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1 ~ I Am Titus 

 

“My name is Titus Pomponius Brennius, and I am nine 

years old today.” 
The boy stands next to a reflecting pool two man-

lengths across both ways whose waters surround the statue 

of Augustus Caesar who had died the year Titus had been 
born.  His hands are at his side.  His eyes do not waver from 

his father, Justus Brennius Antiochus. 
“And?” his father prods. 
“And the Titus Pomponius of Athens, philoso… 

philosopher, and writer of many books about our 
illus…illus…” 

“Illustrious,” his mother, Kharis, prompts with her 

ever-present smile that brings out her single dimple. 
“…illustrious Cicero, Plato, and other worthy philoso… 

philosophers and historians.”  Titus risks reprimand from 
his father by glancing at his mother for a quick thank you.  

“And?” Justus prods again, adjusting his purple-edged 

toga which often slips off his lap when sitting. 
 “And my ancestor, Brennius the Great, leader of the 

Gauls who dared invade Rome then settle from there all the 
way over to our Province of Galatia.” 

“Well done, Titus.”  Justus presents his son with a 

thin smile, stands tall, and brushes back a strand of blond 
hair from his forehead. 

“Sit back down, husband. We have not heard our son 

recite his maternal heritage,” Kharis pronounces with 
sternness in her eyes and an abundant smile on her full lips. 

“Well, hurry it up. We have things to do today to 
celebrate this young man’s birthday.”  

Titus, still by the divine Augustus’ statue in the middle 

of the family courtyard, turns to face his mother. His hands 
remain at his side. 



“And Sejanus, Dalmatian official musician of Apollo 
master of the Muses, with full Roman citizenship bestowed 

upon him by the illustri…ous Augustus Caesar.” 
“Perfect,” Kharis says, standing at the same time as 

her husband. 
Titus looks at his father. “May I have my birthday 

present now, sir?”  

“Ha, ha.  Such impatience,” Justus responds, putting 
an arm around his short and pleasantly-stout wife. “A 
gentleman and aristocrat displays patience and does not ask 

for his present.” 
“Well, how long must I display my aristo…aristocrat 

patience, sir?” 
“To teach you a lesson for being so impatient, you 

must recite your times tables, the twelve sons and daughters 

of Apollo, the nine Muses, and the seven planets.” 
“Justus!” Kharus objects. 

“Now dear, the boy needs to learn.” 
Parents reseated, Titus works his way through his 

penance. For good measure, he ends with a bonus. “Our 

father god is Jupiter. The Greeks call him Zeus, but they 
don’t know anything. They aren’t smart like us Romans.  
Isn’t that right, Father?” 

Justus rises and smiles.  “That is indeed right.” 
Kharis stands. “Now, we shall begin our celebrations 

with a song. Where is my lyre?” She looks down at the 
marble bench on which she had been sitting. 

Titus looks at his mother and back at his father. 

“Dear, why not save that part of the birthday 
celebration for our trip to the seacoast,” Justus intercedes. 

“The seacoast?  Really, Father? Is that my present?” 

 “Cornelius,” Justus calls out to his head steward and 
gatekeeper. 

“Yes, sir.  Everything is ready.” 
Cornelius opens the gilded gate out of the family 

palatio. To one side is Lydia ready with Kharis’ stolla of blue. 

The maid lays it over Kharis’ white tunic and secures it with 
a ruby clasp on one shoulder to match the elegant scarlet 

trim at the neckline and hem. 
Cornelius holds a small toga edged with the same 



purple as his elder’s. “Father, do I have to wear a toga? We’re 
just going to the seacoast.” 

“You are an aristocrat. You must wear the symbol of 
your status in public. Once we arrive, you may take it off 

and play in the sand with just your tunic on.” 
“When will I be able to wear the plain toga?” 
“When you are fourteen.  You will wear that one until 

you are considered a man and must earn the right to wear 
purple edging.” 

“When will I be considered a man?” Titus asks. 

Justus does not answer.  
When they walk toward the stable gate, Titus notices 

the family litter with the crimson curtains has not been 
readied for them.  

Justus helps his wife up onto her side saddled horse.  

Titus looks around. “Well, I guess that means I will be 
riding behind you, Father.” 

“No, that is not what it means,” Justus replies, his 
eyes stern and his thin lips even thinner. 

Titus steps back against the stable wall. His eyelids 

fight off unmanly tears. “But it’s my birthday, and you 
promised I could go with you.” 

“Darling, stop teasing the boy,” Kharis chides. 

Brutus, the stable master, steps forward leading a 
saddled pony.   

Titus’ eyes grow large at the sight. 
“Well, mount your beast,” Justus says. 
“For me? He’s mine?” Titus replies, looking now up 

into the eyes of his father. 
“If you don’t hurry, your mother and I are going to 

leave without you.” 

Titus rushes to his new pony, rejects the assistance of 
Brutus, lifts a foot up to the stirrup, swings the other leg 

around, and sits tall and proud.  He jumps back down and 
rushes to his father, laying his head on the man’s chest. 

“Oh, Father. Thank you. Thank you. You are the best 

father in the whole world.” 
“Don’t forget your mother. It was her idea.” 

Titus hurries to Kharis on her mount, grabs her hand 
reaching down to him, and kisses it. “Oh, Mother. Thank 



you. Thank you.” 
By now, Justus is headed out the stable gate and onto 

the street. His family follows up Vici Aegeus and turns right 
at the columned Cardo Maximus.  

Titus sees his friend, Stephan, and calls out to him. 
“Look what I got for my birthday,” his single dimple like his 
mother’s flashing. 

“Cease speaking, Titus. An aristocrat does not yell at 
people on the street. Further, I have warned you not to 
become too friendly with that potter.  He is beneath us.” 

They pass the Temple of Apollo on their right. When 
they arrive at the artificial waterfall, they turn left onto the 

equally columned Decumanus Maximus and follow it past 
the theater and agrarian market with its public forum.  They 
make one last turn out the western gate of Antioch. 

Following at a distance are Cornelius with a tent on 
the rump of his horse, and two light benches tied on each 

side. Lydia follows him with clothing and cooking supplies on 
her mount. 

On the open highway, they cross the rest of their 

Gaulish Okondiani tribal territory, now known as the county 
of Pisidia and part of the greater Province of Galatia.  Riding 
abreast, the three follow the Meander River through the 

valley with the snow-capped Sultan Mountains on their 
right. 

Kharis can hold it in no longer. Inspired by the fresh 
air outside the city away from all its cooking and crafting 
fires and the fires of sacrifices to the gods, she opens her lips 

and sings to the world. 
The strains of her exquisite voice fill the valley, and its 

melodies rise like the aromas of spring flowers to the 

mountains which echo them back. 
“Uh, Son,” Justus announces as his wife sings, “look 

in your saddle bag.” 
Titus, riding on his birthday pony between his parents, 

obeys. His hand touches something hard. He pulls out a lyre 

made of bronze, inlaid with mother of pearl. 
“Another birthday present,” Titus squeals. “Oh, Father, 

thank you.” 
“Again, it was your mother’s idea.” 



“Oh, Mother,” Titus says turning in her direction. 
“Thank you,” he calls out above the strains of her refrain. 

She winks and keeps on singing. 
Titus wraps the reins of his pony around one of the 

four saddle horns and accompanies his mother on his 
birthday lyre.  His father joins in with his base voice. 

Before they know it, they have arrived at Nyssa in time 

for an afternoon meal. Both guards at the city gate recognize 
the Praetor of Antioch and salute him with fists to the heart 
followed by raised arms toward the magistrate. 

The traveling party stops. Cornelius dismounts and 
walks forward, leading his horse.  “My master’s family is in 

need of refreshment and a place to stay for the night. Please 
take us to whichever inn you recommend for us.” 

The soldier turns and leads them into the city. As he 

marches, people stop along the street and stare, wondering 
why the Praetor of Antioch no less, is visiting them.  

By now, Titus has put away his lyre and is following 
his father in the procession, his mother behind him, and 
Lydia behind them.  He sits as straight and tall in his saddle 

as he can to make his father proud. 
They arrive at an inn.  The city guard knocks on the 

gate while Cornelius speaks to a stable hand who bows to 

Justus and takes the reins of his horse. Two more stable 
hands appear and take the reins of the other two mounts. 

The proprietor of the inn meets the three at the gate leading 
into the outer palatial courtyard. 

“Most Excellent sir, it is with great pleasure that I 

welcome you into my establishment. We have a private 
atrium for our honored guests. Please follow me.” 

Well filled with cheeses, fresh grapes, bread, yogurt, 

and nectar of apricots, the family and two servants are led to 
an exquisite room for the remainder of the night.   

The following day, they resume their journey toward 
the coast of the Aegean Sea. Late afternoon, they reach 
Tralles. Though the guards at the city gate do not recognize 

Justus, they understand the significance of the purple 
border on his toga and salute him. 

“Where might my master’s family spend the night in 
your city?” Cornelius asks, once again having dismounted 



and walked ahead of the family to one of the guards. 
The guard leads them to what Titus assumes is the 

finest inn within the city walls. 
As people cheer the magistrate traveling into their city, 

Kharis leans toward Titus. “Every lip is cheering us.  Both 
upper and lower,” she giggles. 

Titus glances at his father to see if their untoward 

behavior has been detected. It has not. He grins in delight at 
his mother’s sense of humor, so different from his father’s 
rigidness. 

 The next morning, they leave and continue up the 
highway. 

“Did you know we are on one of the silk roads?” 
Justus says to Titus. 

“What’s a silk road, Father?” 

“Silk roads are scattered throughout the Roman 
empire and all lead from one place—China. Do you know the 

significance of China?” 
Titus grins. “Of course, Father. Anyone can figure that 

out: China is where silk grows.” 

“Well, in a way, yes. It is where the silkworms grow, 
and they spin silk threads to make their cocoons,” Justus 
explains. 

“And where I get fabric for my finest stolas,” Kharis 
adds. 

“Is the stola you’re wearing made from silk, Mother?” 
“Indeed, it is.” 
 They ride in silence. Then, once again, his mother’s 

angelic voice. The voice of all the Muses blended into one. 
Melodic strains that float everywhere bounce playfully off the 
clouds overhead and swirl around in the glad heart of Titus. 

He pulls out his new birthday lyre and accompanies her. 
That evening, they arrive at Magnesia, former Roman 

stronghold, and home of many of Antioch’s semi-noble 
equestrian ancestors. Their journey toward the Aegean Sea 
resumes. 

“My father, Justinius, was a Tribune here when 
Magnesia was a fortress. When he retired, he was granted 

the land on which our servants grow flax in the valley 
outside of Antioch,” Justus explains. 



“He built our house too, didn’t he, Father?”  
“Yes, he did.  I was born there. Too bad he died the 

year you were born.  He did not live long enough to see you.” 
“And grandmother died when Aunt Chloe was born.” 

 “I was just five then. I did not understand why my 
mother had to go away from me.”  Justus is quiet for a long 
time. 

The following day, they arrive at Ephesus on the 
Aegean coast and go to the finest inn within the city. 

“First thing in the morning,” Kharis says with a yawn, 

“I want to visit the great Temple of Artemis.  It is the largest 
temple in the world.” 

“Do we have to?” Titus asks. “For my birthday?” 
“The beach will still be there afterward,” Justus 

chides. 

“It will still be there when you are an old man,” Kharis 
mumbles.   

“When I am as old as Father?” 
“Go to sleep,” Justus growls. 
Titus closes his eyes. Then it is morning. He hears his 

father still snoring, jumps up, and tugs on his foot. “Get up, 
Father. Get up.  Today is still my birthday.” 

Justus sputters. 

Kharis smiles, her eyes still closed. When she opens 
them, Titus is standing beside his parents’ bed with his lyre. 

“So soon with the music?” 
“I haven’t played anything yet,” Titus responds. “But I 

was about to.” 

Kharis reaches over and kisses her husband on the 
cheek, then pinches his nose to interrupt his snoring. He 
sputters and opens his eyes. 

“My dear, you had better not ever do that in public, or 
I’ll send you back to Dalmatia,” Justus announces, rubbing 

his eyes. 
“I never lived in Dalmatia. I was born in Rome,” Kharis 

retorts. 

“Well, your father was.” 
“I know lots of words in Dardani, Mother’s tribe,” Titus 

announces. “Do you want to hear them?” 
“No, not really,” Justus says, rising. 



“Besides, it isn’t the language of just my tribe,” Kharis 
responds. “It is the language of all Dalmatia.” 

Titus sits on the floor and counts with his fingers. 
“What are you counting?” Kharis asks. “All the words 

you know in my native language?” 
“No, all the languages I know.  Well, I don’t know 

them, but I am learning. Let me see, Latin of course because 

everyone in our city speaks Latin.  Then Greek because 
everyone else speaks Greek.  And Gallic spoken by gr gr gr gr 
grandfather Brennius.” He sputters the gr’s in quick 

succession. “And Dalmatian.” 
“Four, is that all?” Justus says, standing and tickling 

his son. 
“Well, I’m only nine. Hmmm. I may add a fifth 

language.” 

“What’s that?” Justus asks, picking up the boy and 
dangling him upside down by his ankles. 

“Hebrew,” Titus chokes out between giggles.  Justus 
sets him down. “Rabbi Oeneus says he’ll teach me Hebrew.” 

“The language of the Jews?” his father asks with a 

frown. “They have a strange religion. Only one God and he is 
invisible, so no one knows what a statue of him would look 
like.  Strange religion. Isn’t he the new rabbi in Antioch?” 

“I just want to make you proud, Father.” 
“Well, young man who knows four languages and 

dares to learn a fifth,” Kharis interrupts, “it is time to get 
dressed, eat something to break our fast, and go see the 
great Artemis of the Ephesians.” 

As the sun rises full above the horizon, they leave the 
inn. Their horses have been saddled and are waiting for 
them. With the directions fresh in his mind, Justus leads his 

family half a mille to the agora, then turns right. They pass 
the theater which he estimates holds at least twenty-five 

thousand people.  Half a mille north of that they pass the 
stadium and gymnasium academy. They guide their horses 

through the North Gate and turn right again. Immediately 
they see on a high hill overlooking the city the magnificent 
Temple of Artemis, though it is still another mille away. 

When they arrive, a man assumed to be the high priest 
walks with quick steps out to them, followed by three 



younger priests.  He holds up both arms to greet Justus.   
“The goddess told me you were coming. How right she 

was. Welcome, Most Excellent Magistrate. Welcome. These 
men will help you off your horses and tie them safely to the 

trees in our adjacent grove. Your servants are welcome to 
join them.” 

The temple dignitary waits for the three distinguished 

strangers to dismount. “My name is Alexander,” the high 
priest announces. “Follow me.” 

As the trio walks up the forty-eight steps, they stare at 

the hundred and twenty columns supporting the roof of the 
holy place. 

Once at the top of the steps and on the portico, the 
high priest stops and turns.  It is my understanding that 
you, sir, are the Flamin of Apollo, and your wife the 

Flaminica of Apollo in Antioch. Have I heard correctly?” 
“Yes, you have,” Justus replies without smiling. 

“In that case, we will be most happy to allow you 
inside the Temple of our Mother to gaze upon her greatness.” 

Alexander turns and leads them between the columns, 

each of which Justus estimates to be a full man length in 
thickness. 

Once inside, Titus stretches his neck to see the top of 

the grand marble statue. 
“Whoa,” Titus mumbles. 

“Shhhh,” both parents respond in unison. 
“On her head is a crown representing the city walls of 

Ephesus whom she protects,” the high priest explains.  “Her 

many breasts represent her as the Mother of all living things. 
We are, of course, honored by her presence among us and 
her protection. You may stay as long as you like,” Alexander 

concludes. “I must leave you now. It is time for the incense 
offering.” 

“How can I have two mothers?” Titus whispers. 
“She is your spiritual mother, and I am your physical 

mother,” Kharis replies. 

They stand in silence, stretching their necks and 
straining their eyes to see the crowned head nearly touching 

the arched ceiling high above. In the silence, they try to 
absorb all that is the essence of the Mother Superior. 



“At least, that’s what I have been told,” Kharis 
whispers. “Two mothers? How is it possible?” 

Justus takes his wife’s hand and squeezes it in 
warning. She remains quiet. 

“Father,” Titus says, interrupting the silence. “Can we 
go see the water now before my birthday runs out? I have 
demon…demonstrated aristocratic patience.” 

Justus looks down at his little boy.  “That you have, 
Son,” he says, turning to leave. 

They walk back out between the columns and pause at 

the portico. 
“Look at that,” Kharis says.   

The city of Ephesus spreads out below them with its 
colonnaded streets leading through the center of the city and 
all the way down Arcadian Way to the harbor. 

“It’s full of ships,” Titus says. “Where am I going to 
swim?”   

“I believe that’s the Cayster River beside the harbor. 
Perhaps we can go there,” Kharis replies. 

At the bottom of the high steps, the three are brought 

their horses.  They work their way back into the city. When 
they arrive at the theater perched on the side of Mount Pion, 
they turn west and continue down Arcadian Way and beside 

the river. 
The seagulls are busy flying and perching and 

squawking. The smell of sea salt fills the air. The breeze 
flows through their hair. At last, they arrive at a grassy place 
beside the river and stop. 

Cornelius hurries over to his mistress and helps her 
down from her mount. He returns to maid Lydia and helps 
her down. 

Before anyone realizes, Titus has thrown off his toga 
and waded into the water in his short tunic.  As soon as the 

water is deep enough, he dives into it, then turns on his 
back.  “Look, Father. Look at me, Mother. I’m swimming.” 

By the time the parents have taken off their toga and 

stola, a blanket and two ivory benches have been set in 
place. They clasp hands and take their seats. 

“We did well, didn’t we?” Kharis says. 
“Indeed, we did,” Justus replies. “The gods have been 



good to us.” 
Lydia brings them goblets of apricot nectar. 

“Which ones?” Kharis asks. “Apollos, Augustus, 
Jupiter? I sometimes get confused. My people in Dalmatia 

have one set of gods. The Greeks have another set of gods. 
The Romans another. And the Jews just one God. Are they 
all the same gods or different gods in different heavens? Are 

they all combined into one God? Could the Jews be right?” 
“Look, Mother. Look what I found,” Titus says rushing 

up the beach toward his parents. He hands her a seashell. 

“Oh, thank you, Son,” she says. 
“Did you see me chase the seagulls, Father? I almost 

caught one. Are you proud of me, Father?” 
Lydia takes a smaller goblet of nectar to her young 

master. 

He sits in front of his parents and gulps it down. 
“This is the happiest day of my life,” he says.  “If I live 

to be a thousand years old, I will never forget it. Never.” 
 



 

 
 

 

 

2 ~ The Earthquake 

 

It is two years later. Titus is walking home from his 
lessons at the gymnasium academy. 

“I’ll see you tomorrow,” Titus tells his best friend, 

potter Stephan. 
They part where the colonnade Cardo Maximus 

crosses Veci Aegeus. Titus turns there while Stephan 

continues on to his house near the South Gate Market.  
As Titus works his way closer to home, he rehearses 

the warrior dance he had learned that day so it will be 
perfect and his father will be proud of him. 

He arrives at the gilded gates with statues of his 

armor-clad and sword-wielding Goth ancestor on each side. 
He salutes Brennius as he walks up to the entrance to his 

family palatio. 
“I’m home, he calls out. 
Cornelius opens the gate. “Shhh, young master. You 

know your father does not approve of such open and 
undignified vocalizations.” 

Titus hands his clay writing tablet and a scroll to 
Cornelius and wags his head. He walks through the 
reception courtyard lined with statues of four muses on each 

side, a gift from his father to his mother when they married. 
By the time he reaches the gate to the larger family 

courtyard with the muse Calliope on one side and Apollos on 

the other, Cornelius has passed him and has it opened. 
“I’m home, Mother. I’m home, Father.” 

Lydia greets her young master with a mug of grape 
juice and piece of flatbread to keep him satisfied until the 
evening meal. 

“Where is everyone?” he asks her. 

“Your father is in his officium upstairs. Your mother 
should be home shortly from the Vestal Temple.” 

The second floor is supported by six pink marble 



columns on one side of the courtyard representing Apollo’s 
six sons, and an equal number of columns on the other side 

representing Apollo’s daughters. 
Just as Titus takes a big bite of his bread, his mother 

walks in. 
“Whew. I had all the Vestal Virgins to teach today, plus 

three other virgins who are hoping for acceptance into the 

order. The new ones are so far behind the Vestals in lyre 
playing, I may have to teach them separately.” 

She kisses her eleven-year-old son who is now as tall 

as her. Other than being tall like his father, the rest of him 
takes after his mother including his thick brown hair, big 

eyes, pointed chin, and single dimple. 
“I see my family has arrived home,” Justus says, 

making his way down the steps leading from the second 

floor. “Sit. Sit. I want to hear all about your day. Titus, what 
did you learn?” 

The family sits on their three usual cushioned benches 
near the central reflecting pool. 

“I taught Mother’s poem about her father’s rise to fame 

from barbarian of Dalmatia to the the official singer of Apollo 
and respected Roman citizen.” 

“Well, that is fine, Son. But you are becoming too 

much like your mother. You cannot protect Antioch and 
Rome with an epic poem. Now, what practical thing did you 

learn today?” 
“I learned a new warrior dance. It imitates what 

warriors do when they crash through the gate of an enemy 

city.” 
“Good. Good. Let me see it.” 
Titus leaps from his bench and immediately squats. 

His eyes dart both ways, then in front. He takes two steps 
forward, then runs and leaps in the air, thrusting an 

imaginary spear as he goes. Leap and thrust, leap and 
thrust. He stops and stares at his father. 

“That’s all?” 

“Well, I don’t remember the rest. But I will do better 
tomorrow. I promise, Father. I will make you proud of me. 

Remember the poem about Augustus becoming a god that I 
learned last week? Would you like to hear it again, Father?” 



Justus rises. “I have work to do. I shall be in my 

officium.” 
Titus and his mother watch Justus climb the steps 

two at a time up to his private domain.  
“Son, he is just trying to make sure you grow up to be 

a man worthy of the title.” 
“What title? I don’t have a title.” 

“Your father does, and you are an extension of him.” 
“But he isn’t proud of me anymore.” 
“He is prouder of you than you realize. You should 

hear him when the judges come here for his advice.” 
“Then, why doesn’t he tell me that?” 
“Let me tell you a little story,” his mother says. “It 

happened before you were born and while I was still living in 
Rome.” 

“That’s where you and Father met isn’t it?” 
“Yes, he was attending the university led by Apollo’s 

priests, and heard my father and me singing.” 

“Then Father saw your beauty and knew he had to 
have you.” 

“That’s right,” she giggles. “Now, let me tell my story. 

One year at the solo singing contests held in Apollo’s honor, 
there was a man who scored absolutely no points. Such had 

never happened before.” 
Kharis chuckles, showing her single dimple, then 

returns to her story. 

“At the end of the contest, everyone crowded around 
the man who had made absolutely no points. None. Ha, ha. 

No points at all seemed impossible, but he managed it. The 
crowd was fascinated by him accomplishing such a feat, 
much to the frustration of the man who won. The poets 

wanted to write poems about the worst loser in the entire 
history of the music contests, and the musicians wanted to 
dedicate songs to him. Ha, ha. He said he had never received 

so much attention in all his life.” 
Titus smiles, mostly from watching his mother’s 

enjoyment of her own story. 
“So, you see, Son. People can be proud of you for all 

kinds of reasons.” 

“Father too?” 



Kharis smiles and ruffles her son’s hair. “Father too. 
Now let’s think of a song. We must always have music in our 

life.” 
Titus smiles and sits in silence next to his mother. 

Jewish God, whoever you are and where ever you are, make 
my mother one of your stars someday. Make her your 
brightest star. 

“By the way,” Kharis interrupts without knowing it, 
“tomorrow after school, instead of coming straight home, I 
need you to deliver a lyre to one of my new students so she 

can practice at home. I will be busy at the synagogue. Rabbi 
Oenus is teaching me the Hebrew scriptures. I have secretly 

become one of them.” 
“You have? Why? Father will be very angry.” 
“That’s why it is a secret. Well, for now, it is. I will 

teach your father a little at a time until he understands and 
wants to join us. At any rate, I will put the lyre in a shoulder 

pouch for you.” 
“Where does your student live?” 
“Just east of Antioch on the Iconium Road. You’ll have 

to take your horse to the gymnasium academy so you can 
get there and back home before dark.” 

“Yes, ma’am. I’ll be happy to. By the way, how old is 

the girl?” 
“Too old for you. Keep your mind on your education 

and your future.” 
The following morning, Brutus has Titus’ horse 

saddled and ready for him. 

“Son,” Justus says, “after the gymnasium lets out, I 
need you to meet me at the Temple of Vesta. I am holding 
court there. A young man was caught marking up Augustus’ 

temple propylon and is being tried for treason and 
blasphemy. He is just a little older than you. I want you to be 

there to witness what happens to careless young men.” 
“But, Father, Mother asked me to deliver a lyre to a 

student on the Iconium Road after the gymnasium 

dismisses.” 
“You can do both. Come to the hearing. It is only a 

preliminary one with the high priest of Augustus registering 
the charges. You will have plenty of time to deliver your 



mother’s lyre afterward.” 
After school that day, Titus heads toward the agora in 

front of the magnificent spherical Temple of Vesta, 
protectoress of hearth and home. His father is dressed in his 

finest purple-edged toga and is sitting on the highest part of 
the platform as Praetor of Antioch. Below him on the next 
highest part of the platform are three judges. Titus finds a 

spot in the crowd sufficient to see and hear what is going on. 
“Further, Most Excellent Magistrates and Revered 

Praetor Justus, this young man was caught in the act. He 

was painting something on each step of the propylon leading 
up to the temple of our city’s patron, the divine Augustus, 

now sharing a place with the other gods among the stars.” 
“Do you have witnesses?” one of the judges asks. 
“Yes, Most Excellency. We have four. Sufficient to 

bring a verdict of guilty and penalty of death.” 
Titus realizes the young man being tried is an older 

student at the gymnasium academy who had helped him 
with one of his warrior dances. Cracius is crying with the 
hoarse voice of a youth becoming a man. 

Before Titus knows it, a continuation of the trial is 
announced for the next day. He realizes the sun is close to 

the horizon. I will never be able to make the delivery now. I 
guess I can do it tomorrow. 

Praetor Justus Brennius Antiochus steps down off the 
platform and onto the street. “Son, tie your horse up to my 

chariot. We shall ride home together.” 
As they make their way back up the Decumanus 

Maximus toward home, Titus grows more anxious. 

“You can deliver your mother’s lyre tomorrow,” Justus 
says, understanding Titus’ concerns. “I will speak to your 
mother, and you will be forgiven. She is a good woman.” 

“Yes, Father.” 
They arrive home. Kharis is already there. She is 

sitting in the courtyard reading. 
“Oh, hello you two. I have been inspired to write 

another poem. But you cannot hear it yet. I have just begun. 

Did you get my lyre delivered?” 
“Mother, I am sorry. I had two important things to do 

at the same time. Father assured me…” 



“I assured Titus,” Justus says, intervening, “he would 
be out of court in time to deliver your lyre before dark. Yes, 

yes. I told him to come to court first to hear a special case. 
The accuser, the high priest of Augustus, went on and on 

with his orations about the magnificence of our now-
deceased Caesar, and before we knew it…” 

Kharis stands and kisses the cheeks of both of the 

most important men in her life. She smiles. “I have no 
problem with that. I will be free tomorrow morning to deliver 
the lyre. So, you men can stay as long as you like at your 

court hearing.” 
It rains that night and the morning is full of freshness. 

Titus kisses his mother on both cheeks. “Thank you, Mother. 
I just did not know what to do. Thank you for forgiving me.” 

“There is nothing to forgive you of.” 

As Titus leaves through the front gate, he hears her 
humming and knows she will work on her poem a little while 

before delivering the lyre. 
The hours at the gymnasium go by slower this day. 

Titus looks out the window and realizes the birds are not 

singing. He sees a rat skitter across the marble floor of the 
gymnasium academy in broad daylight. The air is still. 
Everyone in the classroom is quiet. Their lecturer, 

Fortunatus, too. All quiet. As though waiting for the 
appearance of something great and wonderful. 

Titus’ stylus rolls off his lap desk and onto the floor. 
He looks out the window again. Leaves on the trees are 
trembling. He hears a dog howl in the distance. 

Just as the class is dismissed for a noon-time meal, 
they hear galloping through the city streets and shouting. 

“An earthquake. Out on the highway. An earthquake 

on the highway!” 
The students rush in a body outside to hear more 

details, their lecturer Fortunatus leading the way. 
They wait for the rider to turn around at the end of the 

street and return their way. 

“Where did it happen?” Fortunatus shouts to the 
returning messenger. He stands on the road in the path of 

the onrushing horse. The horse raises up on its haunches to 
miss trampling the intruder in its path. 



 The messenger reins in his mount, and the lecturer 
calls up to him again. “Where did it happen? Was anyone 

hurt?” 
“On the Iconium Road!” the rider shouts before 

resuming his mission of broadcasting tragedy throughout 
the city. 

Titus runs toward the North Gate near the aqueduct. 

He hears hoofbeats behind him and moves to the side of the 
street along with everyone else on foot.  

“Get in,” he hears. 

Titus immediately recognizes his father’s voice and 
dodges other horses to get to the family chariot. 

Justus snaps a whip above his horse’s head. “Yeeaah!” 
he shouts. “Yeeaah.” 

The chariot speeds the rest of the way up columned 

Cardo Maximus and out through the North Gate. Justus 
cracks the whip again, though knowing his horse cannot go 

any faster than it is. When he comes to the Iconium Road, he 
guides the horse to the right, the chariot rocking and 
sometimes teetering on one wheel. 

They see boulders in the road ahead, and Justus pulls 
back on the reins. Before the horse can come to a complete 
stop, Justus jumps out of the chariot. Titus grabs the reins, 

brings the chariot to a full stop, and he, too, jumps out. 
The men rush to the rubble and immediately move 

rocks out of the way. 
“Stop!” they hear someone shout. “Stop talking, 

everyone,” the voice says. “We need to listen for voices.” 

A restless quiet ensues as though there is no such 
thing as sound anymore. The quiet echoes up the 
treacherous Mount Karakus, back down, and swirls around 

in hearts that have stopped their thump, thump, thump. 
“Titus,” Justus shouts. “Over here! I see a lyre. Move 

them. Help me move these rocks out of the way. Maybe we 
are not too late.” 

One by one, the men tug and lift this rock and that out 

of their treacherous resting places and toss them away. One 
by one. Closer to their mother and wife. Closer and hoping. 

Hoping it is her. Hoping it is not. 
One rock at a time. Hands working to uncover that 



which they dread to uncover. 
The grand and magnificent Antioch, once favored by 

Augustus Caesar himself, does not sleep that night. 
Funeral processions down every street. Torch lights 

everywhere. Mourning and wailing, moaning and screaming. 
Shouts up into the black sky. “Why?” 

Pyres everywhere on the other side of the ancient city 

walls. No waiting the required five days to make sure the 
dead is not just in a swoon. Who could live through that? No 
burials with singers of both the boys’ and girls’ choruses. 

The dead are hardly identifiable. 
Brutus gallops out of the city to the field hands and 

tells them where their mistress’s pyre will be set up. He 
returns at the palatio where the household servants and 
maids have gathered.  

Both father and son now wear the dark toga, symbol of 
mourning. 

Titus looks at his father for the signal. Justus nods. 
The six men pick up the cot on which their beloved Kharis 
has been laid, what is left of her mangled body covered with 

a silk sheet and attached to the cot itself to avoid it being 
blown off. 

Justus leaves first, walking with slow steps between 
the statues of the muses he had bought his wife a dozen 
years earlier. Titus follows.  

Kharis and the six servants are next. Behind them, the 
servants have lined up according to their seniority. All 
wearing dark tunics. 

Titus hears mournful pipes being played by one of 
them. Another with a flute joins in to make a duet of sorrow 

as deep as the sea. A third one plays on a lyre changing its 
former gladness to a sadness that is almost unbearable. 

Titus remembers his mother’s saying, “There is 

nothing that a song cannot help.” You were wrong, Mother. 
You were wrong. 

Slow and steady steps toward the West Gate in the 
midnight of their being. Past the Temple of Apollo, then the 
waterfall. They see ahead of them the spherical Temple of 

Vesta, protectress of hearth and home. She had not 
protected their beloved Kharis. 



They turn at the waterfall with not enough watery 
tears falling down it to show adequate sorrow for one so 

sweet and kind. Down the colonnade, past the theater and 
agora. Out the West Gate to the cemetery. The cemetery not 

intended for Titus’ gentle mother.  
All is wrong. This woeful procession should not be. 

Titus should be at home with both parents, everyone tucked 

in their own bed and sleeping with happy dreams. Sleeping? 
Yes, sleeping now. But the sleep of death. 

Oh, Mother. Why didn’t I deliver your lyre yesterday when 

you asked me to? Why? I could have left school early and satisfied 

both you and Father. I killed you. Oh, forgive me. But, how can 

you? 
They arrive at the spot on which Justus has instructed 

a raised pyre be built. The six servants lift what is left of the 
lovely Kharis up onto the pyre and hand a torch to Justus. 
Justus steps forward, presses his lips together, pauses, and 

lights the kindling.  
As the flames grow higher, Titus steps back and sits 

on the ground. He watches what he does not want to watch. 
He watches as his mother—the one he had betrayed—goes 
up in smoke. 

Oh, God of the Jews. Do not let her soul burn up. Take 
her soul to wherever your heaven is. Titus looks up into the 

heavens. The smoke of her pyre rises, and he thinks he sees 
her soul rise with it. 

On and endlessly on. Fire. Smoke. Lost hope. Lost life. 

Lost everything. 
He stands and turns in a circle in place. “No! Not this! 

Not my mother!”  
His cries rush to the cliffs of treacherous Mount 

Karakus and echo back to him to make sure he feels as 

guilty as he deserves. 
Tears that will not stop. Cannot stop. Tears and 

wretched groanings that mingle in what should not have 

been. Reality suffocating in mocking flames that consume 
his mother as well as his heart. 

Titus rushes over to Justus. “Oh, Father, I can’t stand 
this. Father, make it stop. Make this day be only a 
nightmare. Father, please Father.” 



Justus glances at his son and turns away. Titus walks 
around to face him, but Justus turns again. 

Maid Lydia, standing nearby, rushes up to the boy and 
embraces him. He sobs on her shoulder and wishes she were 

his mother. 
It is morning. Only embers remain under the pyre and 

charred bones above it. 

Justus stands. “Gather them up into an ossuary,” he 
tells Cornelius. “Bury it next to my father and mother.” 

Justus walks back into the city. Titus follows behind. 

When they arrive home, Justus goes to his officium and 
closes the door.  

Titus is left alone. He sits in the middle of the 
courtyard on the cold green-and-coral tiles. Cold. Everything 

now cold. The pyre, his father, his heart. Cold and deserted. 
And all the fault of Titus Pomponius Brennius, eleven years 

old. 
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