillars from his bed.
“What was that?” Banewill demanded of Mr. Worthy, racing across the floor to present his question to the unruffled angel. “What did you make ape boy see? You’re cheating again, aren’t you? This time I’m making a formal complaint. You see if I don’t.”
“Complain to whom, sir?” asked the angel.
“To…” started Banewill and thought better of continuing. “I’ll complain to, you know…,” he stammered after a pause. “To…” He nodded upward.
“To an authority higher than myself?” asked Mr. Worthy. “Good luck with that.”
“Casio doesn’t know his family was killed?” thought Maternus.
The angel shook his head ‘no.’
“What’s he thinking?” asked Banewill, charging across the room to get between Worthy and Maternus. “You’re communicating with him in one of your mysterious ways. What are you making him do?”
“I forgive Casio, as well,” said Maternus aloud. “He was serving his family, and a man owes his family more than he owes his friends or his nation.”
“Oh, crap!” swore Banewill. “What’s next? Is he going to start praying?”
He lumbered back to the kitchen stool, sat down heavily, and impatiently checked his watch again.
“Thank you, sir,” said Casio to Maternus.
“If it is within your power to let me take the place of these two men, I would willingly do so,” said Maternus. “I do not wish them to suffer longer for my sake.”
Banewill looked as though he had been dropped from a very high place, while Mr. Worthy glowed (literally) upon hearing Maternus’s offer. As for Maternus himself, he felt his chest expand as it had done whenever he stood at the barracks doorway at the beginning of a lovely spring day, looking across the green countryside and seeing only peace and good weather. Being more attuned to physical sensations than he was to analyzing his thoughts, he did not at that time understand the motion in his chest was the wrath he had long nursed for Casio and Marcellus being replaced by a newfound sympathy for his former companions.
“Go ahead and hit me with a lightning bolt,” sighed the demon, and he slumped against the counter, the figure of dejection.
“Are we still going to kill anybody?” asked the emperor.
“Let’s do have the trial,” decided the upbeat Mr. Worthy. “How do you vote, gentlemen?” he asked Casio and Marcellus. “Should Maternus be returned to Hell?”
“He was the best man I ever served under,” said Marcellus. “I say let him go.”
“We haven’t presented any evidence or made the opening arguments…” Banewill protested feebly, “…not that it matters at this point.”
“Let him go,” said Casio. “He’s suffered enough.”
“Thank you, gentlemen,” said Worthy. “And I’m wondering if perhaps neither of you should go back to Hell. I think you should both come with me once we get matters squared away here. I will have some tests for you, tests I feel you will do quite well on. Marcellus will soon be strolling on new feet in green clover, and Casio will be with his wife and children.”
“Soon you’ll have your hooks into all our older clients,” huffed Banewill. “Thank Lucifer for the twentieth century or the old neighborhood would be empty.”
“I vote for death,” announced Commodus.
“Thank you for your input, Mr. Emperor,” said Mr. Worthy. “That makes it two to one: Maternus is found not guilty and is returned to the living. However, before he can reach Heaven,” he said directly to the Roman, “he will have to complete an alternative third test. This matter of Shen Coleman’s notebook is hereby set aside.”



IX
Timid Love is not Love
“Why test him again?” asked Banewill, who had not left his place on the kitchen stool. “You’re obviously going to give him a pass.”
“I’ll let you set the guidelines,” said Mr. Worthy. “You never know. This time—”
“—I might get the better of you,” suggested Banewill, anticipating the angel’s words for him.
“You’re upset,” said Worthy to the demon in the dulcet tones of a preschool teacher addressing his naughtiest young charge. “Why not take some time to construct something really devious for him this time? Go to your place in the Springs, play a few rounds of golf, torment some wealthy inmates at the rehab centers, run over some small desert animals in your convertible, and meanwhile you can collect your thoughts. Everyone of us could use a short lull in the action. I need to situate Mr. Marcellus and Mr. Casio in other quarters. The latter gentleman’s family has been anxious about him for long enough. And before you travel anywhere, Banewill, would you please take the emperor back to wherever he’s staying?”
“We’re having ice cream on Thursday,” said Commodus and brightened in spite of the lack of bloodshed that evening. “Caligula is turning thirty, again.”
“Mad emperors,” muttered Banewill. “What are we to do with them? No, I don’t need any down time, thank you. Here’s the plan: I want ape boy to find a girlfriend for this dim bulb, Stephen Kent. Better yet, I want the librarian Cecilia Roberts, the dame who’s smitten with Stephen’s bud, this low-rent hipster friend Shen Coleman, I want her to be the girlfriend. When I say girlfriend, I mean she has to be taken with him, see him as an actual potential husband. Lastly, I give Maternus only two weeks to complete this mission.”
The demon counted out the provisions for the test on his fingers as he spoke them. Being easily tempted, he had recovered his malicious self-assuredness now that he once more had before him the prospect of possibly defeating the angel.
“Agreed,” said Mr. Worthy, speaking sooner than Maternus would have wished. “I wouldn’t be surprised if my man does the job in less time than that.”
The Roman could not be nearly as confident as his divine champion. He had seen how the middle-aged Stephen mooned over the equally middle-aged Cecilia, and how indifferent she he was to him. He had lived long enough in Aurora to understand that the librarian was of a higher economic station than Stephen. He did not see any complications in persuading Shen to forget the librarian; no one could be as important to the poet as he was to himself. Getting her interested in the out-at-the-heels Stephen seemed nearly impossible.
“Stephan is … different,” he said to the angel. “Miss Roberts might never be attracted to him. Would you be, if you were a woman?”
“I have been, whenever the need arises,” said Banewill, “and I would say ‘no’ to the doper. I wouldn’t have him if he were as rich as the crocus.”
“The phrase is ‘as rich as Croesus,’” said the angel. “Croesus was a man — the King of Lydia, no less. A crocus is a flower.”
“I’m allowed not to know as many things as you,” said the demon. “The powers that be let me forget, otherwise I might get depressed.”
“Were you more knowledgeable, I don’t believe I would enjoy your company as much as I do,” replied Mr. Worthy. To Maternus he gave the admonition: “Stephen is your friend, and thus you should not despair of him. There must be something in his person you find pleasing, something this woman might likewise find attractive. You have been in the modern world for several seasons and you know to whom you can turn whenever you need advice. Better still, by now you have some inkling of whom not to trust. I have great faith in you, my boy.”
Mr. Worthy lifted his hand above his head, a move that signaled the Roman something dramatic was about to occur. Maternus guessed the angel was on the verge of making another exit into the ether, and started to make a final objection from his bed.
“You see, sir, Stephen is not the sort—” he began.
“We’re done here,” declared the angel. “Nothing more needs to be said tonight.”
Mr. Worthy raised his right hand, causing Maternus’s eyelids to become heavy and bringing darkness into the small apartment. When the Roman awoke, he was alone in his flat and hungry for his breakfast.
Two weeks being a very short time to make anyone fall in love with Stephen, Maternus decided he had to hit the ground running on this project. Not knowing any other way to proceed, he took the most direct approach he could and went directly to Shen, although he no longer had much confidence in the poet’s understanding of romance. He went to the poet only because Maternus remained an unimaginative man and could think of no one else to whom he could turn. The Roman likewise remained as unsubtle a man as he had been when he was a soldier.
“I do not wish to press you, sir,” he told Shen upon arriving at the boardinghouse, “but I think you now owe me a favor. I want you to help Stephen win the woman Cecilia Roberts as his love. Please do not object. She is much drawn to you, I know, like many other women are.” (While Shen was taken aback by the Roman’s forward manner, he did have to agree with the notion women found him irresistible.) “He is smitten with the woman. None other will satisfy his…” he thought of saying “lust” but settled upon “desire.”
“Desire?” said Shen. “You sure you want to use that word when you’re talking about Stevie?”
“I speak English, yet my vocabulary is limited,” said Maternus. “I know no better term for how he feels. He likes Miss Roberts.”
“Stevie likes a lot of stuff. Most of it he likes for a day or so. You know, he once began to write a book about Japanese fighting kites. Sat up in his room for two weeks straight and read every book on the subject the Denver public library system had or could order for him through inter-library loan. Then one day, while he was still reading, out of his bedroom window he saw a kid walk by, pulling one of those old-fashioned red wagons like Andy Griffith’s kid used to have — not his real kid, I mean the one who got bald and became a movie director — anyway, Stevie sees the wagon, the next thing I know he’s borrowed five thousand dollars to start building retro versions popular toys in his uncle Jerry’s garage. That was right before he thought he would become a gardener. Jerry had to pay back the loan for the toy factory. He also had to pay for all the flower seed and gardening tools Stevie never got around to using.”
“He moves from thing to thing,” agreed Maternus. “I have read women like a man with diverse experiences.”
“Stevie’s long ago forgotten most of whatever he experienced,” said Shen, and smiled when he thought of his blowsy friend, which disturbed Maternus, for friendship, along with courage, was one of the few virtues that had grown in the otherwise sterile soil of his Augustus Legion. The Roman had never spoken ill even of the comrades who had murdered him, and he did not think well of Shen for so readily making light of a loyal companion. “You think he’ll want to be with a woman, the same woman, every day of his life?” asked the poet.
“He will grow into the habit,” predicted Maternus, remembering what Aristotle had written. “One day he will do as he must, and soon he will do as he has learned to want. We are drawn to the good, and doing good will, in time, become second nature to him.”
“I never figured you for an optimist, big guy. Are you putting something on your skin? It’s clearing up really nicely.”
Shen fingered his own cheeks when he asked this. Maternus realized the poet had taken notice of the changes in his appearance.
“Only soap and water,” said the Roman.
“Why do you care about Stephen’s love life?” asked Shen, now genuinely interested in someone else’s intentions, not because he sympathized with either Maternus or Stephen, but because what the Roman meant to do was so very odd.
“I will soon be leaving Aurora,” said Maternus. “I wish to accomplish something here you and my other friends will remember me by. I cannot write poetry as you do. Nor can I influence the course of world events like Stephen.”
Shen chuckled at Maternus’s reference to Stephen’s letter writing-campaigns. By this time in his sojourn, Maternus also appreciated that Stephen was a bit of a crank, however, a transformation had taken place within the once-brutish soldier that matched the improvement in his appearance, and he had become too kind to laugh at the delusions of someone he cherished.
“I can only do a few small acts to show I care about Stephen’s future,” Maternus continued his explanation, “and love seems to be what he most wants and is least likely ever to know.”
“Making somebody hot for old Stevie will be an uphill fight,” agreed Shen. “Are you thinking of letting him in on your plans? Or is this going to be some kind of surprise? I don’t mean a surprise like Cecilia jumping out of a cake or something. I’m just wondering how much Stevie will be willing to take part in this. Then if he does decide to put a move on Cecilia, if Stevie has any moves, how do we keep her from rejecting him? Stevie in heat has got to be a scary presentation.”
“We should talk to him now,” decided Maternus. “I have no wish to deceive him.”
They had to but open the door of Shen’s room to get to Stephen, who was sitting on his bed, his nose buried in Westword magazine, engrossed in an article about the illegal drug traffic coming from Latin America. New ideas were flooding into Stephen’s brain as swiftly as the Tijuana cartel was swamping the American southwest with crystal meth. Like many enthusiasts, Stephen saw the key to everything lay in his particular field of study. The physicist views the universe as an equation. The lawyer sees the same as half argument, half agreement. The economist knows all of creation is divided into profit and loss. The sports fan knows it is all one great game. Stephen was different from those other enthusiasts only in that he had so many fields to shape his world view. At the moment Shen and Maternus walked into his room, Stephen realized everything that had transpired in the world over the past fifty years had happened because of the secret schemes of shadowy drug lords. He naturally wanted to share his discovery with the first people he met.
“I’m never smoking another joint,” he announced to his guests in lieu of saying “hello.” The look in his eyes startled the Roman, and could have had a similar effect on any sane person. Shen, however, was familiar with the look; it meant Stephen had mounted another hobbyhorse and was riding it, with rabid enthusiasm, straight toward the edge of a high cliff.
“Very admirable,” said Maternus. “I understand from my readings that cannabis causes various psychoses in lab monkeys.”
“It’ll lower your sperm count, too,” said Stephen. “That’s nothing, though. The money from drugs is the fuel powering all the evil in the world!”
“You’re sure of this?” asked Maternus, for even he, a stranger to this version of the world, could think of some other reasons for evil that had nothing to do with drugs.
“The Iran-Contra business was financed by drugs,” said Stephen, and he held up the magazine article as proof of that assertion. “Afghanistan, Iraq, Columbia: they’re dope money at play.”
Stephen’s energy level was somewhere between a televangelist on stage on Easter Sunday and a teenage girl who had just French kissed John Meyer. No one in the Roman’s time had ever let himself become so excited, not even on the point of death in the arena.
“I don’t keep up with these matters as you do, sir,” said Maternus and glanced at Shen, who did not seem to have listened to anything Stephen had said and was studying an aviation poster on the bedroom wall.
“Where do you think politicians get their money when they run for office?” asked Stephen, getting uncomfortably close to Maternus’s face.
“Drug lords?” asked Shen from the poster.
“They use it to manipulate the GDP, the price of oil, everything,” said Stephen. “Vietnam, Korea, Panama: they were swimming in drugs and drug money. Fifty-six trillion dollars passes out of this country every year, sometimes every month — all for drugs. It’s bigger than computers, bigger than ten thousand Bill Gates. If the people in this country knew, they would rise up and tear the Demopublicans and Republocrats to pieces. They’d get into their houses and—”
“You smoke a little extra this morning, Stevie?” asked Shen.
“Only a little,” Stephen confessed. “Not so much. I said I was quitting.”
“You want to take in a movie?” asked Shen, although this was something he and Maternus had not discussed in the poet’s bedroom.
“What do you want to see?” asked Stephen, immediately forgetting the worldwide drug conspiracy once Shen had mentioned a movie.
“I thought we’d take your uncle’s car, go to that cheap place on University in Denver that shows last season’s movies for two bucks a head. We’ll probably have to take Jerry to shut him up. I thought we’d also ask Cecilia, you know, from the library. She likes to go with us to stuff like that.”
“I guess,” said Stephen, doing a very poor job of hiding his excitement when he heard her name.
When they brought their plan to Jerry in the living room, he called them each several filthy names to thank them for asking him to come along. Maternus understood the old man was mocking Stephen’s and Shen’s sexuality when he called them “faggots;” he did not grasp Jerry’s meaning when the old man called the Roman “a lumbering creep.” As Maternus understood the terms, ‘creep’ meant either the act of moving in a stealthy fashion or one who moves in such a manner, and ‘lumbering’ was an adjective meaning clumsy or awkward, which would contrast strongly with the noun it was modifying. Maternus also understood he would be wasting time to point this out to Jerry. The old man said he would be glad to go, so long as he could call shotgun and they were seeing a movie neither Shen or Stephen might enjoy.
Convincing Cecilia to go to the cinema was an easier chore. Sunday morning (a time Maternus knew the pious reserved for church) found her sipping coffee with her girlfriend Lucy in the condo they shared in east Aurora. Shen had been there before. The poet nonchalantly strolled past the faux-jade lions guarding the front door, and did not have to wait long after he rang the doorbell and called out his name to the two women beyond the Spanish Colonial entryway. Cecilia was flushed and as giddy as anyone can be on very short notice, such as school boys when they are seated behind a pretty girl, co-eds when they meet their first male college professor, and journalists during an unexpected happy hour. She and Lucy could not go to the movies as they were then arrayed and demanded a few minutes to prepare their persons, ostensibly to make themselves pleasing for whomever they might meet at the theater, when they were obviously intent on impressing Shen.
The four men had to wait in a living room that smelled of vanilla candles and pet cats while the two women cleaned up and dressed in the fifteen-hundred-square-foot condominium’s only full bathroom. The room’s decor of hand-knitted afghans, and the matching rose patterned sofa and love seat elicited the comment from Stephen “that women sure kept stuff neat.” Shen scanned through a large coffee table book of Georgia O’Keefe’s paintings and commented she would have been a woman worthy of one of his poems. Uncle Jerry said he could smell the women’s genitalia, except he used a vulgar term and laughed in a manner as crude as his expression.
While Maternus observed how Stephen kept pushing his hands in and out of his jeans’ pockets and how the poor man jumped up from his seat every time he heard a noise that might be the women coming out, the Roman could not see the lover Mr. Worthy desired. Shen was meanwhile taking too much comfort from the difficult situation, behavior that would continue for the rest of the day. Often during the outing, the Roman caught the poet smiling to himself, as if he were amused by how emotionally clumsy Stephen was while in the vicinity of the librarian.
He believes he is showing me how impossible the task is, thought Maternus. Angels and men: they both think I am so dense I have to be taught by example.
When at last the two women were ready, Cecilia showed no interest in Stephen and instead cleaved as closely to Shen as she could. Upon climbing into Jerry’s car, Cecilia sat on Shen’s lap in the back seat, and Lucy the nurse wedged next to Maternus in the same crowded back seat. The latter woman likewise showed no interest in Stephen, yet both she and Cecilia did betray a new fascination with the Roman and his changed appearance.
“I didn’t realize you were this gorgeous when I met you at the Great Blue Heron,” said Lucy, pressing close to Maternus’s side. “I can hardly tell you were ever a boxer.”
“Matt’s been using face cream,” said Shen. “The old soldier’s practically a metrosexual.”
“In truth, I prefer women,” said Maternus, misunderstanding what Shen had said. “I think it is your clean Colorado air that has aided my complexion.”
Maternus would have enjoyed the women’s attention more had the two of them acted like ladies of the age they were. The Roman had already observed that while the modern world had many gifts to offer, individual dignity was not one of the treasures it held forth, at least not to those who were neither wealthy or celebrated. The people he had met in Aurora were more compassionate, more sensitive, and more tolerant than those he had known in his previous life, and yet those same modern people insisted upon acting as though they were children, regardless of their real age or station. Cecilia and Lucy, both educated and hard-working professionals, tittered as if they were fourteen and had the cutest boy in eighth grade over to play Twister in the basement without adult supervision. Everything everyone said was funny to them as the tightly packed car progressed through the city streets and Stephen sat behind the wheel and nervously licked his lips. Everything Shen said was especially funny and delightful. The Roman hoped in his heart this behavior was an entirely modern innovation and Maria would behave like an adult. Otherwise an eternity with her in Paradise would pall after a very brief time.
Stephen pulled the car into the parking lot of a tall, narrow building that had clearly once been a church and was now converted into a temple to the arts. The crowd there, like gatherings at the shopping mall, was much younger than Maternus and his companions. Shen said this spot was popular with college students from nearby Denver University, a gaggle of whom were standing outside the building’s main entrance, smoking herbal cigarettes before the main feature began. Maternus was not surprised when he observed that several of the black-clad young men positioned on the sidewalk had tattoos on their forearms and metal studs in their lips and earlobes, and he was still less surprised a couple of them recognized Shen and shouted: “You the man!” when the poet lifted his chin to them. Maternus had never been in an enclosed theater before. The long black drapes on the four interior walls of the cinema house blocking out exterior light and hiding the stained glass windows certainly made the place resemble a conventional small theater, albeit one that had wooden pews instead of fold-out, padded seats. As it was an art house, and not merely a conventional venue one might find in the suburbs, and because the quality of the motion pictures shown there were not always the best, the audience was free to contribute (loudly) to whatever they saw and heard on the screen in front of them. Shen and Stephen explained to Maternus that mocking a bad movie from your seat was “ironic.”
“I might have anticipated that would be so,” said the Roman.
The by-now-old movie they watched that Sunday morning was an epic and oddly cartoonish retelling of the battle of Thermopylae. The three hundred Spartans in the center of the story — Maternus took them to be the heroes of the tale, but he was not overly certain — fought a huge Persian army, as they had in Herodotus’s telling of the battle. In the version they were watching on the screen the Spartans dressed in scanty red loincloths rather than heavy bronze armor, and they articulated their words at the backs of their mouths instead of on their tongues and lips. The Persians — Maternus could not help but think of them as the ancestors of the accursed Parthians — were a collection of humanoid aliens who rode rhinos and elephants that were five storeys tall. King Xerxes was an eight-foot-tall hermaphrodite who observed the fighting from a throne indistinguishable from a Rose Bowl Parade float. Everyone on the screen shouted their lines.
From the relatively few comments the scruffy audience members made, Maternus deduced the performance was meant to be serious. The Roman therefore decided he, too, should treat the film as serious. Such would be the polite action to take. Thus he remained composed. Until the combat began. Then Maternus was the one to make noise. The prancing choreography of the supposed warriors on the screen, the absurd way they slashed at one another rather than stabbing as real soldiers would do, the ridiculously ornate weapons they carried, and the fifty-foot leaps the Spartans could make at will: all of these were so preposterous to the veteran of a hundred battles he laughed aloud despite his usual dour self. Several of the tattooed students seated in front of Maternus’s group turned about and gave the Roman nasty looks, which caused Maternus to cover his mouth. Regrettably, his great, flat hand turned his guffaws into muffled eruptions which sounded much like the noise a pig makes while eating dry corn, and he continued to draw angry glares from serious viewers around him.
“Are you alright, Matt?” Lucy leaned over to ask him.
“Just a tickle in my throat,” said the Roman. “I think I have it under control now.”
He took a deep breath and closed his eyes to save himself from any more of the movie. Maternus thought pleasant thoughts of the garden and the sundry plants he and Maria would plant there. The discovery of new lands that had taken place since he and she had last been together gave them hundreds of new species to cultivate: vegetables from the Western Hemisphere like maize, potatoes, and tomatoes; bright, vigorous tulips from the South Seas; plump marigolds from the Asian highlands; purple Mexican sunflowers and red and blue hollyhocks as tall as Maria’s head. He imagined how she and he would dig the black, fertile earth of Heaven and plant their wondrous crops one seed and one bulb at a time. He then asked himself what sort of name Maria was. He had heard of women in the Palatine with that name, Jewish women. Was Maria a Jew? Would she accept him as her husband if she were?
He was thinking these things when Lucy nudged his arm and said the movie was over.
“You went to sleep,” she teased him. “You mustn’t have liked it very much.”
“I figured none of it could be better than the part I had already seen,” said Maternus.
In the car on the ride back to Aurora, Jerry pronounced the movie “faggoty horse shit,” and “the Spartans didn’t wear much more than some Trojans,” he added. Cecilia opined there was a lot of artistry in every frame; the movie had really been a series of paintings, she said, however, there had been too much violence to please her. Shen said he thought it was “high camp,” not meant to be good in the sense of conventionally good. Stephen said he could not remember if it was a Darius or a Xerxes that Alexander the Great had killed.
“Alexander did not kill him,” said Maternus. “He attempted to take Darius captive. The Persian emperor was killed by members of his own court. The story is in Plutarch.”
“Pardon?” said Cecilia.
“Plutarch,” repeated Maternus. “He wrote The Lives of the Noble Greeks and Romans. It is in the library. His biography of King Leonidas and Herodotus’s History of the Persian Wars provided the storyline for the movie we just saw.”
All of the other people in the car — save for Jerry — allowed they had heard the names before. They also admitted they had never read the books Maternus mentioned.
“Did you not attend university?” asked Maternus.
Yes, everyone, except Jerry again, had been to college. Cecilia explained that in university a student reads books about books like the ones Plutarch and Herodotus wrote. Undergraduate students usually did not have the proper training or the credentials to read primary texts from other historic eras.
“I read them this past summer,” said Maternus.
No doubt he did, explained the librarian patiently, and she sincerely hoped he had enjoyed them. But his enjoyment did not change the fact that since he had read the books through the biased lens of his own experiences rather than in the light of what qualified scholars have to say about the books, his opinions on what he had read would be skewed in an idiosyncratic fashion. As a novice reader, Maternus did not even have a governing theory to guide him. That was why, she said, it was better for a lot of books to be left to the experts.
“I don’t even like to read Shakespeare unless he’s really annotated,” Shen added.
Maternus recalled what Mr. Worthy had told him on his first day in Aurora about modern words sometimes having no meaning, and he realized the librarian’s explanation was probably an example of that type of verbiage. As befitted the kinder man he was becoming, he chose not to argue with her.
Rather he said, “You may be right, Miss Roberts. I was of the opinion the entertainment we saw today was terrible. Perhaps I need to read some books about cinema before I make judgments.”
“Nah,” said Shen, “you only need to see more movies. Then when you compare this one to most, you’d see it’s not that bad.”
Back at the women’s home, the women continued to fawn over Shen. Jerry kept up the unpleasant front he used to hide his truly repulsive personality, and Stephen remained to one side, gazing wistfully upon Cecilia. Stephen spoke only when he saw an opening in the conversation and he would then insert some vaguely relevant item he had seen on the internet or read in the newspaper.
“There are a hundred million itinerant industrial workers in China today,” he said upon hearing Cecilia mention some Chinese screens she had seen at a shop in the Cherry Wood Mall. “They’re the poorest of the poor. A lot of them camp out wherever they go.”
“You lose, on average, six degrees Fahrenheit for every thousand feet you climb in elevation,” he noted when Shen said he was considering going hiking in the mountains.
Shen decided when it was time to return to the boardinghouse. Stephen said that would be okay and walked out the condominium door, his hands still in his pockets, after he took one last look over his shoulder at the indifferent librarian.
“Was this exercise for my benefit?” Maternus asked Shen when the two of them had bid good afternoon to the others and they were alone on the boardinghouse’s front porch.
“I don’t want to be cruel to Stevie,” said Shen, leaning against the awning post and sounding as caring as he could manage. “He’s probably my best friend in the entire world, strange dude that he is. I thought you needed to see how it is with him — pretty much hopeless. I mean, I’ll go along with this crazy scheme of yours if that’s what you want to do, but you shouldn’t expect any success. I’ll do it ‘cause I like him.”
“Do you have any idea how we should proceed?” asked Maternus.
“I was thinking maybe I ought to give Stevie what TV calls a make over. Turn him into a bad boy. As much as he can be, I mean. Women go for that sort of thing. What we can’t do, maybe we can fake.”
“I am not following you entirely,” said Maternus. “Are you saying Stephen must become an evil man in order to appeal to Miss Roberts?”
“I’m not saying bad in the sense of evil,” said Shen. “I’m talking bad in the sense of b-a-d. I mean outside the law. Not a nine-to-five guy. An adventurer, a risk taker, a rebel. Look, I don’t want to brag or anything, but this is why women come on to me. I know there are a lot better looking guys than me.”
“Not many,” said Maternus.
“Thanks. There are sure a lot more richer guys. What I’ve got to offer the ladies is something new. They know when they’re with me, I’m going to take them to wild new places they’ve never been before.”
“I did not realize this dynamic existed,” confessed Maternus. “I have long assumed women find dangerous men to be merely dangerous.”
“That’s why you need to turn this thing over to me,” proposed Shen. “I’ll train Stevie for a couple days. We’ll change his way of carrying himself, how he talks. I think we’ll maybe get him a motorcycle, borrow one from a friend of mine. Cecilia won’t know what hit her, maybe. This Tuesday morning, I’ll bring the new Stevie around to the library and you can watch him hook up with Cecilia, or not. I swear I’ll give him my best shot.”
Maternus recalled the angel had told him he would know to whom he could turn when he needed advice. The Roman, being no wiser than any other man, decided Shen had to be the advisor Mr. Worthy had foretold. Therefore he put Stephen into Shen’s hands and went to bed that evening believing he was on the road to his third and final triumph. Heaven and Maria — the two had become one in his imagination — were now indeed within his reach. Shen may have disconcerting qualities, yet Maternus had to confess he had never known a man more loved by women than the winsome poet, and as the wealthiest man must know something of finance and the beggar must understand want, Maternus concluded Shen must know more about females than other men. In his desire to believe, the Roman forgot the wealthy and the poor and the comely are often born the way they are, and often do not comprehend the circumstances of their existence any more than rain knows why it falls to the ground.
On the appointed Tuesday Maternus was seated at his table in the branch library, reading pleasant Miss Austen’s Northanger Abby, a novel he was certain one could find in Heaven, when Shen and Stephen entered the building and walked up the long ramp to the circulation desk. To the Roman’s horror, Stephen was dressed in black leather pants and jacket. On the would-be lover’s head was a black baseball cap, worn backwards, making Stephen’s fine blond hair stick out like wisps of straw over his forehead and the tops of his ears. In his heavy motorcycle boots and shiny pants, he moved with the stiff-legged grace one would expect of a lobster walking on its hinders. On his thin face was an expression like the one Caesar must have worn when Brutus and other conspirators gathered around him on the senate floor. A comet falling from the sky at that very moment, a ball of fire powerful enough to reduce Stephen to insensate ashes and spare him the catastrophe he was about to suffer, would have been a thoughtful gesture for Providence to make on Stephen’s behalf.
Shen did most of the talking. Stephen remained to one side of the circulation desk and, after considerable effort, managed to stick both his hands into the pockets of the tight-fitting leather pants. Maternus was too far from the monologue Shen was delivering to Cecilia to catch everything the poet said. The Roman took in only snatches of the backward praise the poet was heaping upon his friend for the librarian’s sake. “Stevie’s quite a motorcycle freak,” he heard. He also caught “wild man” and “flat-track champion.” Maternus found it easier to hear Stephen when that embarrassed, foolish man announced, “The first motorcycle was invented by Sylvester Page of Massachusetts. In 1868 he attached a steam engine to a bicycle he made a year earlier.” This was audible because Stephen remained removed from the circulation desk and addressed the library in general rather than the librarian specifically. Cecilia Roberts did not once turn toward Stephen during the span of Shen’s discourse; she busied herself with volumes from the return books bin. From her expression, Maternus guessed she was on this occasion as irritated by the talkative poet as she was by the forty-eight-year-old slacker standing a grenade toss away from her.
The Roman had withstood attacks of barbarian hordes in the gloom of the German woods and had remained stoically at attention while members of his legion’s execution squad nailed screaming convicts to wooden crosses. Watching Stephen’s humiliation was somehow more painful than any of his past experiences, and Maternus had to leave his table and escape into the open air outside the library before the scene reached its terrible denouement. That Shen could endure the event and actually participate in it while maintaining a calm expression caused the poet to fall still farther in Maternus’s estimation of him.
“Stevie didn’t interact with her,” Shen told Maternus that Tuesday night at the boardinghouse. “I laid the groundwork. He stood over there with a goofy look on his mug and talked about ancient history. No woman wants to hear about that stuff.”
“He spoke of a nineteenth-century inventor,” said Maternus. “The nineteenth century is not a part of ancient history.”
“Yeah, every day you meet somebody from that time or earlier,” said Shen. “My point is: it wasn’t my fault. She froze up. Only Stevie could have brought her out of it. Then he froze up. I felt like I was the only living man at the top of the North Pole. She wouldn’t talk to me, so I took Stevie out of there. What else could I have done?”
Shen said this while maintaining the nonplussed, marginally amused demeanor he presented to the world during the majority of his conscious moments. Only when he was on the stage at the Great Blue Heron, when performing for a crowd, had Shen betrayed a different set of emotions. Maternus at last understood that on that evening in the coffeehouse, the poet had been acting; the self-contained, self-glorifying narcissist who gloried in the praise of others, and found entertainment in the failings of the same, was nearly the whole of the real Shen. Only his friendship with the down and out Stephen connected him to normal human sentiments, and sometimes Shen did not cling to that connection very tightly.
“It wasn’t my fault,” he told Maternus.
“Nothing ever is.”
“Now you’re getting pissy with me,” said Shen. “You forget I was doing this as a favor to you.”
In answer to Shen’s pique the old Maternus would have felt the cloud of wrath rising from his chest, and his fist might have powered forward to a point beyond the poet’s delicate cheek bones. The new Maternus had more pity than wrath for Shen. He heard himself sigh as he had previously heard others do in anxious moments, and instead of acting he reflected upon what he should say.
“You and Stephen live in what is an unusual place in your society,” said the Roman. “In a land of enormous wealth, you two have chosen to dwell in poverty, on the margin of this city. You and he are the only inhabitants of this place you have made.”
“‘Your society?’” said Shen. “What are you? Some visitor from outer space? You live here too, don’t you?”
“In one sense of outer space, you are not incorrect,” said the Roman. “As I was saying, I might have thought because you and he are necessarily dependent upon one another, you would be more sympathetic to Stephen. He worships you, and would certainly never speak of you as you do of him.”
Shen was at a loss for words, for as long it took him to inhale.
“I didn’t chose to live like this, Matt,” he said. “I’m an artist. I would rather have a penthouse on the Sixteenth Street Mall. This pile of shit I’m in is where I have to be. That’s not my fault, either. In olden times, I would have a patron and lived like I should. I’d have a garden and a horse and stuff. And you can’t judge an artist like you would other people. Sure, I make fun of Stevie now and then. I’ve also written a couple of poems about him. Good poems. Stevie knows I balance things out for him, morally, I mean.”
“Stephen is not an artist,” said Maternus. “He does not find amusement in your faults.”
“What faults?” asked Shen, and he bothered to look surprised.
“I will leave you to ponder that, sir,” said Maternus and abruptly left the boardinghouse.
The long walk to his apartment in a winter snow storm put the Roman into a dark mood that lonely Tuesday evening. He ate a light meal of Thompson grapes and the unhomogenized cheese he had purchased in a specialty grocery, and listened to the classical music station for only half an hour before retiring to bed. Sleep, he told himself, had always been the one refuge a weary soldier could rely upon. He succeeded in falling into the realm of Morpheus and swiftly found himself lying in an unfamiliar stubble field, shivering from cold winds hitting him from several directions. Into this bleak landscape appeared lovely Maria, her face as luminous and as warmth-giving as the sun. When Maternus rose to greet her she gave him an angry glare and pushed him away. “I am here to show you this,” she somehow told him without speaking words. She bent on one knee and on the dry ground drew the letter J with her finger.
“That was not a letter in our language,” said Maternus. “The English took it from the Greek gamma.”
“Pay attention,” she told him, again without moving her lips. “Mr. Worthy said you would find advice here in Aurora. Think of the letter J.”
Maternus looked at her shining face and her long hair moving with the wind and wished she would kiss him but at the same time knew she could not. “I do not know any letters J,” he said.
Maria arose and walked away from him. Before she disappeared into the haze at the edge of the field she turned and gave him a final thought. “You are no longer a brute; still you are not overly sensitive to certain clues.” Moments later she vanished into the cloud, and Maternus was sitting upright in his bed.
“Who or what do I know that has a J in its name?” he thought.
He knew a Jack, a teenager who sold shoes at the mall, a friendly young pup battling acne. Then there was Miss Jane Austen; she was unavailable at the moment. And Juanita at the rest home. Finally there was Stephen’s Uncle Jerry, the wretched man Mr. Worthy had intimated was bound for Hell. Maria would not have him turning to Jerry for advice.
“No, wait,” he told himself. “Go back. Juanita at the rest home. Maria wants me to speak to Juanita!”
The notion seemed absurd when he first considered it. Upon thinking some more, he realized Juanita was exactly the person Maria had intended. The mental verification of that suggestion came to him so quickly he wondered if Banewill had not spoken the truth when he accused the angel of cheating, for now Mr. Worthy seemed to be using Maria to guide Maternus to his third triumph. Maternus was made to see a golden opportunity and exploit it as quickly as he could. He did not consider why the angel wanted to throw the contest in his favor. In the morning, he went to the rest home and sought out Juanita in the rec room.
He laid out his dilemma to her, leaving out the supernatural parts and substituting his affection for Stephen as the motive for wanting to attach his friend to the haughty Miss Roberts. Juanita had lived a long time and had more outlandish schemes dropped in her lap. She agreed to help Maternus before he had properly asked her.
“I’ll to speak to the young man,” she said.
“Ah, that will be a problem,” said the Roman. “He will not come into a rest home. He says they remind him of his mortality.”
“Jesus,” said Juanita and crossed herself after taking the Lord’s name in vain. “No wonder you can’t get him with this librarian woman — he’s a wimp. Take me to the woman first, then. You won’t mind pushing me, will you, my love?”
Physical exertion was nothing new to Maternus, and pushing her two miles to the library did not seem an extraordinary request to make. During the long walk there he further explained Cecilia and her friend Lucy, and Stephen’s interest in the former.
Cecilia was surprisingly open to Juanita when she and Maternus approached her at the circulation desk. The Roman did not know of the special attentiveness public servants give to the handicapped. He thought the librarian was simply being extraordinarily pleasant when she came around the long counter and knelt beside the elderly lady.
“Is this your mother, Matt?” she asked.
Juanita had been born in a small village near Guadalajara and her complexion was considerably darker than that of the square-headed soldier born on the empire’s northern frontier. Neither she nor Maternus, however, was offended by the query.
“Like a mother, dear heart,” said Juanita.
“Are you looking for anything in particular?” asked the librarian. “I’m here to help you.”
“Just between you and me, dear heart,” said Juanita, “I’m an old woman interested in romance.” To Maternus she said, “Why don’t you go find something to read, Matty? We ladies are going to talk about what they have here I would want to look at.”
The two women spent nearly half an hour in the romance section of fiction. Upon emerging from the stacks, Cecilia and Juanita were conversing like two old friends. The rest home resident was the image of confidence as Maternus wheeled her away, after she and Cecilia had exchanged goodbyes and the librarian had declared Juanita “the sweetest thing.”
“She’s not going to be any problem,” Juanita told the Roman when they were again outside. “The girl’s a little full of herself, but she’ll do.”
“She agreed to see Stephen socially?” asked Maternus.
“Yes. She just doesn’t know she will. I think I need to talk to this girlfriend of hers next. You up for the walk?”
“This is nothing,” said the Roman. “I once carried an officer over my shoulder for eight leagues through a burning forest while I fought off the enemy’s rearguard with my free hand.”
“Were you only fifty years older or were I that much younger, you would be my kind of man,” said Juanita.
After another seventeen blocks of pushing, they found Lucy at the condominium. The nurse was out of bed but not yet ready for her shift at the hospital that afternoon. She was as happy to meet the effervescent Juanita as her friend the librarian had been, and she was more than happy to ask the increasingly pleasant looking Maternus in for some tea. They sat in the overly decorated living room and chatted for a longer space of time than Maternus could have filled with words, even under the threat of certain death. They remarked that the weather had been pleasant, and Juanita mentioned an article she had seen in the Post concerning nurses’ salaries in the Denver area. Both the soldier and his elderly friend declared the herbal tea Lucy had served them was delightful, though Maternus, in fact, thought it tasted like boiled grass.
“Why don’t you stay here and watch some television while Miss Lucy and I have a chat in the kitchen?” Juanita asked the soldier at a critical juncture.
So he sat and watched Maury Povitch announce maternity test results to bickering couples recruited from the nation’s noisiest public housing projects, while Juanita had the second secret conversation of that morning.
“She’s not going to be a problem, either,” Juanita told him as they wheeled away from the condominium an hour later. “This is going smoother than I figured. Now, if there’s time, I want to meet this Stephen person we’re going to make the luckiest man in town.”
By the time they arrived at the weedy lawn in front of the boardinghouse Maternus had only ninety minutes remaining before he had to be at his job at the school. Jerry was thankfully out cruising by grade school playgrounds in his Lincoln, and Shen was deep into a creative episode inside his bedroom. Stephen was thus by himself when he came to the front door in his ragged jeans and PHISH shirt to let Maternus and Juanita inside. The old woman observed his fine yet matted wad of blond hair, his sloping shoulders, recessed and unshaven jaw, bare feet, and the nervous mouth that quivered somewhere between a welcoming smile and a grimace of despair.
“Madre de Dios!” said Juanita and crossed herself. “This is him?” she asked Maternus.
“This is Stephen Kent, madam,” said the Roman.
“Dear heart, what do you do for a living?” was the first question she asked him as they remained at the front doorway.
Stephen shrugged and said, “You know, I sort of take care of the house.”
“Jesus mio,” she whispered. “This is going to be a big problem,” she said to the Roman. “Stephen,” she said, turning to the disheveled man in front of her, “do you really want to grow old and die alone in this crappy house?”
This was not a question one usually poses to a stranger. However, Stephen was one whose life had strayed for a quarter century from the realm of normalcy, and it seemed not so extraordinary to him. He nonetheless had to take a couple seconds to think of an appropriate answer.
“I guess not,” he decided.
“Then this is going to be your lucky day, precious,” said Juanita and wheeled herself through the doorway, causing Stephen to jump aside lest she run over his bare toes. “You might as well go on to work,” she told Maternus. “Mr. Stephen and I are going to have a very long talk. Get some things straightened out. I’ll telephone the people at Shady Grove, and you can take me back when you get off.”
“If that is what you want,” said Maternus.
“Why are you stooped over like that?” she asked Stephen. “Bend a little lower and you’ll be walking on all fours. You are a man, aren’t you?”
“Well, yeah,” said Stephen.
“Then get your back straight,” said Juanita and poked him in the side. “Stand up.” The ever-passive Stephen lifted his shoulders in response and assumed the pose of one standing at attention. “See,” she said, “doesn’t that feel better? What’s that smell?” she asked as she wheeled toward his room. “Don’t tell me. I know what it is. That business will have to stop if you want to win Miss Roberts.”
That night at nine o’clock, when Maternus returned to the boardinghouse, Stephen had packed his possessions in a pick-up truck he had borrowed from someone named Arthur, and Juanita announced Stephen was leaving his Uncle Jerry’s house that very night.
“First you boys will take me home and then Stephen can take his things to your place, dear heart,” said Juanita. “Another day in this hole and he’ll be dead.”
“But … my apartment is small,” said Maternus. “I have only the one bed.”
“You were in the army,” said Juanita. “I’m sure you boys will think of something.”
That night and for the next eight days Stephen’s worldly goods — most of it old pants and back issues of Heavy Metal magazine — occupied a quarter of Maternus’s living space. During that time the Roman slept on the floor while Stephen took the bed. That was not so bad. Maternus had made his bed on the cold ground when he was with the Augustus Legion, and had endured frostbite in winter and snakes and spiders in his bedroll during the summer heat. But he had never before endured anyone who snored quite like Stephen Kent. In the middle of the first night the Roman dreamed there was a bear in the room with him and did not realize he was hearing Stephen hold forth until he was fully awake.
“I have adenoids,” said Stephen when Maternus roused him.
“Everyone born with a pharynx does,” said the Roman, rubbing his weary eyes. “I know. I have read Mr. Grey’s book on human anatomy. Adenoid starts with an A and therefore comes early in the book. Are you going to keep making that sound?”
“I saw a commercial once for this spray you squirt down your throat,” said Stephen. “It’s supposed to cure you.”
“Are there merchants here in the city selling the spray at this hour of the night?”
“Sure,” said Stephen. “Walgreens is open twenty-four hours a day.”
“I am getting my jacket,” said Maternus. “Give me the product’s name, and I will buy you a month’s supply.”
Maternus walked to the store on the silent streets of Aurora and purchased two quarts of the magical potion. That was only the beginning of the eight difficult days with Stephen. In the morning, they walked to the rest home — and Juanita had apparently made such an impression upon Stephen he now went inside Shady Grove, albeit with considerable whining about death — and the old woman announced that Maternus should help Stephen get a job.
“Dear heart here knows how to cook. Your school hires cooks,” she said and stuck out her hands at her sides, her palms turned up.
“We are, in fact, hiring cooks,” said Maternus, and thought such convenient circumstances must again be Mr. Worthy’s doing. “We also ask prospective employees to take a drug test.” He glanced at Stephen’s pupils, which were uncharacteristically normal sized that morning. “I have doubts…”
“That’s why you are going to help him,” said Juanita, and held up a small plastic bag with an air-tight seal across its top. From how she smiled at him, Maternus knew she meant more than she was saying.
“I don’t follow you, madam,” he said.
Juanita had to explain further what Maternus was to do with the small bag, the same bag Stephen was to carry to his job interview. By Friday Stephen was laboring in the school’s cafeteria. He sweated like a soggy sponge as he shoved trays of canned corn into the tall convection ovens and hauled buckets of creamed spinach to the steam trays on the front line. Given that Stephen had not worked outside his uncle’s house in many pot-addled years, Maternus expected the shuffling weakling would be overwhelmed by the complaints of the other cooks (all of them female) and would soon quit. By Saturday Stephen had a tidy haircut to accompany the clean-shaven face he now took an unnaturally long time examining in the mirror every morning. On Sunday Juanita accompanied Stephen to the mall and supervised the purchase of a dark blue suit. Maternus did not know what transpired during the daily visits Stephen made to the rest home; from the snatches he overheard whenever he went to drop Stephen off in Juanita’s room or when he picked his friend up, the Roman understood she scolded Stephen a great deal about his posture and personal hygiene.
On the next Wednesday morning, Maternus was seated at his library table, reading Leaves of Grass and feeling ready to be distracted. At ten thirty, in walked Stephen Kent, dressed in his new suit and accompanied by Lucy. They sat at a table some thirty feet from Maternus in front of the periodicals. Lucy was making seven gesticulations for every one the more docile Stephen created, and she was laughing as freely as she had when the group went to the motion picture theater. If appearances have meaning, she was pleased to be in the presence of this version of Stephen.
Cecilia left her station behind the circulation desk and stole closer to the unexpected couple by creeping through the stacks and peering at Stephen and her roommate through the gaps in the books. After several apparently happy minutes, the nurse left her place beside Stephen and strolled over to Maternus. Once Lucy was out of the way, Cecilia made herself visible at the far end of the magazine racks, and, after circling Stephen several times like a bird of prey eyeing its next victim, she sat beside him.
“What is transpiring?” Maternus whispered to Lucy. “Why is he not at work?”
“The teachers have an in-service conference today,” said the nurse. “No children at Susan B. Anthony. I guess they don’t tell the janitors anything.”
“What is he doing with her?”
“Wait and see. Your friend Juanita planned this.”
As had happened on the day Shen dressed Stephen in motorcycle leathers, the people Maternus was attempting to eavesdrop on were too far from him to be heard properly. The Roman gleaned that Stephen was having difficulty breathing during the first portion of the conversation, for the thin, blond man kept dropping open his mouth like a bass out of water and sucking in gasps of musty library air. Suddenly, Stephen straightened his spine, and he seemed to grow a foot taller.
“I have a job and a place of my own to live and I’m taking care of myself and I would love to take you to dinner this Friday night,” Maternus heard him clearly declare.
The nurse and the Roman leaned in the direction of the other table, yet they could not catch Cecilia’s reply. After several more minutes of quiet talking, the librarian returned to her circulation desk, taking care to touch Stephen’s hand as she stood upright.
Stephen was excited, and something beyond that, when Maternus returned to the efficiency apartment that night after work.
“I’ve got a date,” he declared at once to the soldier. “Cecilia Roberts. We’re going to see the traveling production of Annie Get Your Gun. Could you loan me seventy dollars until payday?”
Maternus gave him all of the eighty-four dollars he had in his wallet.
“Take your time repaying me,” he said. “I do not expect to need that money anytime soon.”
That night as Stephen lay on the fold-out bed and the Roman lay on the floor, the cook and potential lover whispered in the darkness, “Women. Who knew they were this easy?”
Maternus awoke sitting on the ground beside Mr. Worthy. The Roman was wearing the pilgrim’s white coat and cloak he had worn when he had been killed in the Circus Maximus. He and the angel were somewhere far from Colorado, in a meadow dotted with wildflowers of every color. Peacocks with their fans unfolded and white deer were ambling through this land of endless spring. Music — Maternus recognized it as something by Vivaldi — was playing somewhere in the distance. The sky overhead was entirely a shining blue topaz, save for the fat, white clouds that were tinged on their edges with golden shadows.
“How do you like it, friend?” the angel asked him.
“Where is Mr. Banewill?” asked the Roman, momentarily shielding his eyes while they became adjusted to the light.
“He cannot come here,” said Mr. Worthy. “This place is reserved for our kind alone.”



X
One Never Gets to Heaven Alone
“Tell me, does Cecilia really marry Stephen?” Maternus asked the angel the instant he had his thoughts about him.
“Oh, no,” laughed Mr. Worthy. “They do have a little something, for a time. Never underestimate the desperation of certain single woman over forty, my son. Stephen eventually becomes a chef in a downtown restaurant and marries Lucy the nurse.”
“Really?”
“Stephen came to know you were telling the truth when you told him he would learn to be good by doing good one day after another. In a year or so, he becomes something of a catch. Cecilia marries a realtor from Berthoud, Colorado,” said Mr. Worthy, helping Maternus to his feet. “A lovely man named Adelphi. They, like Lucy and Stephen, will be very happy, most of the time.”
“What of Shen? Does he grow old alone?”
“He continues on in his unique fashion for a time,” said Mr. Worthy. “At the age of thirty-one, he marries a former beauty queen who is the widow of a railroad tycoon. This opens the door for ever greater triumphs. By the time he is fifty, Shen is on the Forbes’ list of America’s wealthiest citizens and he is the nation’s poet laureate. Of course, that’s before he gets his own television chat show.”
The angel had led the Roman a few steps toward the horizon while he told of the future. Upon hearing of Shen’s glorious life, Maternus stopped dead in his tracks and stared at Mr. Worthy.
“Do I detect some envy in your expression, my friend?” said the angel.
“I am more confused than envious. Does Shen deserve all of that?”
“Merit is unrelated to success, at least it is down there,” said the angel and continued his progress toward the unknown place he was taking the Roman. “I told you before that in America everything that can possibly happen will happen, and most likely already has. No one among the living will be amazed by how well Shen does.”
“Miss Austen’s books end in weddings,” said Maternus, hurrying to catch up with his companion. “Is that how my story is going to end? The people I met in Aurora, you were saying, go on to happy marriages. I am wondering—”
“If you will,” said the angel. “Perhaps. Everything depends upon you.”
“Did I not pass my tests?”
“Old Banewill is a remarkable ninny,” said Mr. Worthy. “That does not mean he was incorrect when he said I was letting you win. I knew before we met that you had suffered more than you deserved and that you, at your core, are a good man. Granted, you are morally lazy, irreligious, and tend to overvalue your physical prowess — and then there is this new pride you take in your improved appearance I have already warned you about. I overlooked these faults, for the moment, because you had remedied your greatest defects, namely your uncontrolled rage and your failure to make connections with other people. You yet have much about you that stands in need of betterment, and you should consider your presence here as conditional upon the efforts you make to change yourself. Those so-called tests, including the one you failed, were created to instruct you, not to prove your worthiness.”
“Then you did cheat.”
“Oh no,” chuckled Mr. Worthy. “If Banewill had fudged the tests, then that would be cheating. I am, heh heh, on the side of the angels, you might say. Should I improvise as I go along, my innovations are necessarily for the greater good. No one should construe my actions as cheating.”
A group of seven children aged somewhere between eight and nine years, dressed in bright neon clothes, came charging out of the tall grass next to Maternus; all of the little ones were laughing, and the girl in the lead was holding a small rabbit the other children were taking turns caressing. Mr. Worthy addressed the children in a strange tongue Maternus had never heard before, and yet he understood that the angel was greeting the members of the group by name and that they were telling him they were going to lie down by a nearby stream and count the butterflies they saw flying over them. “A wonderful plan on this beautiful day,” Mr. Worthy said in the alien tongue. The smiling little girl with the rabbit approached the Roman and held up the animal for him to stroke. Maternus could feel the lack of tension in the rabbit’s back when he touched it, as though the creature were entirely at ease. As swiftly as they had appeared, the seven children suddenly sprinted away and were gone over the horizon, leaving behind them peels of laughter Maternus could hear long after the group was gone from his sight.
“What language was that?” the Roman asked.
“Cantonese.”
“Why did I understand it?”
“Nothing is hidden from anyone here,” said Mr. Worthy. “You will understand everyone you meet, including the animals. They will, in turn. understand you. You have already been granted more knowledge than you are aware of.”
“You were saying my presence here is conditional?” said Maternus, again having to run a few steps to keep up with Mr. Worthy as they went up the gentle slope of a grassy hill.
“We have people here who have prayed for the sins of the world a dozen times a day for sixty, seventy years,” said the angel. “Others you will meet here gave themselves to caring for the poor and sick and consequently have decades of good deeds in their résumés. If merit were the only criteria we had in this existence, you would not deserve to set foot in this place. Hurt one more soul or fail to ask forgiveness for the terrible deeds you have done, and we will not hesitate to toss you back into Hell.”
“You mean I’m not here forever?”
“Show us a residual trace of your former brutish self, and out you will go like corn shot from a popper,” the angel promised him. “We will be monitoring your progress, of that you may be assured. However, in your case, your fate will rest primarily in Maria’s hands.”
“Wait,” said Maternus, feeling an unfamiliar twinge of panic shoot through his ethereal body. “You are saying my remaining in Heaven depends upon pleasing a woman?”
“As I said, in your particular case — yes.”
“Why?”
“Don’t whine,” Mr. Worthy cautioned him. “I find it most irritating, especially when a grown man is doing the whining. Maria will judge your progress because you were a thug in your previous life, and she is the antithesis of all you once were and will be sensitive to your shortcomings. Furthermore, being under a woman’s supervision will mortify the vainglorious pride left within you.”
“But, sir—”
“I am not open to your objections, my friend,” said the angel.
They crossed over the crest of the hill, and Maternus found himself looking down upon an enormous country villa, built in a Romanesque style he vaguely recognized. Everything he beheld, from the red tile roofs to the grounds surrounding the main house, was larger and more resplendent than any he had seen when he was alive. He gathered more than one person was living on this estate because sundry people of various colors and sizes were wandering to and from the buildings, stopping here and there to converse and to embrace one another. The garden on the near side of the villa had the encircling columns and the internal planters of a garden he had seen long ago in Germania Superior; in this idyllic spot there were also willow trees and stands of exotic bamboo and more species of flowers than the Roman Empire had held.
“This is it,” said Mr. Worthy. “From here you go on by yourself.”
“Maria?”
“She’s down there. Don’t worry — it’s normal to be anxious on one’s first day in Heaven.”
“I have so much more I want to ask you,” said Maternus. “Am I lying dead back at the apartment? Does Stephen find me on the floor?”
“He finds a letter saying you have returned to Montana,” said Mr. Worthy. “Your actual body, along with the bodies of the other conspirators striving to slay the mad emperor, was thrown into the Tiber eighteen centuries ago. Oh, and Stephen and Shen each get an additional letter in the mail from an address in Butte, Montana. The second letters say you felt out of place in the big city, despite the friendship you received from them, etc., etc. They will believe you found work as a pipe fitter. Everything has been taken care of.”
“Why are there so many children here?” asked Maternus.
He had noticed that, as in the field they had just left, many of the souls on the villa’s grounds were those of children.
“Tragically, children die,” said Mr. Worthy. “In earlier times, the majority of them perished before they became adults. Here we allow everyone to be whatever age they wish, if they come to us very young or very old. Some children try being adults for a time. Nearly all of them choose to be children again. I cannot say I blame them. Adulthood is very confusing at times, isn’t it? Would you like to be another age, my friend?”
“I am content to be as I am.” said Maternus.
“Good for you,” said Mr. Worthy, and gave the Roman one last smile. “Now go on. We will, I expect, meet again. We do have an eternity ahead of us, and who can tell what will happen if both of us keep rambling about?”
Mr. Worthy embraced Maternus, then gave him a playful shove in the direction of the beautiful estate.
“Has she been waiting for me throughout these many ages?” asked the Roman.
“After a fashion.”
“I do not know…” declared Maternus, frozen in place by his doubts.
“If you were taught anything during the so-called tests we gave you, the one lesson you should have learned is that it doesn’t take magic to please a woman,” the angel whispered into his ear. “You only have to make the effort.”
Maternus went down the slope a dozen paces. When he stopped and looked back, the angel had disappeared. The Roman felt an eerie vibration running from the middle of his chest down to his lower abdomen, as if his nerves in that region were being stimulated by an extra charge of electromagnetic energy. Upon remembering that he had no body in the conventional sense, the peculiar sensation became much stronger.
While going down the hill, he passed some black children playing with a lion that was as docile as a house cat. Two of the little ones were sitting on the creature’s back while a third was underneath the lion, tickling its sagging belly, and a fourth lad had taken hold of the beast by its mane and was straining to pull the former king of the jungle to the ground. In response to the child’s aggressive horseplay, the lion merely growled and licked the boy’s face with a pink tongue as wide as a catcher’s mitt.
A party of Navaho women were gathered at the front gate of the garden, weaving colored blankets on their looms and laughing as they gossiped in their native language. Maternus could understood what they were saying when he drew near to them and was astonished to discern they were discussing him. “This must be the one,” the eldest woman was saying. “He walks like a bulldog. Who else could he be?” The Roman gingerly worked his way through them, but before he got past the gate one of the younger women grabbed his hand.
“Are you our Maria’s sweetheart come at last?” she asked in her people’s tongue.
“Maybe. I guess I am,” he stammered and caused the women to laugh at his awkward answer.
He forged on and crossed through the gate in the wall separating the formal garden from the uncultivated land surrounding it. Once he was inside, the arrays of flowers and trees appeared to be larger than they had from the hilltop only minutes before. Under the roof of the peristyle he saw there were numerous private recesses partially covered by the white columns and the tall, shady trees. Fountains in the middle of the grounds were spraying a fine mist that kept the air within the walls startlingly cool. In one niche inside the peristyle he passed a priest and a rabbi seated on a marble bench and playing chess on a board positioned between them.
“Here’s one I made up this morning,” said the priest. “This priest and a rabbi go into a bar—”
“’and my son is too,’” said the rabbi, who had foreseen the entire joke and its punch line.
The two of them laughed together.
Maternus had the revelation as he went forward that Heaven’s shapes changed with one’s perspective. Before him appeared a long hallway leading to several interior gardens, and as he proceeded into the covered passageway he passed open windows through which he espied a chamber ensemble playing Mozart and a small library in which people were silently reading amid clusters of flowers. In a third room he saw a jazz trumpeter he recognized from his own studies; this man was seated in front of some Ottoman Turks dressed in tasseled fezzes and brocaded short coats, and who had forgotten their reserved natures to applaud enthusiastically for the engaging man’s rendition of “Potato Head Blues” and for his equally endearing smile.
At the end of the hallway he entered the inner garden and beheld the open sky framed by a square above his head. No trees grew in this private place, only row upon row of green bushes from which sprang hundreds of plump roses, each as big as a grapefruit and every one a deep shade of purple as no one had ever seen on earth. Maria was situated near the rear of the small garden, on her knees and busily aerating the soil with a hand spade. She was dressed in the plain wool gown and linen shift Maternus remembered her wearing on the day he had met her. Her long, dark hair was tied in a simple knot at the back of her head, revealing her shoulder and throat and allowing the Roman to see that although her eyes had taken note of his presence, she did not turn her head in his direction. He stepped to within a foot of her and was too overcome by the sight of her to speak immediately.
“About time you came,” she said without looking up. “I was beginning to worry.”
He still could not speak.
“Come on,” she said. “Get a spade or a hoe. Help me get this ground turned over.”
“You are so lovely,” he whispered.
She hissed at his soft words.
“Enough of that,” she said. “Had I wanted a talker, I would have asked for a different man. I need a worker with a strong back to help me take care of my roses. Now get a spade and get to work.”
He took a trowel from the pile of modern tools Maria had stacked against a wall, and knelt beside her. Without speaking for the next ten minutes they dug into the rich, black soil of Heaven beneath the luxuriant rose bushes. Maternus could not stop glancing at her, at the nape of her neck and the soft brown hair gathered there, at the small, calloused hands she plowed into the dark ground, and — although he told himself he should not — he watched her breasts move beneath her layers of clothing and how her hips and bottom twitched as she threw herself into her labors.
“You must not look at her like this,” he upbraided himself. “You are in Heaven now. She is an angel.”
A second later he was watching her body move and again thinking the same thoughts. Disturbed by the feelings of guilt and passion he was feeling in the same moment, he did not observe that she was well aware of his attentions and was softly smiling.
“Let’s stop for a bit,” she said, and sat on a marble bench that had suddenly appeared in the midst of the rose bushes.
He sat beside her and was about to brush the dirt from his hands when he realized they were clean.
“Does not one get dirty here?” he asked.
“Only if one wishes to,” Maria told him. “There is nothing here save what is good for us. On occasion, one may wish for dirt.”
“Roses,” said Maternus, looking at the bushes. “They did not have them in your first garden. Surely no garden ever had roses like these.”
“Look at this one,” she said and took him to the enclosure’s rear wall where stood a single bush bearing a single rose, one that at first sight appeared to be as black as a crow’s back.
“A black rose? Is that possible here?”
“Not quite,” she said and gently pushed the blossom into a beam of direct light so Maternus could see it, too, was a shade of midnight purple, something close to the color of India ink when it is jostled and coats the neck of its bottle. “This is the product of two thousand generations of cross pollinations. Jet black is the goal, the mark of absolute perfection, the place I can never quite get to.”
“Why try?”
“Because some of us pray all day to worship God. Some help others still on earth or misplaced in the system, much as Mr. Worthy helped you. Still others of us strive to please God by creating beautiful things.”
“You grow flowers?” asked Maternus.
“If I could write poetry or make music, I would do something along those lines,” said Maria and returned to the marble bench, with Maternus following. To his surprise, he marked that she still limped. “Growing things is what I’m good at,” she said. “I would teach the same to you. The thing you’re good at won’t please anyone up here. Have you spoken to your mother yet?”
“My mother? I have not seen my mother since I went into the army.”
“She’s here, you know,” said Maria, and was pleased to bring him the news. “Your younger sister is here as well. Sorry about your father, Matty. He was a drunkard, a gadabout, and was as violent as you used to be, but he didn’t have your redeeming virtues, whatever those might be. I’m sure I’ll eventually find out. Would you like to meet them? In Heaven everything and everyone are always close at hand. Your mother and your baby sister are right outside.”
The notion of meeting his mother and this sister he had barely known was more terrifying to Maternus than meeting Maria had been. His mother’s haggard face, streaked with tears on the day he had marched away to his legion, had long been an image that had haunted him during his darkest hours of despair. To see her again in his new condition would be a decidedly emotional occasion, one that would probably cause her to break into tears and might cause him to do the same. Having Maria present to witness how weak he could be would make the meeting that much more difficult.
“I … I think my mother and this … sister you say I have—” he strove to explain.
“They’re right here,” chirped Maria. “I’ll bring them in. Lydia! Albucia!” she called out.
“This is not an optimum time for meetings,” objected Maternus. “Could we not turn our attention to these wonderful roses until I am more in the mood for this sort of thing? Are you going to create a flower that is entirely black?”
“Only God can create perfection. We can only strive for it. Lydia! Albucia!” she called out again.
Maternus would rather have spoken of nearly-black roses for several more hours, when into the garden came two sorrowing women followed by two men. He recognized his mother despite her being in the youthful condition of the woman she had been before she was a wife. In the wide nose and wheat colored hair of the second woman he saw his family’s characteristic features, and knew this was the woman named Albucia, the baby sister he had also left behind. The Roman held up his hands in a defensive posture, but the two women overwhelmed his feeble efforts to hold them off and covered him with kisses and warm tears that were quickly blended with tears of his own. The next five minutes were an incoherent riot of plaintive sobs and eruptions of words that attempted to be, but were never quite, coherent sentences. “My boy, my little boy!” he heard his mother keen. His sister drew the scarf from her hair and threw back her head to give a prayer of gratitude to the sky above. Maternus retained his usual reserved mien throughout the initial assault; the image of his mother, as healthy and contented as she had been before she knew the sorrows of the frontier camps, was soon too much for him to bear, and he bawled like a child whose fingers have been accidentally slammed in a door. He and his mother and his sister wept and embraced each other until their tear ducts ran dry and their wails had been reduced to thin, wavering sighs. Once they had a chance to catch their breaths, they wept some more. Maria observed Maternus’s emotional outburst with a satisfied smile that was not unlike the expression Mr. Worthy had displayed during the acmes of his triumphs.
“This is my husband, Medus,” Albucia told him and introduced Maternus to a smiling, nut-brown man. “He was a Greek merchant I met in Treverorum. We were married for thirty-four years, a long time in our era, when most people passed on in their forties or fifties. We had seven children and who knows how many grandchildren. All of them are here with us. You will meet them soon.”
The Greek merchant stepped forward and embraced Maternus.
“Your mother speaks so fondly of you,” he said. “We are grateful to finally meet you. If you need any help adjusting to your new circumstances, we are always within the sound of your voice.”
“This is Jacob, your mother’s husband,” said Albucia, and a jovial black man stepped up to the Roman and also embraced him. Maternus was a little taken aback by this new development, and the look of consternation on the former legionnaire’s face caused Maria to laugh softly.
“Your mother has spoken with pride about you for these many years,” Jacob explained to Maternus. “We are, I know, going to be good friends.”
“My mother’s husband…?” said Maternus.
Maternus looked at his mother and sister, and they looked back at him, uncertain as to why he seemed surprised. The group had reached an unexpected juncture in their meeting when none of them was confident of what they should say next. The moment felt as difficult to Maternus as being subtle had been back on earth.
“Meeting all of you might be a bit much for his first day,” said Maria, intervening before anything untoward was said. “Maternus needs to rest now.”
Yes, everyone agreed, they should give him a chance to rest. The four people hugged the Roman again before they filed out of the garden. Maria was not pleased with him.
“How dare you react that way to Jacob?!” she asked, sitting beside him on the marble bench. “He is Ethiopian, a priest among his people. He has been wonderful to your mother ever since they met at a newcomers’ mixer.”
“I did not say anything.”
“We’re angels. We can hear what you think, exactly as Mr. Worthy can.”
“Oh,” said Maternus, realizing she must have read his thoughts when he was eyeing her body. “I was not objecting to Jacob’s blackness. The empire was full of people of different types. As was Aurora. I was only expecting she might, you see, pick another Roman to be her celestial husband.”
“You mean another hulking soldier who might whack her around?”
“I never thought that,” said Maternus. “I want her to be happy, whatever she does.”
He fell silent and looked at Maria.
“What?” she said.
“I was wondering … do my mother and this Jacob, do they…?”
She forgot she intended to present a stern front and laughed at what he was thinking.
“I told you,” she said, “in Heaven you find everything that can be good for you. So, yes, your mother and Jacob have intimate relations. All married couples here do.”
“Will you and—”
“— Married couples,” she repeated. “The rules governing that sort of behavior are quite strict up here. We are most certainly not married.”
“I was under the impression you waited eighteen centuries for me,” said Maternus, more hurt by her answer than he wanted to let her know.
“Time here is not the same as it is down below,” she explained. “Your friends Marcellus, Casio, and dear Juanita have already undergone their tests and are waiting to see you again. I took a nap when I got here and woke up to find the industrial revolution had already taken place. You need to take a nap yourself now. Mr. Worthy brought you here in the middle of the night.”
“I am not tired,” said Maternus. “Does one even need to do that here?”
“Sleep and the dreams it inspires are always good in Heaven, and you are about to become very tired,” she said and reached around Maternus and with the palm of her hand touched the very middle of his back, right between the shoulder blades.
He felt an infusion of warmth coursing through his body and before he knew what was transpiring, he had drifted off. Images of laughing children, nodding flowers, and silvery streams running over shining pebbles filled his relaxed mind. Over every pleasant thing he saw Maria’s smiling face, shining like the sun over the earth, and he felt her whisper to him he should not be afraid of anything, not ever again. He dreamed he was in a small cabin surrounded by a vast field of snow that covered the structure up to its eaves. Amid that expanse of cold he felt warm under his blankets and knew it was her that was keeping him comfortable.
He awoke, lying in a sunny villa chamber, next to the garden. He was undressed and covered with bedclothes, and his head was resting on Maria’s lap, for she had stayed with him throughout his repose.
“My clothes,” he said.
“I will get you some others,” she said. “I don’t care for those. You died wearing them.”
“Did you…?”
“Yes, I disrobed you,” she said. “Don’t worry — everything checks out. You are definitely male. Are you hungry?”
“Should you be looking at me?” asked Maternus.
“I’m an angel. I don’t have impure thoughts.”
“Angels never have sexual thoughts?”
“We have the thoughts that are good for us,” she said and blushed. “We feel what we felt on earth, desire the beneficial things we desired then. We just don’t dwell on perverse things.”
“I see,” said Maternus and drew some hope from how red her cheeks had become and from how she avoided his gaze for a few moments. “Why am I hungry? I thought there was no want here.”
“You still have an appetite. Satisfying it is not a problem.”
She touched his forearm, and they were suddenly seated on a picnic blanket, high on a cliff overlooking the sea. Maternus was dressed in a green and white robe that put him in mind of the garments he had seen men wear in Mesopotamia. Around them were baskets of fruit and vegetables, as well as pitchers of sparkling water, loaves of bread, and what appeared to be a platter of roasted lamb.
“We have meat?” he asked and reached for a piece.
“It seems so,” she said, and slapped his hand away from the platter. “Nothing is killed here. What you call meat simply appears to us and will taste and look like what you knew when you were alive. Now, before we eat anything we have to say grace.”
She knelt and placed her hands together. When he did not immediately do likewise, she gave him an angry glare that let the Roman know he had better do as she wished or there would be terrible consequences.
“Don’t think you can get away with ignoring your religious duties the way you did in Aurora,” she told him once he was beside her. “I saw how you slept through the services in the church Mr. Worthy had you attend. If ever you wish to become an angel, that stupidity will stop.”
She taught him a simple prayer from the Psalms 92.
“‘It is good to give thanks to the Lord,” she said, after putting her head scarf over her hair, “to sing praises to thy name, O Most High.’”
As she prayed and he repeated what she said, Maternus could not help peeking at her supple figure.
You must be unfit for this place, he thought. You are in the company of an angel and your primary concern is still that.”
He again did not notice the sly smile the pious Maria had on her lips while she bowed her head and prayed.
“Maria is an unusual name for a young woman on the northern fringe of the empire,” he said after they had begun to eat the repast.
“I was a slave. My people came from a place far from Germania Superior.”
“Your parents are here?”
“Yes. And my three brothers. You will meet them soon.”
“I do not ask this because I object to any religion,” said Maternus. “I have wondered—”
“—If I am Jewish,” she said.
“Will I ever be able to read your thoughts as you do mine?” he asked.
“In time, you will become stronger, provided you keep improving. You have already lost most of your scars, except the large one on your right shoulder, which you will keep to teach you humility. You are wiser and better behaved than you once were. If you concentrate, you will find you have some telepathic powers even now. Soon you might see glimpses of the future.
“As for my religion, we don’t have a ‘don’t ask, don’t tell’ policy in Heaven. It no longer makes any difference in this place.”
“I did not ask for any malicious reason.”
“I know,” she said. “You are simply curious. I don’t resent your asking. I do resent how you keep gawking at me. Can’t you think of something else for a while? I am to be as a sister to you.”
“I could never think of you as my sister,” said Maternus, and his words might have offended her, had she truly resented his thoughts. She merely put her arms around her knees and looked onto the rolling sea, smiling in spite of her efforts to be angry with him.
“On the day you and I met in my master’s garden, I belonged to a family who treated me nearly as well as they might a daughter,” she said in the direction of the water. “I was sure of my place in their household. They gave me my own bed and two shifts and two dresses to wear. I could be arrogant, for a slave, when the opportunity arose, such as the day I put a certain soldier in his place.”
“You were never arrogant. Spirited is closer to the mark. I thought you so beautiful I hardly cared what you said.”
“You have to stop telling me how lovely I am,” she said and nervously ran her hands through her long hair, then resumed hugging her knees. “I’m an angel. You’re going to be. We can’t have those sort of thoughts.”
“I will try, for your sake, to do better,” said Maternus. “I cannot promise you much in that regard. Wait, that was a prayer for the Sabbath your recited. Is that what today is?”
“Every day here is,” she said.
“How did I know that? I never read the psalms.”
“You’re being given more knowledge,” she said. “Listen, two years after we met, my family lost their crops to a drought, and I was sold to a Roman matron on a villa in the south of Gaul. I was a gardener, but she wanted me to be one of her maids, to fix her hair and administer her bath. I could never do as she wished. The bath water was inevitably too hot or too cold. I didn’t know how to use a heated iron on her hair. I held the mirror the wrong way. Then one day her son raped me. When I complained, my mistress had me chained to a post and scoured me to death with a knotted whip.”
Maternus took hold of her hand and thought for a long time before he spoke.
“I’m sorry,” he said. “I could tell you I died attempting to make a better world, one where slave girls are not abused, still, you would know I died fighting to redeem my injured pride. I hated how the toffs treated us like cattle sent to the charnel house; my reasons were no more than that. Every day in Hell I was put to death by demons, who would bring me about again moments later. I went through that, but I can tell you my greatest torture was to think of you and the insurmountable distance between us. I could tell you that, and you would know my suffering was no more than I deserved. I was a killer and an enemy to everything normal and decent. After eighteen centuries, all I can say is I wish your life had been better, and I am sorry it was not.”
“You were never completely lost,” she said and took his hand. “You longed for justice. You cared for your friends and were capable of love. You were a victim of your times, and now you are beyond the snares you once fell into.”
They sat holding hands and watched the ocean together. Maternus kept on thinking the same thoughts he had entertained when he watched Maria tend her garden, and she made no further objection. Minutes later, she waved her hand over the remainder of the food, causing it to vanish, then she and Maternus went for a walk along the beach, still hand in hand.
“You’re limping,” he said upon seeing her move across the sand. “Will they make you perfect in time?”
“They make us whole here,” she laughed, “never perfect. Only He is perfect. Making me keep my twisted foot is to teach me humility. My foot is the same as your scar.”
She shivered in the chilly ocean air, so Maternus took off his cloak and put it around her shoulders. He thought of kissing her as he wrapped the material around her shoulders. She did lift her face to his, and he drew back at the last moment, since he was yet afraid of offending her.
“I will wash your feet for you,” he said, unaware of where the suggestion came.
“What?”
“I saw it in the lands of what the Americans call the Middle East,” he said. “Washing feet is something one does — or did — to show acceptance of a stranger, not that I consider you a stranger. They do it also to show…” He cleared his throat. “…to show humility to another.”
She smiled at him as broadly Mr. Worthy had done whenever he was especially pleased with the Roman. He thought of the angel only briefly, for there was something else in her face not even Mr. Worthy would have been capable of matching. She inhaled so deeply her frame swelled and she appeared to rise to the tips of her toes. Maria touched his forearm and they were instantaneously returned to her rose garden; she was seated on the bench, and he was at her feet, a basin and cloth next to him.
“I see you have arranged everything,” said Maternus and picked up her right foot, her good appendage, and placed it in the palm of his hand, which it barely covered. “My mother has small feet too, I think. So much time has passed since I last saw them.” He lowered her foot into the water. “Perhaps I am only comparing them to the giant paws I saw in the army. We barely had the leather to shod some of those lads.”
Touching her was necessarily pleasant. Sometimes her touch was overpoweringly so. This time she made him dream of clouds and soft winds bothering the treetops. Maternus had to shake his head to rouse himself or he would have drowsed off.
“You are very powerful, in your way,” he said. “I have to be careful or you will make me too sleepy to get this done.”
Her twisted foot was covered by a special shoe he had to unlace and remove in two parts. Her toes and her sole were nearly perfect, as it was her outside ankle that was turned nearly to the ground and the outside edge of the foot that years of walking had deformed by flattening out the flesh there and covering it with a hide of calluses. Maternus would later wonder if Mr. Worthy were not guiding his thoughts, for the sight of her ungainly foot did not repulse him but made him think of the years of suffering she had known while she was mile after mile walking the foot into its present shape, and he thought as well this was something she had not revealed to anyone else.
Because he said these things in his mind and not with his lips, she did not receive them as flattery he had planned in advance, but accepted them as sentiments he truly felt. Maria bent forward and rested the side of her face atop the Roman’s head. She put her hands on his shoulders and did not kiss him, but closed her eyes and remained in that position until he had finished washing her. Having her touch him would have been distracting were she mortal; since she was an angel he could feel her thoughts projecting themselves in among his own, and he drifted in and out of reality like a dreamer slipping in and out of a shallow sleep. He saw images from her life, and of her hideous death; the picture of a young and bearded man he somehow knew was her brother; and he saw the man named Jacob standing in front of an altar between Maria and himself; and last he saw the startlingly erotic image of two entwined bodies making love, which made him think he must be mixing his own carnal thoughts with her holy ones. He roused himself from this reverie to finish bathing her feet and wipe them dry with the cloth. Maternus started to put her shoes back on, but she told him she would go barefoot for a while.
“Come up and sit beside me,” she said and patted his place on the marble bench.
They sat together for a period of time that cannot be measured by earthly terms, she leaning against him with her eyes closed. He did kiss her on this occasion, which caused her thoughts to flood into him again, and once more he saw the bearded man, Jacob in front of the altar, and the two bodies vigorously making love.
“I don’t know if you are doing this to me, or if I am becoming able to see the future,” he told her.
“A little bit of both is happening,” said Maria. “You are becoming stronger.”
“You have a brother named Simon,” said Maternus. “He has a beard and is a particular favorite of yours.”
“Yes.”
“Jacob, my mother’s husband, you said he was a priest among his people. He will preside at our wedding.”
“That could happen,” she allowed. “When time has passed and you are stronger still.”
“After the ceremony, on our wedding night, and on the nights to follow…” he said, and thought of the two bodies.
“That, too, might happen, in time,” she said.
“What is time in this place?” said Maternus. “I’ll take a nap and wake up your husband. A hundred thousand years could have passed in the meantime. You did the same while you awaited me.”
“Actually, I did more than wait,” she said and opened her eyes. “I heard you in your despair and begged Mr. Worthy to bring you to me. He cheated for you on my behalf, including that time when I seemed to come to you in a dream. I did not, truth be told, nap during the entire eighteen hundred years.”
“You can lie and cheat?” he teased her. “You’re not misleading me now are you?”
“Of course not,” she said and kissed him. “As Mr. Worthy told you, we may exaggerate, engage in hyperbole, accentuate the positive more than we should, but we angels can never lie.”
The story leaves them here, seated side by side in a rose garden in Heaven, at a moment when they have nothing but joy and better times ahead of them. Far from their blissful home, in singular places such as Aurora, Colorado, and in the billions of other unique places humans inhabit, similar futures await any who will partake of them, although considerable time will pass and many people will become stronger before most of humanity know such possibilities exist.
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