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 Historical novelist Lindsey Davis is best known for her novels set in Ancient Rome, including the much-loved Marcus Didius Falco series, although she has also written about the English Civil War, including in 2014 A Cruel Fate, a book for the Quick Reads literacy initiative. Her examination of the paranoid reign of the roman emperor Domitian began with Master and God, a standalone novel, leading to her current series about Flavia Albia, set in that dark period.
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INTRODUCTION

Some time in 2014, I was approached to write ‘a short story’. It would be for Amazon’s e-book platform, the Kindle, and the lure was that my mainstream Flavia Albia novel that year would then receive special publicity. Naturally it was hoped that I would write about Falco or Albia. I didn’t want to, because on the infrequent occasions when I write something extra I always prefer a change. It’s more refreshing. I offered a compromise, a spin-off from my spin-off, which would be narrated by Albia’s brother, the weird child Postumus.

That started a short digital series, three stories that were originally available only in e-book and audio versions. It turned out that ‘short story’ meant something quite long, almost a quarter the words in my novels, so I’ve always called them novellas. My natural length is longer, which gives me the space I like in order to investigate every wrinkle of each new plot and to develop its particular characters. But in my two series I was creating the baroque sweep of a grand family soap opera, with people we can sometimes only glimpse because there are so many; I quite enjoyed these three chances to explore minor characters in more depth than usual. They sit with Falco and Albia, available for readers who want a little more while they wait for a new full-length book.

Readers begged me for print versions, so I kept begging my editor and now we are putting the downloads together in print. You see, we do listen! To round off the bundle, I have added a Mystery Extra to the expected extras.

THE SPOOK WHO SPOKE AGAIN

‘Then you can be the only boy in history who, instead of running away from home to join a circus, has to run away from a circus to go home.’

When Falco and Helena were travelling in Syria in Last Act in Palmyra, they joined a travelling theatre company. Disguising himself as a jobbing writer, Falco wrote a new play, The Spook Who Spoke. This heady drama is clearly the ancient New Comedy prototype for Hamlet. Its existence was later confirmed in Alexandria when Falco looked himself up in the pinakes, the Great Library’s catalogue. Yes, they have him: Phalko of Rome, father Phaounios, prosecutor and dramatist. His writings are: ‘The Spook Who Spoke’. Phalko ranks an author because his play has been publicly performed on stage, even though that was in a one-night-only disaster at a Roman fort in the Palmyra desert. My readers love it and some dream of finding the script …

The Spook Who Spoke Again, my download, features the play’s proposed second performance in Nero’s Circus in Rome on the eve of Domitian’s Triumph. Here, the sinister adopted son of Falco and Helena wreaks havoc as he tries to exact revenge on his birth mother, the absurdly colourful snake-dancer Thalia, who has (he thinks) allowed her monstrous python Jason to eat his pet ferret. Alexander Postumus is a boy convinced of his own intelligence and superiority, although he is only twelve, or perhaps eleven, and we can see he is more vulnerable than he thinks. Carried off to work with Thalia’s animals and to be taught acrobatics and acting, after his ferret vanishes he has nobody to discuss problems with, so he confides in us. He deems the slinky pet’s disappearance to be murder, so it must be avenged even if that means executing his birth mother. Seeking justice for Ferret, he sets out to investigate, in a parody of what Falco and Albia do for a living. He gets it all wrong. It’s not his fault. He never means to be bad.

Postumus was supposedly fathered by Falco’s father Geminus, another colourful character who is wonderful or tiresome, depending on your point of view. Falco and Helena suspect a deliberate deceit by Thalia to obtain an inheritance; at the end of Nemesis Thalia dumps the newborn baby on them and in The Ides of April Albia tells us Falco has formally adopted him, in his own sneaky scheme to safeguard the family fortune. When reclaimed by Thalia once he seems old enough to be useful, Postumus first wonders about a mysterious ‘zoo-keeper’ for the role of his father, then sizes up another possible culprit; this man – accidentally – becomes a fatality. Though chastened, Postumus also destroys most people’s relationships, nearly ruins the intended play, is almost squeezed by Jason, starts a riot in a monumental arena and sets it on fire. Thalia despatches her terrible child back to Falco and Helena. He seems sweetly unaware of the damage he has done, but does he welcome a return to his comfortable home and safer parents? … 

I was surprised how many readers wrote to query, or even to congratulate me, on the portrayal of Postumus as someone ‘on the spectrum’. This was never in my mind. The Romans don’t appear to have identified what we call autism; Helena Justina only classifies him as ‘unusual’ and I follow her. I know this child; I recognise the way he acts and thinks. I even wonder if I myself may have acted and thought in the same way. To me, Postumus only exemplifies an intelligent but insecure youngster; in A Comedy of Terrors I was to stress that he wants to be a gladiator, like any other Roman boy. His anxieties are understandable: he has two mothers and several possible fathers, while Thalia’s request to uproot him for her circus only confirms that his insecurity is real.

What might he become in later life? His obsessive curiosity about the world masks more shrewdness than we may think. Think about how competently and uncomplainingly he knuckles down to mucking out the circus animals (gleefully aware that people don’t expect him to cope). Think about how he boldly reorganises ticket sales and then lectures tourists. Postumus has a future. I suspect he will one day run the auction house, the circus, or even both – and he will do it well. People may view him as a bit of an odd personality, but that will suit his double careers. He won’t care. He’ll just doggedly get on with it.

I would find it a strain to write a whole novel about him. But Postumus is very sweet. I enjoyed giving him this outing of his own.

VESUVIUS BY NIGHT

All that crud is going to come down on us.

After The Spook Who Spoke Again, I warmed to shorter pieces somewhat. My next was something I had always said I would never attempt; it’s about Vesuvius erupting. I had even slowed down my main series to avoid having to face this and, I admit it made me cry to write about it. Yet the Vesuvius eruption of AD79 is also one of the cracking great stories of history.

The first reason for not tackling the eruption was that it would be inappropriate for my lighter romps featuring Falco and Albia. Secondly, Pliny described everything. But people asked me ‘What happened to Larius?’ and I was ready to answer. Inevitably, because we do know in advance the fate of Falco’s much-loved nephew, his novella had to be tragic. Albia has revealed that Larius and all his family were lost when the volcano erupted. I couldn’t change that. 

We first meet Larius as a wide-eyed teenager who reads Catullus and saves people from drowning in Shadows in Bronze. He reappears in A Body in the Bath House, by then transformed into a hard-partying lad-about-town who has bunked off from his wife and young children to behave very badly, especially in dark British bars. Urged on by the equally reprobate Camillus brothers, he drinks, swears, fights with men, flirts and worse with women. Why is he in Britain? Professor Barry Cunliffe thinks fragments of wall plaster at Fishbourne Roman Palace resemble work at Stabiae, where Larius trained and, according to me, the new frescos are going to be painted by him.

In planning the novella, I did have new material. Even though Pliny’s descriptions have long been used by vulcanologists, the truth about pyroclastic flows was only accepted after the Mount St Helens eruption. Then in archaeology, three key locations had been either recently excavated or studied: first, the House of the Chaste Lovers in Pompeii and the adjoining House of the Painters at Work gave me the elegant designs Larius is working on, providing also vivid details like the spilled bucket of sloppy wet plaster that is upset when the painters run away, and even the roadworks outside in the street. Next, although it was long believed that everyone who lived in Herculaneum escaped, boatsheds on the original shoreline have been dug out and visitors can see upsetting replica skeletons inside. These tragically show that large numbers of people of all ages – including children, a soldier and women with their jewellery – took shelter together; while hopelessly awaiting rescue, they were killed in the night by a huge wave of heat. Finally, at Oplontis, home to the imperial villa that has always been my favourite site on the Bay of Naples, further buildings have given up evidence of life at the time and long-lost bodies.

For me, there was still no justification for reprising the event as mere entertainment; it had to have deeper resonance. As I said in a Newsletter when the novella was published, the cruise ships disgorge, coachloads of touring visitors criss-cross about led by guides with lurid umbrellas, and the young take their inane selfies without even looking at the ruins. So the best way to make people think about these sites, which are still, in effect, graveyards, was to make characters we care for experience those terrifying last days. Lest it be too heartrending, I brought in the sub-tenant Nonius who, in his ghastly way, decides flight is for fools and makes the best of his chances for robbery, murder and rape. As we crime-writers say, human nature never changes. Fate, as Falco and Albia might add, is rarely fair. Yet sometimes it can be. In another plotline, I ensured that the wife of a faithless husband has her satisfying revenge.

It might have been attractive to let my own people escape, but in Enemies at Home, Albia anticipated me: Larius, she says, ‘was the kind of fixated artist who would have tried to finish his wall, even though the whole house faced violent destruction. As soon as we heard about the eruption, my father went to see if he could find Larius, though he never did. Falco spent weeks there, in anguish as he tried to dig down through twenty feet of mud or ash. He could never find any trace. We decided the whole little family must have tried to escape too late; Larius was killed, along with many other people, most of whom were never found.’

At least in writing Vesuvius by Night I was able to show where he and his exhausted daughter took their last rest, and where his wife and other children went to sleep too, all taken in an instant by those pyroclastic flows.

My title came from the kind of painting Larius is prevented from producing. There is one example by Joseph Wright, in the Barber Institute in Birmingham. 

INVITATION TO DIE

Titus Flavius Domitianus Augustus Germanicus, conqueror of the Chatti and Dacians, in the ninth year of his tribunitian power, fourteen times consul, imperator, pontifex maximus, princeps and Father of the Country, invites your attendance at a banquet on the Palatine.

The Emperor Domitian awarded himself a double Triumph in (probably) AD89. If this really happened, he had never actually fought against the Chatti because a frozen river thawed before they made it across, then the Dacians were bought off. In A Capitol Death I was to have a lot of fun with the subsequent Triumph being cobbled together. It’s the same festivity that brought Thalia’s troupe to Rome in The Spook Who Spoke Again, but here we’ll see political stirrings about an emperor whose paranoia is becoming too dangerous for Rome. As part of the celebrations (probably) Domitian devised his macabre joke, the Black Banquet, supposedly to honour the fallen in Dacia and cruelly meant to terrify members of the Senate.

I had touched on this dinner in Master and God, where I examined the life and reign of Domitian and tried to explain, if not to excuse, the man he became. In that book my protagonists stayed outside (Gaius and Lucilla, quarrelling madly …) It now struck me that having become senators in the Albia series, Aulus and Quintus would receive invitations to the far-from-festive feast; unable to refuse, they must have been right there inside the dining room, eating funeral food and being danced at by unpleasant naked boys. Sometimes you do get lucky with ideas!

I knew I would enjoy writing about the brothers in their own right, exploring their domestic lives and social positions, then watching how they handle serious danger. Falco’s influence must be there in their responses to the Emperor’s threats. We know more than the Camilli have ever been told about their uncle’s plot. Did they ever understand that while they were young men away on foreign service, Publius’ daughter Sosia Camillina, the cousin they had been brought up with, died at the hands of Vespasian’s maverick younger son? In The Silver Pigs Sosia gave me my first shocking murder, my first unusual weapon, my first evidential proof – and my first occasion when an investigator is driven inescapably to seek the truth. Because of Domitian’s relationship to Vespasian and Titus, of course Falco and Sosia’s family have been denied full justice for her murder. Now Domitian holds supreme power. When their imperial master greets them at his banquet, those events long before have a sinister resonance for those of us who remember why he and Falco are enemies. Will Domitian now recall that he has a reason to turn on the brothers? They do know their political careers have been blighted and like us they must fear that this will be more than an evening with a difficult host …

We have known Camillus Aelianus as the grumpy one and Justinus as the handsome one through both Falco and Albia. We have seen Quintus devastated by romantic love and Aulus as a faithless betrayer. They both have awkward marriages which it was good to examine, with glimpses of the six lively children Quintus and Claudia have produced. I was especially happy to show more of Meline, who had previously been a background figure. In the novella I was able to give her thoughts, fears, and at last a voice. Aulus, too, comes out of their second relationship well. They were among my choices for Falco’s three failed attempts to run a detective agency with partners, so we have watched him training them to be practical and street-wise. (Unlike more pampered, less experienced senators, after the Black Banquet these two can safely find their own way home.) I think at the banquet they show their full maturity. Here are Aulus and Quintus on the alert yet restrained, while displaying their wit, humanity and courage.

At the conclusion, another handy device cropped up for me: when the party seems safely over, unwelcome imperial ‘gifts’ arrive: it’s Domitian’s warped version of taking home a balloon and a piece of birthday cake. I wanted to imagine what might happen to those black-painted dancing boys who, with their suggestive gestures and warped upbringing, would surely have been a trial in any respectable household. If the Black Banquet really happened, several hundred aristocratic homes must have been lumbered with those posturing human handouts. My solution for one pair is that they are swiftly passed on by the Camilli, whose wives deposit them with Albia, saying that she is scary enough to cope. Well, that supplied new characters to send into a sad encounter with a serial killer in The Grove of the Caesars …

The Camillus brothers are left to ponder how Rome should face up to the Emperor. Might Falco’s training lead them to become assassins? Will the Camillus family ever seek retribution for Sosia? Even if I’m speculating, as ever I won’t plan. I showed some historical answers, in Master and God. If it ever happens that characters from the Falco series play some part in Domitian’s demise, that must be another story.

THE BRIDE FROM BITHYNIA

I have to confess, I drove here a great deal faster than you said you would allow.

Finally, a little extra. This was written for a different purpose and to some extent in a different style. When I was first trying to become a published writer, Sally Bowden, the Fiction Editor at Woman’s Realm, commissioned several romantic serials from me. Not only did this help me survive financially for several years, but Sally had a son who became an archaeologist. Will, now an eminent professor, was to help me visit Nero’s Golden House before it was open to the public and, famously, to descend into the sewers below the Forum of Nerva, a nerve-racking research experience that would be immortalised in Three Hands in the Fountain.

Only one of my early magazine serials had a Roman time period, when I was just beginning to find my way tentatively into the ancient world. Commissioned by Sally just before she retired, my two-part offering overlapped the first Falco novels but was sneakily drawn from an earlier, unpublished novel that didn’t quite work, even for me, although I was fond of its protagonists and interested in their situation. With its brief mention of Vespasian, the original must have dated to immediately before I seized on him as a potential hero; next I wrote The Course of Honour and then I turned to Falco. I find it interesting that this had been my jumping-off point.

By 1991 I had definitely ‘found my voice’, as they say about authors. I was writing with more confidence and authority. I had started to feel at home in the Roman world and to portray it without worrying that my audience would feel too challenged by the unfamiliar. In the earlier work, for instance, I used English place names, which grates on me horribly now. We have left them alone as the serial is offered to you as an item of interest, just as it was – which of course is more than thirty years ago in my writing career. I notice that although some scenes are set in Rome, there is really no description of the city; how that would change!

I have suggested The Bride from Bithynia be included here because it is another story of the Camillus family and in fact introduced them. Aelia Camilla is more than Helena’s aunt. She is a typical ‘Lindsey heroine’: a little at odds with established society, sharply observant, witty, practical, and resolutely brave. Perhaps she even foreshadows Helena herself or, when Helena seeks refuge after her failed first marriage, perhaps she becomes her scratchy niece’s more serene role-model. Aelia Camilla’s brothers, the well-meaning senator Decimus and reckless Publius, gave me a significant element of my plot in The Silver Pigs. Of course we would come to know them well. Decimus would be an enduring, endearing figure in my series; Falco would expose Publius as a traitor to Vespasian, then have to dispose of his corpse – a gruesome task where the Camilli may never have cottoned on to the details.

Gaius and Camilla had a life in my imagination beyond their serial. They would survive the Boudiccan rebellion and stay in Britain to help remedy Roman mistakes and rebuild the newest province. Their lovemaking on the eve of the battle produced the first of several children: Flavia, who has a role in my series more than once. When Falco first meets Helena Justina in Londinium, the way that she and Flavia interact gives him his first inkling that Helena may have a human side; some years later, in The Jupiter Myth, Flavia and her young siblings will show friendship and kindness to the angry street child, Albia.

But this couple of diplomatic ex-patriots came to have a vital role for me. At the start of my long series, Falco is gruff, antagonistic, and seriously opposed to the wealthy and often worthless aristocrats who run Rome and the empire. He bitterly distrusts the senatorial class; however, he admits to us that he has never really encountered the middle rank at close quarters. When he visits their home, Gaius and Camilla shock him with their civilised attitudes, not least their visible affection for one another. He recognises in them a strong sense of duty and ethics, to which he, as a fighter for justice, has to respond. As he battles corruption, with ambitious men and their willing stooges plotting shamelessly, Falco can see that Gaius Flavius is absolutely straight. They will be friends. I love their discussion of London Bridge in The Jupiter Myth. When, eventually, Falco wants to improve his own social position in order to provide a better life for his family than in horrid Fountain Court, his experience with Helena’s aunt and uncle must be a factor in reconciling him to a promotion he would once have rejected.

This was important for me too. Having abandoned my own career in government employment, I did want to show that I had believed in decent public administration; so, it was a deliberate act to create a ‘good civil servant’. We may laugh a little at Gaius when he dives into being the obsessive bureaucrat, but to me he remains an ideal.

Then of course there is my little theme of women driving. Aelia Camilla needs to do this if she and her companions are to escape being massacred in the Boudiccan Rebellion. She later teaches her niece. This will lead to one of my favourite exchanges: Helena has bravely ventured to the silver mine (the same one where Camilla and Gaius spend their early married life). Falco has been nearly killed there. She manages to extract him, but he is seriously hurt and ill after months as an undercover slave, plus they need to escape from a dangerous situation. Helena puts the half-dead hero into her uncle’s pony cart and as they, too, race away to safety, she chivvies him: ‘Tell me if I go too fast and frighten you.’ Falco growls back, ‘You go too fast – but you don’t frighten me!’

We know then, and they will soon realise, they are both in safe hands for the rest of their lives. It comes directly from the moment, at the start of this serial, when bad-boy Publius Camillus lets his eleven-year-old sister take the reins in his chariot.

I like to think too that the brother’s words apply to my own position as I began what is now a long career. I had learned what I wasn’t going to write, or not anymore, and was setting out on a braver, more original, much stronger course. Camilla and Gaius will always be special to me, not least because out of their story came their outspoken niece and her dogged partner. Once Helena and Falco arrived, for me it was as if those Bithynian grooms had loosed the horses again: ‘Just decide you’re going to do it, and we’ll go.’
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