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Reluctance

I didn't want to move.

I had spent the majority of the night pondering plans of escape, and had whittled the possibilities down to a few plausible ones. I could sneak out the window and run through the city until...well, I didn't know. I could rip my dress to shreds, I could tear my veil in half, I could hire someone to hill my betrothed. Or I could just refuse. 

But I couldn't, not really.

So that's why, although it was a dreadfully late hour of the morning on a brisk January day, although the sun was shining down upon the roofs and the trees of the city, although I could hear the preparations for the ceremony going on in the yard below my window, I still could not bring myself to leave my peaceful sanctuary and join the hustle and bustle of the house. I had neither opened the heavy curtains nor let anyone into my room since I retired last night, much to the exasperation of my elderly personal slave and confidante, Irene, who had insisted through the door several times that I was a behaving like a spoiled child and she needed to get me ready. She had been around since I was small, and would be taking the role of both my deceased mother and my bridesmaid in the ceremony later.

Instead of following instructions, I just reclined on my bed, buried under the warm blankets as the fire had long since gone out, twisting my bronze engagement ring around my finger and reveling in the safeness of the shadows hanging in the corners. They were my companions as of late, and I wasn't ready to chase them out yet, not when they were the only ones not annoyed with me.

There was a heavy knock on my door. I had put a chair in front of it before I slept last night, so it wouldn't open. "Placidia," called an irritated and familiar voice. I rolled over on my side and didn't respond. I had been wondering when Honorius was going to arrive. Everyone else I knew had spoken to me already without successful persuasion, and it wasn't exactly a secret that my brother held the most authority over my actions, being my paterfamilias. After all, it was he who had planned this in the first place, he who had handed me over kicking and screaming to my future husband. I felt no twinge of guilt over pulling him from his duties as emperor, especially since I hadn't asked or wanted him to come.

"Go away, Honorius."

No one was willing to understand why I was reluctant to marry Constantius. After all, Athaulf had captured me during an attack on Rome and held me captive for three years before we were wed. Nothing could be worse than that--not even being handed over to Constantius in exchange for supplies for the Goths like a pound of gold. And yet, I hadn't refused to move from my pillows on the day of my first wedding.

Athaulf wasn't so bad. I was not completely informed about the details, but he had been trying to make peace with Rome, that much I knew. He came to an agreement with Honorius and led his men to capture Iovinus, who had been attacking Italy before Athaulf crushed his forces, in exchange for settling in Gaul. But stupid, rash Honorius went back on his deal and demanded I be returned beforehand, so the Goths ravaged Gaul until Honorius sent out his best military commander and tactician, Constantius, who constructed a naval blockade around the peninsula where Athaulf and the Goths were stationed, forcing them to stop and move inland. 

But Athaulf and I had grown close since then, and despite what Honorius thought he knew about my desire to return to his palace, I might even say I loved the King of the Goths. My captor listened to my suggestions and took me seriously. So no, I didn't lie awake on the day of our wedding, woefully complaining to myself about life from then on out. I gratefully allowed Irene, who traveled from Italy to Hispania for the traditional Roman ceremony, to dress me in my white gown and put on my veil and tie the knot of Hercules around my waist. And I smiled with a bit of sincerity at Athaulf, King of the Goths, as he carried me over the threshold of our house and invited all our friends and family in for more celebration.

And maybe, if Constantius had retrieved me earlier, before the death of my son, the only possible beginning of a Roman-Visigoth line, I would do it with bells on. Before the death of my husband and the peace he planned on establishing between the Western Empire and the Goths, and before the humiliation I suffered at the hands of his successor, maybe I wouldn't be so opposed to marrying him. Maybe I would be able to look past his less than aesthetically pleasing appearance, his unpleasant demeanor. Maybe I would be able to forget that his status was lesser than my own, and that I was an unadvertised Christian who believed in marrying only once. Possibly, it would fall from my mind that he treated me like his laurel, or that he had stared at me with a disgusting sort of look in his eyes on every one of our few and far between meetings. But all that had happened before I came back, and now I was marrying the man who had defeated my husband at Gaul and looked at me like he owned me.

It occurred to me then that Honorius had been talking through the door this whole time. My mind stirred lethargically from its bitter recap and focused on what he was saying.

"—open the door, Placidia. You are being a child. I'm going to get Irene, and you're going to open the door." My brother's usually calm, diplomatic voice was past irritated, and anger flamed through it like a lit match on dry paper.

I would get up soon. I had never planned on missing my wedding—not that anyone would believe it. But I was resigned to the fact that Constantius was going to be my husband. I knew that it was going to happen from the very beginning, as soon as Honorius had presented me. But that didn't stop me from fantasizing, quirking into a smile at the image of my dress torn to shreds.

"Miss Placidia?" a warbled, old voice floated through the door. I sighed and stretched my foot out from under the blankets, extending it until I could reach the chair against the door. I pushed it over, and immediately Irene jumped in pulling a metal tub behind her, unwilling to go through a repeat of the morning.

She gazed at me unsympathetically for just a moment before demanding that I go sit in the washtub and bustling over to the window. She pulled the curtains apart and suddenly my shadows were gone. She said something about the cold and lit dancing flames in the hearth.

I closed my eyes and fiddled some more with my ring. Just a few more seconds.

But no, I had been lazy all morning—Irene grabbed me roughly, taking care not to hurt me, and dragged me to the tub with an unexpected strength, stripping me down and pushing me in. We had a private, heated bath, of course, but I supposed Irene deemed that too complicated for me today. She went to the door and called something out the household, and returned with a pitcher of warm water, which she poured over me gently, scraping me with a strigil as she went. The movement, through uncomfortable, was so relaxing and familiar that I fell into a haze for the rest of her hasty preparations, letting myself be led through the actions that I vaguely remembered from seven years ago. Hair dried with warm towels, brushed through with a comb, and tied up into the complicated wedding style. Slender white clothes slid over my head, pretty braided rope tied into the knot around my waist. My flame veil, matching shoes. No childhood to surrender this time. And we were off, skimming through the many blurred rooms of Honorius's house until we reached the garden. 

Twelve people were gathered there, sitting in chairs and watching with expressions varying from boredom to excitement as Irene scooted me up the isle without hesitation and left me with an encouraging smile to stand in front of everyone, next to Constantius. We both sat down on our stools facing the alter stoically as the priest went through all the customary rituals, until I popped back into the moment and knew what I had to say. The words that would make me Constantius's wife. Just for a second, I closed my eyes and let myself imagine it was Athaulf standing before me.

But then my eyes opened, and the realization that Athaulf wasn't an option anymore crashed into the bottom of my stomach with a distressing finality, so I braced myself and said with all the reluctance in the world:

"Quando tu Gaius, ego Gaia."
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