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To Susanna and Joseph




Prologue

Basil Brown 14 June 1939

That evening I came back and worked on alone. The rectangle of darkened earth at the entrance to the burial chamber showed up quite clearly in front of me. I scraped away with the trowel and then I switched to the bodkin. It wasn’t long after starting that I came across this greenish band. It was running through the soil like a grass stain. At first, I thought my eyes were playing up. I had to blink a few times before I’d allow myself to believe it.

With the pastry brush, I swept the earth away, taking off as much as I dared. I was worried that if I took any more away the whole thing might vanish completely. But far from disappearing, the green band showed up even more distinctly than before.

Then, to the left of the first one, I found another green band. The colour was a little duller than before – more speckled too – but still impossible to miss. I took these to be the remains of bronze hoops. Possibly belonging to a barrel, or some sort of wooden container.

When I looked at my watch, I saw that it had already gone nine o’clock. I was astonished – I thought I’d been going for about fifteen minutes. The light was fading now. Even so, I was in a muck sweat. I kept having to wipe my forehead with my sleeve. I knew I was going to have to give up soon. But I couldn’t bear to stop. Not yet.

I kept on brushing. More than anything else I wished I’d brought a torch and I cursed myself for not thinking of it before. Just when I had decided that there was no point carrying on, I came across something else. A piece of timber.

To begin with, I assumed this must be the barrel, or what was left of the barrel. It wasn’t long, though, before I had second thoughts. The piece of timber was about the size of a large book. Like a ledger, or a church Bible. As far as I could tell, it was perfectly flat. In places, it was so decayed that even my pastry brush was too rough. All I could do was put my lips as close as possible and blow the earth away.

In one place, though, it was quite solid. When I tapped the wood with my finger, it gave out a soft, hollow sound. In the top left-hand corner, I could make out what I thought was a knot. Peering at it more closely, I saw it was a small hole. A dry, papery smell rose from the ground. It caught in my nostrils as I sat staring at the piece of wood, and at the hole in particular.

Then I did something shameful. Something I can never excuse, or properly explain. I pushed my finger through the hole. It went in quite easily – the timber fitted snugly round my knuckle. Beyond was a cavity. Although I couldn’t be sure, I felt the cavity to be a large one. There was a kind of emptiness around my finger, like an absence of air.

I stayed where I was for several minutes. By now I could hardly see the wood in front of me, it was so dark. But still I sat there, not moving. And when at last I took my finger away, all the excitement I’d felt before vanished in an instant. In its place came a great wash of sadness. So strong it quite knocked me back.

After I’d covered over the centre of the ship with tarpaulins and secured the corners with stones, I set off for Sutton Hoo House. The gravel path ran pale and straight in front of me. On one side was a yew tree. I could see its silhouette looming up before me, its branches almost touching the ground. The sky was black as hogs.

When I rang the back doorbell, I could feel the sweat, cold and drying, on my skin. Grateley answered the door. Although he’d taken off his collar, he still had his tail coat on.

‘Basil? What are you doing here?’

‘Would you tell Mrs Pretty I need to see her?’ I told him.

‘Now?’ He swayed back in surprise. ‘Do you know what time it is? Mrs Pretty will be preparing for bed.’

‘Even so, I need to see her.’

Behind him, light bounced off the white tiles. Grateley gave me a look. Frowning mostly, although there might have been some sympathy in it.

‘I’m sorry, Basil,’ he said. ‘You’ll just have to wait until morning.’


Edith Pretty April–May 1939

There was a knock on the door.

‘Come in.’

‘Mr Brown, ma’am,’ said Grateley, and then stood aside to let him in.

I am not sure quite what I had been expecting, but it was not this. My first impression was that everything about him was brown – dark brown. His skin was mahogany-coloured. So were his clothes: a cotton tie, a tweed jacket with the top button fastened and what appeared to be a cardigan beneath. He was like a kipper in human form. It seemed absurd that his name should be Brown too.

The only things about him that were not brown were his eyes. Grey, like two polished tacks, they gleamed with alertness. His hair stood up in tufts. He was holding an object in his left hand – brown, inevitably – mashed between his fingers. The other was jutting out in front of him.

‘Mrs Pretty,’ he said.

‘It was good of you to come, Mr Brown.’

‘No, no, no…’

His handshake was dry and firm.

‘Won’t you sit down?’ I indicated the sofa.

He did so, but only just, perching on the edge of the seat with his elbows on his knees. The brown object was still in his hand. My gaze was drawn to it. I thought – I am afraid I thought it might be an animal of some sort. Then I realized it was his cap. He must have seen me looking, because he unclenched his hand, placing the cap on the cushion beside him.

‘Mr Brown, you have been recommended to me as someone who knows about soil. Suffolk soil. Mr Reid Moir, the chairman of Ipswich Museum Committee, spoke highly of you.’

He twisted slightly at the mention of Reid Moir, I thought, but nothing more than that. I remembered how Reid Moir had described him as being somewhat unorthodox in his methods. I remembered too how he had also referred to him as a local man, laying a good deal of stress on the word ‘local’. At the time his meaning had passed me by, but now I saw it clearly enough.

‘As you may know,’ I went on, ‘I have a number of mounds on my land. I have been thinking for some time of having them excavated. Mr Reid Moir told me that you might be the man for the job.’

There was no reaction – not at first. Then he said, ‘What do you think might be in your mounds, Mrs Pretty?’

His accent was broad Suffolk, with scarcely any vowels coming through and the consonants all clattering into one another.

‘I am assuming they are prehistoric. Probably Bronze Age. As for what, if anything, may be inside, I would not care to speculate. From what I can tell, they do not appear to have been excavated before. It is rumoured that Henry VII dug for treasure in a mound here. We also know that John Dee, Elizabeth I’s Court Astrologer, was commissioned to search for treasure along this stretch of coast. Some people say he came here too, although there is no evidence of his having done so.’

Again he said nothing. Despite his clothes, there was something oddly spruce about him. Possibly it was his air of containment.

‘Would you care to have a look for yourself?’ I suggested.

Outside, the landscape was drained of colour. The water in the estuary looked hard and shiny. It might not have been moving at all. Underfoot, the grass was spongy and already damp with dew. I was careful where to put my feet. Mr Brown walked with his arms bowed and his elbows sticking out, as if his jacket was too small.

‘This whole area around Sutton Hoo House has always been known as Little Egypt,’ I told him. ‘No doubt on account of the mounds. There are a number of legends about them. People claim to have seen mysterious figures dancing in the moonlight. Even a white horse. I believe that local girls used to lie down on top of them in the hope of becoming pregnant.’

Mr Brown glanced across at me, his eyebrows rising in two perfectly inverted Vs. ‘And have you ever seen any of these dancing figures yourself, Mrs Pretty?’ he asked.

‘No,’ I said, laughing. ‘Never.’

A coverlet of mist was clinging to the mounds. When we came closer to the largest of them, Mr Brown made a little clicking sound with his tongue. ‘They’re bigger than I expected. Much bigger.’

He pointed upwards. ‘May I?’

‘By all means.’

He ran up the side of the mound, elbows pumping away. When he reached the top, he stood looking round. Then he promptly disappeared. After a few seconds, I realized that he must have knelt down behind a clump of bracken. Then he straightened up and stamped on the ground – first with one foot, then the other. He stayed up on the mound for several more minutes. When he came back down he was shaking his head.

‘What is it, Mr Brown?’

‘You have rabbits, Mrs Pretty.’

‘Yes, I am aware of that.’

‘Rabbits burrow,’ he said. ‘They’re bad for excavations. Very bad. They disturb the soil.’

‘Ah, I didn’t realize.’

‘Oh yes, a real menace, rabbits are.’

After that we went round each mound in turn. Mr Brown paced out measurements, making notes with a stub of pencil in an old diary. At one point a flock of geese went overhead, their necks extended, their wings thumping the air. As he lifted his head to follow them, I saw the sharpness of his profile against the sky.

By the time we had finished the dusk was thickening. Boats were still coming back up the river to Woodbridge, their lanterns lit and their motors chugging. On the slipway, voices were shouting to one another, although only these shreds of sound were audible, not the words.

Back in the sitting room, his hand reached for his jacket pocket. Then it stopped short, hovering above the flap.

‘Do feel free to smoke, Mr Brown.’

‘It’s a pipe,’ he said by way of warning.

‘That’s all right. I don’t mind a pipe.’

He took the pipe out of his pocket, along with a pouch of tobacco. Once he had filled the bowl he lit the tobacco, then pushed it down with his thumb – the tip was completely black. A low, bubbling sound emerged from the interior of the pipe. When he sucked on it, something extraordinary happened: his entire face collapsed. The insides of his cheeks must have almost touched in the middle. When he exhaled, his face inflated again.

‘Be a big job,’ he said, shaking out the match.

‘I could let you have one man,’ I said, thinking of John Jacobs, the under-gardener. ‘Possibly two.’

‘Two would be better. And scuppits.’

‘Scuppits?’

‘Shovels.’

‘I think we could probably run to shovels.’

A cloud of blue smoke rose and settled above his head. ‘Mrs Pretty,’ he said, ‘I must be frank with you. These mounds of yours have almost certainly been robbed. Most of the ones around here were emptied in the seventeenth century. I wouldn’t want you getting your hopes up.’

‘But would you be willing to try?’

‘Yes,’ he said. ‘Yes, I would… That’s assuming the details could be agreed.’

‘The details, of course. You could lodge with the Lyonses. Mr Lyons is my chauffeur and Mrs Lyons is in charge of the kitchen. There is a spare bedroom in their quarters above the garage. As for money, would one pound, twelve shillings and sixpence a week be acceptable?’

He nodded, almost brusquely.

‘I will arrange for you to be paid each week through the cashier at Footman Pretty’s store in Ipswich. Should you need money for incidental expenses, please let me know. If I am not here my butler, Mr Grateley, can always pass on any messages. Now then, how long do you think you will need?’

‘Four or five weeks should do it. Six at a push.’

‘That long?’

‘I’ll go as fast as I can, Mrs Pretty. But you can’t rush something like this.’

‘No, I understand. My only concern is that we might not have that much time.’

‘Best not hang about, then.’

‘No, indeed. When do you think you could start? Would next Monday be too soon?’

‘I don’t believe it would, no.’

The door burst open and Robert ran in. He came towards my chair, then stopped in the middle of the carpet.

‘Ugh! What’s that disgusting smell, Mama? Has the silage caught fire again?’

‘Robbie,’ I said, ‘this is Mr Brown.’

Mr Brown had stood up. His head came through the smoke cloud.

‘This is my son, Robert,’ I said, standing up myself.

I could sense Mr Brown’s surprise as his eyes went back and forth, from one of us to the other. A flicker of puzzlement before propriety took over.

‘Hello there, young man.’

Robert said nothing; he just kept staring up at him.

‘Mr Brown is an archaeologist,’ I explained. ‘He is going to have a look inside the mounds.’

Robert turned back to face me.

‘Inside the mounds? What for?’

My hands were on his shoulders. As he moved, I could feel the bones shifting beneath his skin.

‘For treasure,’ I said.

*

In Monday’s newspaper there was an advertisement below the Invalids column for something called tinned bread:

In response to widespread trade and public demand, the Ryvita company announces that their world-famous crispbread is being supplied in specially sealed tins – both airtight and gas-proof. The wholemeal nourishing form of daily bread, which is so highly commended by doctors and dentists, makes it an ideal item for emergency food storage.

As I was reading this, a movement caught my eye. I looked across the table and saw Robert struggling to eat his egg and bacon. The knife and fork looked enormous in his hands, great eating irons that seemed about to overbalance at any moment.

‘Are you sure you can manage, darling?’

He carried on eating, too intent on what he was doing to reply. When he had finished, he put his knife and fork side by side before drawing the napkin carefully across his mouth. Afterwards, he peered at the napkin, drawing one edge between his fingers and inspecting the smear of egg yolk left on it.

‘Please may I get down now?’ he asked.

‘If you are quite sure that you have finished.’

When he nodded, the underside of his chin was as white as the plate.

‘What are you going to do this morning?’

He hesitated, then said, ‘I thought I would see if Mr Brown was here.’

‘Robbie, you’re not to get in Mr Brown’s way. Do you understand?’

‘But, Mama, can’t I just watch him?’ His voice had risen and stretched.

‘Later on you can. Later… This morning, however, I think you should leave him alone. Why don’t you go back upstairs and play with your trains? I could ask Mr Lyons if he would like to join you.’

‘I don’t want to play with Mr Lyons – not again.’

‘Now, Robbie, please. Don’t whine. What have I told you?’

‘When is Miss Price coming back?’

‘You already know the answer to that, darling. Miss Price is not coming back until the end of next week.’

Climbing down from his chair, Robert walked slowly and theatrically away from the table with his head bowed and his shoulders slumped. A few moments after he had gone, Grateley came in through the swing door, trailing one leg behind him to make sure that the door did not bang shut. I moved the newspaper so that he could take my plate away.

‘Is Mr Brown here yet?’ I asked.

‘He has been here since seven o’clock, ma’am.’

‘Since seven?’ I said in surprise.

‘Yes, ma’am. However, I asked him to wait until you had finished your breakfast.’

Mr Brown was standing on the back doorstep. He appeared to be wearing the same clothes as before. I apologized for keeping him waiting, but even as I did so I had the sense that I could have been several hours and he would still have been there, waiting patiently. It was a fine morning; the sun was already starting to break through the clouds. Once again, we made our way out to the mounds. However, this time I said that I wished to make a detour via the squash court.

From there I collected the probing iron. Five feet long and pointed at one end, the iron is similar in size and shape to a spear, albeit with a hooped handle at one end. Mr Brown offered to carry it, but I told him I could manage quite well on my own. Plainly intrigued, he darted inquiring glances in my direction as we walked along. However, I did not enlighten him as to my purpose.

Rabbits ran for cover at our approach. There must have been hundreds of them, a mass of white tails bounding unhurriedly through the long grass and disappearing into Top Hat Wood. My gamekeeper, William Spooner, shoots as many as he can and gives them to Mr Trim, the butcher in Woodbridge. But now Mr Trim has said he cannot take any more. Apparently there is no longer the demand. He suggested we send them to the local kennels instead.

‘Have you given any thought to which one you would like me to attack first, Mrs Pretty?’ Mr Brown asked.

‘Yes, I have,’ I said, and indicated the largest mound. It was the one he had run up before.

Mr Brown looked at me. Then he shook his head fractionally from side to side.

‘I wouldn’t advise that, Mrs Pretty. Not personally speaking.’

‘You would not?’

‘No,’ he said. ‘No, I wouldn’t.’

‘Why is that?’

‘Because it’s all hobbly up the top, with a dip in the middle. That’s usually a sign that a mound has been robbed. In the eighteenth century, thieves used to sink shafts into the tops of the mounds – “robbers’ flutes”, they’re known as – and hope to strike lucky in the middle. You might be better off with one of the smaller ones. Be quicker. Cheaper too,’ he added.

‘Which one would you advise, then, Mr Brown?’

He walked over to the smallest mound of all. It was no more than five feet high, although crowned with an unusually thick clump of bracken. He patted the side of it with the flat of his hand.

‘I could try this one.’

I needed a few moments to think through the implications of what Mr Brown was suggesting. I had always assumed that we would start with the largest one. It was what Frank and I had always discussed. It was what we had set our hearts on.

‘As you wish,’ I said. ‘However, there is something I would like you to do first.’

I held out the probing iron towards him. ‘Would you mind pushing this into the mound, to see if you hit anything?’

He made an admirable job of concealing his surprise; his eyebrows hardly moved. All he said was, ‘From the top, Mrs Pretty?’

‘Please.’

He ran up the side of the mound. Standing at the centre, he raised his hands over his head and plunged the probing iron into the ground. For the first three feet or so, it went in quite easily, then there was a muffled thud and Mr Brown could go no further. He tried again, his face set even more determinedly than before. But again he hit the same obstruction.

‘There’s something in there,’ he said when he came back down. ‘No telling what, of course. But there’s something, all right.’

When his breathing had slowed, he examined the probing iron more closely. ‘I’ve never seen one of these before.’

‘My late husband had the blacksmith in Bromeswell make it,’ I told him. ‘To his own design.’

‘To his own design?’ repeated Mr Brown, still turning the iron over in his hands. ‘Is that so?’

I could hear voices coming closer. Spooner and John Jacobs were walking towards us. Jacobs is a thick-set man with sprigs of grey whisker on his cheek. Spooner is a younger man with carefully tended black hair and a large beard. He seems rather shy, although my maid, Ellen, tells me that the local girls think very highly of him. I introduced the two men to Mr Brown. After shaking hands, they stood about uncertainly, not saying anything. Aware that my presence was proving inhibiting, I left them to make a start.

I was quite wrong about Mr Brown. He is not a kipper; he is a terrier. When I walked out to the mounds that afternoon, I saw a great spray of soil being thrown up into the air. The bracken had been cleared and a wedge-shaped gash cut in the side of the mound. There was something shocking and strangely moving about the sight, with the grass pulled away and the damp earth exposed. The mound looked naked, even violated.

In order that the men should have somewhere for their tea, I had suggested they use the shepherd’s hut – a corrugated-iron structure on wheels normally kept in the kitchen garden and used for storing tools. This hut had already been hauled across to a patch of flat ground by the edge of the trees. Seeing it in a new setting, I realized how decrepit it was. The sides, in particular, did not seem to be properly fixed to the frame.

The remains of a fire was smoking alongside. As I came closer, I could smell the sweet, resinous smoke of fir cones. Jacobs and Spooner were leaning on their shovels, talking to one another. They stopped talking as soon as they saw me. The three of us stood in a line as earth continued to fly between Mr Brown’s legs – some, but by no means all of it, landing in a wheelbarrow that had been placed behind him.

Once the barrow was full, Jacobs wheeled it over to the edge of the wood and tipped out the contents on to an already substantial pile. The earth was to be kept in one place so that the mound could be restored to its original shape once the excavation was completed.

Mr Brown carried on digging for several more minutes, oblivious to anything else. When he straightened up, his knees were shiny. Pieces of mud remained stuck to his cap.

‘I just wanted to make sure you had everything you needed,’ I said.

‘We’re fine, thank you, Mrs Pretty. Aren’t we, lads?’

Spooner and Jacobs both grinned. I could see they were as transfixed by Mr Brown as Robert had been. No sooner had this thought crossed my mind than Robert himself came down the steps of the shepherd’s hut. He was swinging a piece of bamboo from side to side and would not meet my eye.

‘There you are, Robbie.’

‘I haven’t been here long, Mama,’ he said abruptly. ‘Anyway, Mr Brown has been telling me things.’

‘What has he been telling you?’

‘Well, for instance, do you know what the most important part of an archaeologist’s body is?’

‘No,’ I said, ‘I don’t believe I do.’

‘His nose. Isn’t that right, Mr Brown?’

Mr Brown started laughing. So too, after a brief pause, did Jacobs and Spooner.

‘I don’t want you being a nuisance, Robbie.’

‘Oh, he’s no trouble at all,’ said Mr Brown. ‘Been giving us a hand, haven’t you, young man?’

Robert flushed with pride and embarrassment. ‘Mr Brown says you have to smell things out. Also he has been explaining what he has been doing. First he cuts a trench right through the mound. And then he digs down. That’s in case there’s a pit underneath.’

‘And is your nose telling you anything so far, Mr Brown?’ I asked.

Bending forward, he picked up a handful of earth and rubbed it between his fingers. ‘See how it’s all loose? Foamy, even? That’s the backfill from the original digging – a mixture of sand and soil. I’m going in horizontally to begin with. Then I’ll go down to the original level – just like Master Robert said. That could be anything from two to eight feet below the surface. I’ll be able to tell once I’ve reached it, as the soil will be a different colour. Darker, probably, on account of the ground having never been disturbed. That’s where I hope to find any burial chamber. It should show up as a rectangle of lighter soil, just like a trapdoor.’

‘Can you tell if the mound has already been robbed?’

He shook his head. ‘Much too early to say. Mind you, we’ve already found something.’

He walked over to where a long grey object lay on the grass and aimed a kick at it with his boot.

‘What is that?’

‘That’s a stone, Mrs Pretty. It must be what I hit with your – your instrument. It’s a start, I suppose, but let’s hope we can do a little better than that, eh?’

I started to walk back to the house. When I glanced over my shoulder, I could see no sign of Mr Brown. He must have resumed digging. There was only the glint of his shovel blade and a dark smudge of soil hanging in the air.

At seven o’clock I went upstairs to change for dinner. Ellen was waiting in my bedroom. She is a big-boned girl with unusually pale fingers, the result, presumably, of poor circulation. In the winter she suffers from chilblains. When she started working for me two years ago, I was concerned that she might be clumsy. In fact, she has turned out to be far more attentive and nimble than I ever expected. My only criticism is that she has recently taken to wearing a particularly invasive scent which manages to be sharp and cloying at the same time.

She was standing beside the open cupboard. Rows of dresses were hanging inside, most of them still in their muslin dust-covers.

‘What would you like to wear tonight, ma’am?’

I pointed at one of the dresses that was not in a cover. There seemed no point going to any more trouble than necessary.

‘The green silk again, ma’am? That’s an old favourite, that one, isn’t it?’

As she was helping me to put the dress on, Ellen chattered away about members of the staff and what they had been up to. To begin with, I also feared that I might find her talkativeness trying. Instead, I have rather come to enjoy our conversations, even to look forward to them. Apart from anything else, I learn far more about the household from Ellen than I ever could on my own. Although she is not a gossip, she has a natural curiosity about people, as well as a keen ear for their idiosyncrasies. On the subject of her own circumstances, however, she is rather less forthcoming. For several months she was stepping out with a boy from Woodbridge. However, it has been some weeks now since she last mentioned him and so I suspect this is no longer the case.

Once we had finished, she asked if I wanted her to repin my hair. I said that would not be necessary.

‘I could just give it a quick comb if you like, ma’am.’

‘No, thank you, my dear.’

I wonder if Ellen has noticed that I am losing my hair. She can scarcely have failed to do so. But while she may be something of a chatterbox, there is a natural discretion about her too. It is another of her virtues.

At eight o’clock, Grateley knocked on the swing door that leads out from the dining room to the kitchen. For such a bony man, it never ceases to surprise me that he should have such a cushioned-sounding knock. It is as if he has little pillows on each of his knuckles. Silently, he brought the tureen into the dining room and carried it over to the table.

After Grateley had ladled out the soup, he asked me if I wanted to listen to the news. In anticipation of my saying yes, he had already moved over to the sideboard and was about to lift the lid of the wireless. However, I had no desire to listen to the news; it was certain to be alarming or depressing, or quite possibly both. Instead, I told him that tonight I would rather read.

When he had gone, I opened my copy of Howard Carter’s account of the excavation of the tomb of Tutankhamun and propped it against the tureen. Increasingly, I have found myself reading about the past. It is a retreat, of course. I know that. None the less, there is something peculiarly comforting in reading about events that have already happened. This as opposed to those that seem to hang, half-formed, above one’s head.

Once again I read Carter’s description of the discovery of the king’s burial chamber:

For the moment, time as a factor in human life has lost its meaning. Three thousand, four thousand years maybe, have passed and gone since human feet last trod the floor on which you stand, and yet, as you note the signs of recent life around you – the half-filled bowl of mortar for the door, the blackened lamp, the finger-mark upon the freshly painted surface, the farewell garland dropped upon the threshold – you feel it might have been but yesterday.

Grateley brought in the main course: boiled beef with carrots. The smell rose from the plate. As it did so, my gorge rose with it. Partly to put off having to start eating, I asked after Grateley’s wife – she works as a nurse at the cottage hospital.

‘She’s quite well, thank you, ma’am.’

‘And you, Grateley, how are you?’

‘I too am quite well,’ he allowed.

‘Is your lumbago any better?’

‘Still playing up a little, ma’am. But nothing to complain about.’

When he had gone, I could only manage a few mouthfuls before I had to push the plate away. Afterwards, I started reading again, but I was unable to concentrate. All the while my thoughts kept returning to Frank. In one sense, I felt an enormous sense of relief at finally embarking on something that meant so much to him. In another, of course, doing so only made his absence more acute. Not for the first time, it struck me how this excavation was like a form of disinterment.

Yet even as these thoughts ran through my mind, I had a sense of everything fading. Memories fleeing as I attempted to clutch on to them. Still staring at the open book, I recalled how Carter had written that he could remember little or nothing of the actual moment when he had stood looking into the burial chamber. All these impressions had crowded in on him to such an extent that not one of them had lodged. Looking back several months afterwards, he found to his dismay that his mind was quite blank.

Grateley’s face was as impassive as always as he cleared my plate away. ‘Would you thank Mrs Lyons for me?’ I said. ‘The beef was delicious. It’s just that I don’t appear to have much of an appetite at the moment.’

‘I expect it is this weather, ma’am.’

‘Yes,’ I agreed. ‘I expect it is.’

‘Will there be anything else?’

‘No. That will be all, thank you.’

‘I’ll wish you goodnight, then, ma’am.’

‘Goodnight, Grateley.’

Upstairs, I looked in on Robert. Recently, for reasons that are still a mystery to me, he has become obsessed with making drawings of the Matterhorn. When I asked him why, he did not reply. Instead, his shoulders seemed to fold towards one another, as if he was shutting himself from my gaze. These drawings are identical, or nearly identical; I assume because they have been copied out of a book. A number of them had been pinned to the wall. They lifted in the breeze when I opened the door.

Robert was asleep and had thrown off most of the blankets. One of his feet was exposed, the white bulb of his heel sticking up in the air, the toes bent against the mattress.

I covered his foot with one of the blankets, then kissed him on the forehead. He gave a small grunt – it was almost a sigh – but did not stir.

On the following afternoon I was told that Mr Maynard from Ipswich Museum had come to pay a visit – Mr Maynard is the curator of the museum and effectively Mr Reid Moir’s deputy. According to Grateley, he had gone straight out to the excavation rather than come to the house and risk disturbing me. I decided that I would also go and see how Mr Brown was getting on.

During the night it had rained and the grass was still slippery. I had to be careful where I put my feet. Hearing a yell, I looked up to see Robert running towards me. Around his head he had what appeared to be an elastic garter with several feathers stuck in it. I watched him come closer, rooted to the spot. All the time I was waiting for him to stop. However, he just kept coming. His arms were outstretched, his mouth open wide and his cheeks full of air.

When he threw his arms around my legs, I reached down and gripped him by the tops of his arms.

‘Darling, no,’ I said.

I thought that I might fall backwards, that his weight might make me topple over. For a moment it seemed as if his legs were still spinning. As if he had not heard what I had said, or intended to ignore it.

‘Darling, no, please,’ I said, and pushed him away.

Abruptly, his legs stopped. He looked up at me in confusion, as if everything had just slipped out of true.

‘You – you musn’t rush everywhere, Robbie. You could easily cause an accident.’

‘I’m sorry, Mama,’ he said.

Turning round, he walked off towards one of the spoil heaps. Feeling wretched, I watched him go, trying to read his mood from the slope of his shoulders.

Mr Maynard and Mr Brown were standing on the far side of the mound. The first trench now reached all the way to the centre. It was also wider than before; wide enough for two people to stand side by side. At right angles to it was a second trench, narrower than the first, but also reaching to the centre.

Maynard is a bustling, fretful man with a kind of perpetual dampness about him – a result, in part, of his having unusually moist eyes. With the best will in the world, you could never describe him as scintillating company. But at times, when he is being especially literal-minded, there is a small, faraway smile on his face, as if in some private corner of his brain he relishes the effect he is having on others.

After I had greeted the two of them, Mr Brown asked if I might like to see how they were getting along.

I told him I would like that very much.

‘But your feet, Mrs Pretty,’ said Mr Maynard unhappily. ‘I fear they will become muddy.’

‘There’s no need to worry, Mr Maynard. As you can see, I am wearing quite sturdy shoes.’

It was a strange feeling, stepping into the mound. A rich underground smell rose all around me, of roots, dankness and decay. The mud walls shone with moisture. The imprints of the shovel blades were clearly visible in the earth. So too were the layers of soil, these broad, perpendicular bands on either side. In some places, the walls had already started to crumble. Planks had been placed vertically on the ground to try to prevent them from doing so.

At the far end of the trench was a small pit. At the bottom of it, I could just make out a lighter-coloured patch of soil with ragged, ill-defined edges. The outline had been marked with pegs and baling twine.

Mr Brown pointed at the pit. ‘Now, that might be the chamber there. Although I have to tell you it could just as easily be a dew pond, Mrs Pretty. Sometimes it’s the devil to tell them apart.’

‘Surely the solution is to dig down and find out,’ I said.

Mr Brown started to laugh. ‘Oh, that’s the solution all right. At least that’s what I would have said. However, Mr Maynard and I were just having a discussion about the best way to proceed. He is in favour of our digging a third trench here –’ He indicated the other side of the mound to the narrower of the two trenches. ‘Whereas my instinct under the circumstances is to make do with just the two.’

I turned round to Mr Maynard. He was standing right behind me.

‘The normal procedure is to dig three trenches,’ he said doggedly. ‘That way one can be as sure as possible that nothing is missed. Mr Reid Moir always insists on three – always.’

‘I do appreciate that thoroughness is vital, Mr Maynard,’ I said. ‘And I can assure you that I would never countenance anything slapdash. Yet at the same time one also has to bear in mind that there is a certain amount of urgency about the excavation.’

‘Urgency?’ He gazed at me with his moist eyes. ‘I’m afraid I don’t understand.’

‘We are at the mercy of factors beyond our control.’

Maynard blinked several times and then lowered his voice. ‘You are alluding to the international situation, madam?’

‘Exactly.’

A lengthy pause followed, during which Mr Maynard stood quite still. Slowly, as if by infinitesimal degrees, the small, faraway smile came over his face.

I glanced at Mr Brown, who caught my eye. We waited a little longer. At last Mr Maynard said, ‘I shall tell Mr Reid Moir that two trenches would appear to be sufficient. Under the present circumstances.’

‘Thank you very much, Mr Maynard. That is kind.’

The two of us walked back to the house. Robert came too. He was careful, I noticed, to keep a safe distance away. Every few paces, he jumped in the air and gave a piercing whoop. Then he ran on ahead and waited for Mr Maynard and me to catch him up.

‘A delightful boy,’ said Maynard. ‘Quite charming… Do you have many grandchildren, Mrs Pretty?’

‘As a matter of fact, Robert is my son,’ I told him.

For a pale-skinned man, Maynard changed colour with remarkable speed. His entire face became crimson, even his ears.

‘I – I really am most dreadfully sorry.’

‘Please do not distress yourself, Mr Maynard,’ I said. ‘It is a perfectly understandable mistake to make.’

*

On Wednesday morning I made my weekly excursion to London. As usual, Lyons brought the Alvis round to the front door after breakfast. He was standing outside in his navy-blue uniform, the sun glinting off his buttons. Robert came to see me off. I was aware of how heavy my feet sounded on the gravel, crunching laboriously from step to step, and of how little noise his own feet made by comparison.

‘Will you be able to amuse yourself while I am away?’ I asked.

‘Mr Brown says that I can help with the digging.’

‘Does he? Well, just be careful not to –’

‘Not to what, Mama?’

I shook my head. ‘It doesn’t matter.’

After I had kissed him, he remained squinting up at me.

‘Is there something wrong, darling?’

‘Your hat.’

‘What about it?’

He giggled. ‘It’s on crooked.’

I reached up to straighten it. ‘There, is that better?’

‘Yes,’ he said doubtfully.

On the way into Woodbridge it began to spit with rain. We became stuck behind a convoy of army trucks. Men in uniform sat in the back. They gazed out, their white faces fusing into a single, biddable mass as they swayed from side to side. The convoy was moving so slowly that I grew concerned that I should miss my train.

However, when we arrived at the station it turned out that the train had been cancelled due to a points failure at Ipswich. As a result, it would be an hour before the next one. Rather than simply sit and wait, I decided to go for a walk around the town. I asked Lyons to stay where he was and told him that I would return shortly. I then set off up Market Street, towards the Bull Hotel.

Halfway up the hill, I stopped briefly in a shop doorway, then looked back down towards the estuary. Despite its being high tide, surprisingly few boats were on the water. Those that were drifted listlessly about, their jibs flapping. I had not gone much further when I became aware of a very disagreeable sensation. I began to suspect that I was being followed. At first, I assumed I must be imagining it and tried to push the thought to the back of my mind. But instead of going away, as I hoped it would, the suspicion steadily hardened.

Once again I stopped and looked back down the street. This time, however, I stayed where I was. Within a matter of seconds, Lyons came round the corner. He saw me immediately, although he tried his best to pretend that he had not. None the less, he had no real choice but to continue walking in my direction. In an attempt to make himself appear more nonchalant, he began to whistle.

When he reached the doorway where I was standing, I stepped out in front of him.

‘Mr Lyons…’

‘Ah!’ he said. ‘Hello there, ma’am.’

For several moments we stood and regarded one another. I have known Lyons for more than thirty years. He started off working for my father, and when Frank and I moved down to Suffolk, he and his wife came too. In that time, we have developed something of an understanding.

‘Mr Lyons, were you by any chance following me?’

Lyons is a naturally gruff man; it does not suit him to look embarrassed. He tilted his face towards the ground until the black peak of his cap was facing me like a great inane smile.

‘I do appreciate your concern for my welfare,’ I said. ‘But I assure you that I can easily manage on my own. Now, will you go and wait by the car, as we arranged? I will not be long – twenty minutes at the most. If I have not returned by then, you have my permission to come and look for me. Does that sound reasonable?’

He agreed that it did sound reasonable and walked off down the hill. Continuing past the Bull and the war memorial, I reached the gate of St Mary’s Church. There was a car parked opposite. Although the car was empty, the wiper had been left turned on. It was beating across the windscreen, giving out a dry, squeaking sound. The rubber shuddered against the glass as it went back and forth.

A path lined on both sides by silver limes led to the church door. The door was standing open. Inside, it was much cooler, the rich sweet smell of the blossom replaced by a more ecclesiastical one: old book bindings and wood polish. There was nobody else in the church.

I sat in one of the pews and knelt down, tufts of wiry wool jabbing into my knees. In a niche on one side of the pulpit were three carved figures: the Virgin Mary in the middle, with two faceless saints on either side, their hands clasped over their chests as they both turned stiffly towards her.

I put my hands together, just as I had done as a child, hoping that I might feel once again the same certainties, the same calm surety, that I had felt then. I prayed – for peace, of course, and also for Robert. I know that he is bored. I also suspect that he may be lonely. There are scarcely any children of his own age for him to play with, either on the estate or in the village. My efforts to attract children from Bromeswell and Melton to come to Sutton Hoo House have not been successful. Their parents, I suspect, do not care for the idea.

When I had finished praying for Robert, I prayed for guidance, as well as for some sense, however faint, of a reciprocal fingertip brushing mine. But today, even more than usual, my prayers struggled to stay aloft: clumsy, flightless things, seeking an uncertain destination.

Coming out, I saw that the car was no longer there, although the sound of its shuddering wiper seemed to remain, like a distant echo. Lyons was waiting outside the station, as we had agreed. No doubt he is curious as to what I do on my weekly excursions, although I think it unlikely that he, or indeed anyone else, would be able to guess the real reason for them.

When the train arrived, he helped me on board and found me a seat. Due to the earlier cancellation, it was unusually crowded. Lyons stood on the platform with his arms by his sides, waiting until the train had drawn away.

We must have made an odd-looking procession. First came Lyons, carrying a wicker chair. Then Robert and finally myself. The chair was set up on top of the mound so I could look down into the excavation. Robert sat at my feet, with Lyons squatting on the ground alongside him. It was much colder than it had been the day before, although the clouds were high and almost motionless. I wore my thickest winter overcoat buttoned to my neck, as well as a pair of sheepskin gloves.

By the time we arrived, the men had already started digging. So far, though, they had found nothing apart from a cluster of rabbit skeletons, with the bones all entwined together like a giant bird’s nest. Robert hardly moved as he gazed down at the men digging away. Never before have I seen him so rapt, so absorbed in anything. Any concern I had felt about him being a nuisance had been replaced by gratitude that at last he had something to keep him occupied.

The first indication that Mr Brown might have made a discovery was when I saw him crouch down and put his face very close to the ground. Taking his pastry brush out of his back pocket, he began sweeping. His face appeared leaner, more pointed than ever. As he swept away, I found myself feeling a quickening sense of excitement. A spark of hope had been ignited within me and already it was too late to quench it.

I half-pushed myself up on the arms of the wicker chair. ‘What is it, Mr Brown?’

‘There’s something here,’ he said, his voice muffled. ‘Something, although Chri – heaven only knows what.’

The three of us craned eagerly forward. Mr Brown kept on brushing for several more minutes. Then he sat back. ‘Here,’ he said.

His index finger was outstretched. ‘Can you see? It’s a piece of wood. There are blackened patches on it. Something appears to have been burned on top. Probably grave-robbers, lighting a fire to keep warm.’

From where I was sitting, I could just make out the ripple of the grain amid the slick of yellow mud. Robert was leaning so far out that I had to hold on to his hand to make sure he didn’t fall into the pit.

‘Be careful, darling.’

‘But I want to have a look.’

He kept trying to pull away. It was as much as I could do to keep hold of him.

‘Just try to be patient. I know that it’s not easy.’

For the next hour Mr Brown continued brushing at the earth with his pastry brush. By the time he had finished, the piece of wood had been uncovered and its dimensions measured and written down in an old exercise book that he carried with him.

Mr Brown said that at first he thought it might be a coffin lid. However, he was puzzled by the rounded corners as well as by the upturned edges. It was Spooner, a slaughterman on the Fielding estate at Bardsey before he came to Sutton Hoo House, who said that the upturned edges reminded him of a butcher’s tray. Mr Brown decided to try to lift the piece of wood, to see what lay underneath. He asked Spooner, Jacobs and also Lyons to help. Each of them would take a corner.

First, Mr Brown did what he could to prise it free, running a knife blade around the underside. Next, the men practised with two of the planks, holding them side by side, keeping them balanced and properly supported. Once they had done this to Mr Brown’s satisfaction, they gathered in the pit.

‘Right, lads. On a count of three.’

The first attempt was unsuccessful. So too was the second, as well as the third. The men heaved and groaned, their legs straining, and yet nothing happened. The dampness of the earth seemed to suck at the wood, loath to let it go. But on the fourth attempt, after an even louder exhortation than before from Mr Brown, it finally came free.

‘That’s it… There we go… Now, up she comes.’

We watched enthralled as the piece of wood was hoisted slowly into the air. From where I was sitting, it appeared to be perfectly symmetrical. I had my arms around Robert’s waist. Now he felt slack against me, like a sack of sand.

The men were still kneeling, just about to stand up, when Mr Brown shouted suddenly, ‘Down! Down! Put it down!’

As quickly as they could, the men lowered it back down to the ground. But already it was too late. With no sound at all, the wood separated into two pieces along its length. And then one of them broke across the middle. This time there was a damp, apologetic crack. All three pieces fell to the ground.

Afterwards, the four men stayed on their knees, facing one another. None of them spoke. Mr Brown was the first to move. He climbed out of the pit and headed off in the direction of Top Hat Wood. I could see how angry he was with himself, and how disappointed too. His hands were balled into fists. He held them by his side with his elbows jutting out. Then he began to pace around in a series of tight little circles.

The other three men climbed out of the pit and dusted themselves down. Still nobody had spoken. I thought it best that we should leave. I indicated as much to Lyons and also to Robert, who seemed to understand – certainly he made no protest. Lyons picked up the wicker chair and, in the same order as before, the three of us walked away.

Two letters arrived in the post the next morning. The first was from Mr Reid Moir, asking how the excavation was going. Unfortunately, there was little to report. Further digging beneath the butcher’s tray had revealed nothing. Mr Brown had advised that there was no point in continuing. We therefore decided that he should start on another mound. I left the choice of which up to him and resolved to stay away from the excavation until he had something to report.

The second letter was from Miss Price, telling me that she would not now be returning to Sutton Hoo House to continue working as Robert’s governess/companion. She apologized profusely for this, but said that she felt she should remain with her family in the West Country.

It was a letter I had been both half-expecting and dreading. Looking up, I met Robert’s inquiring gaze. I said nothing, hoping that he had not recognized Miss Price’s handwriting. After breakfast, I sat in the sitting room and wondered, inconclusively, what to do.

I have no recollection of falling asleep, or even of feeling particularly tired. The next thing I knew, however, I had awakened to a clamour of voices. Beneath the voices there was another deeper, darker sound, like the growling of bassoons. Through the French window I saw Grateley running across the lawn. I couldn’t recall ever having seen him outdoors before. The sunlight seemed to exaggerate his cadaverousness, causing him to skip agitatedly about in his tail coat.

My surprise was compounded by the fact that Ellen was running beside him. The two of them were moving in tandem. As they ran along together, Grateley’s hand appeared to slide down her back.

When I rang the bell there was no response. Again I rang the bell, jangling it impatiently from side to side. Finally Mrs Lyons came in. Her hair was white with flour.

‘What is happening?’ I asked her. ‘Has Mr Brown found something? Why was I not informed?’

‘Ma’am… I believe there has been an accident.’

‘An accident? What kind of accident?’

‘An accident with the excavation.’

I stood up, fetched my coat from the hallway and hurried outside. As I came close to the mounds, I could see immediately what had happened. A trench had been driven into the second mound, just as it had into the first. However, the whole of one side of this trench had collapsed. A shelf of mud had slid down, covering everything below it. In front of me I could see Jacobs, Spooner, Grateley and Ellen. All of them were kneeling down and digging away at the earth with their hands. Even then, it took me a moment or two to realize that there was no sign of Mr Brown.

‘Are you sure you are looking in the right place?’ I called out.

‘Not sure, no,’ said Jacobs, tossing clods over his shoulder. ‘Mr Brown was the only one inside when it happened. But we think it was here.’

I knelt down beside them, plunging my hands into the damp earth. Although there were shovels close by, no one dared use them for fear of causing further injuries. Several more minutes went by, with all of us scrabbling away. Still there was no sign of him. Scooping up another handful of earth, I glanced at my wrist watch and tried to calculate how long Mr Brown had been buried for.

And then came a shout from Spooner: ‘There’s something here!’

I looked up to see that Spooner was holding Mr Brown’s cap. We all moved in a circle around the spot where he had found it and continued digging away.

A few minutes later Jacobs found Mr Brown’s hand. It was sticking out of the earth, his fingers bent and splayed, his cuff still buttoned at the wrist. The men took hold of his wrist and pulled. As they did so, Mr Brown slid out of the ground towards them. There was mud in his eye sockets and in his nostrils. His skin had a yellowish tinge.

Spooner pinched the mud away. Meanwhile, Jacobs put an ear to his chest. Mr Brown was not breathing. His chest was quite still. Jacobs sat astride him and began pumping away. Still nothing happened. Jacobs leaned forward, putting his mouth over Mr Brown’s and trying to force air into his lungs. He waited a few seconds and tried again.

In desperation, he began to pound Mr Brown with his fists, hitting him so hard I feared he might break his ribs.

‘Come on, Basil!’ he shouted. ‘Come back!’

Still there was no response. Beside me, Ellen started to cry. Jacobs rocked back on to his heels. Just as he did so, a shiver passed all the way along Mr Brown’s body. He started to shake; his back was bucking, his legs jerking up and down. He gave a long, hacking cough and sucked noisily for air.

I felt such a sense of relief that it made my head spin. Meanwhile, Grateley had fetched some water. He held a tin cup to Mr Brown’s lips, tipping it up. The cup rattled against his teeth. Most of the water ran out of the side of his mouth. Some, though, he managed to swallow.

For several more minutes he lay there, his breathing becoming less tremulous. Then he raised himself up on one elbow. He looked at each of us, blinking the mud away.

‘Damn…’ he said. ‘Damn and blast.’ His voice was faint, but perfectly clear.

‘Just lie back and try to relax,’ I told him.

He took no notice of this. Holding on to Jacobs’s sleeve, he tried to force it downwards towards him. At the same time, his feet started paddling round, churning up the dirt.

‘What on earth are you doing, Mr Brown?’

His feet continued to spin feebly as he clutched at Grateley. ‘Be fine once I’m standing,’ he said.

‘You will do no such thing. Do you understand me?’

‘Yes, you just listen to Mrs Pretty, Basil,’ said Spooner.

But again he took no notice. With some difficulty, Jacobs managed to unclench Mr Brown’s fingers from his sleeve. Looking greatly offended, Mr Brown fell back on to the ground.

‘Could you find something to carry him to the house on?’ I said to the men.

In the end they used a tarpaulin, rolling Mr Brown over on to the centre of it. He was so light that the three of them had no difficulty in carrying him; the tarpaulin scarcely sagged in the middle as they did so. I asked them to take him into the sitting room and lay him on the sofa. Then I went to the cloakroom to wash my hands and to fill a jug of water.

When I came back, once again Mr Brown tried to stand up, swinging his legs over the side of the sofa. Immediately, they crumpled beneath him and he collapsed on to the cushions.

‘Mr Brown, kindly do as you are told. You are clearly suffering from shock. And quite possibly from concussion.’

He did not reply to this, but lay there, looking up at the ceiling with his lips pressed together. A few moments later his chest began heaving again. Immediately afterwards, he started to retch. A stream of coffee-coloured vomit spurted on to the carpet.

As he was being sick, I sat beside him, holding the back of his head. Once he had finished, I gave him some more water to drink before fetching a bowl and a cloth and wiping up the vomit.

‘So sorry,’ he said.

‘There is no need to apologize.’

Once again he started to shake, emitting a series of faint moans as he did so. Breaths bubbled and burst on his lips. When the shaking subsided, he lay back and stared at the ceiling through unblinking eyes. I gave him more water to drink. I could hear the gurgle as it passed down his throat. We both waited to see if it would come back up. When he was confident that it would not, Mr Brown started to say something else.

‘Try not to speak,’ I told him.

However, his lips continued working away. ‘Rabbits,’ he said eventually – the word seeming to topple out of the side of his mouth.

‘Rabbits, Mr Brown?’

‘Rabbits,’ he repeated, more firmly this time. ‘I told you they were bad for excavation, didn’t I?’

‘You did indeed, although I don’t believe this is the time to go through all that again.’

‘It was my fault,’ he continued. ‘I should have cut back terraces. I was trying to save time, you see. That way everything has less far to fall. The earth, it moves so quickly, though. I reckoned I was a goner there.’

Briefly his eyes clouded over. He shut them tight. A few moments later he opened them again. When they had regained focus, he looked carefully round the room and then at me, as if for the first time.

‘You shouldn’t be doing this, Mrs Pretty,’ he said.

‘Doing what?’

‘This!’

‘Believe me, Mr Brown, I have dealt with far worse cases than yours.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘I was an auxiliary nurse during the war.’

‘You were? How’s that, then?’

‘I worked in a local hospital near my family home in Lancashire. Soldiers from France were sent back there. At least the ones who were fit to travel. Now, is there anyone you want me to notify, to tell them you are all right? Forgive me, I don’t even know if you are married.’

‘I am married,’ he said. ‘To May.’

‘Would you like me to pass on a message to her? I could easily send a telegram.’

‘No need.’

‘Are you sure? I wouldn’t want her hearing anything from anyone else and worrying unduly.’

He shook his head. ‘She’s not the worrying type.’

There was a blanket folded on one of the chairs that I occasionally used to cover my legs. I covered Mr Brown with it. ‘Now I’d like you to remain here for as long as you want. If you wish to sleep, by all means do so. When you are ready to move, or if you would care for something to eat, just ring the bell. I’ll leave it by you, here.’

After placing the bell on the table beside him, I walked across to the door. But before I had a chance to open it, he started to say something else. Thinking he was about to start apologizing again, I asked, or rather told, him to stop.

‘No, no.’ He waved his hand dismissively. ‘Not that.’

‘What is it?’

He paused, then said, ‘I hoped I might see something.’

‘See something?’

‘When I was buried.’

‘I don’t understand.’

‘I thought I might see something… A sign or something. Like the Angel of Mons… You know, something like that.’

‘And did you?’

Again he shook his head. ‘There was nothing. Only darkness.’

When I went to say goodnight to Robert he was sitting up in bed. He had done some more drawings of the Matterhorn, I saw. Now they spilled over on to a second wall of his bedroom.

‘Is Mr Brown going to die, Mama?’ he asked.

‘No, Robbie.’

‘Are you sure?’

‘Absolutely positive.’

‘Oh,’ he said, sounding disappointed.

‘I thought you liked Mr Brown.’

‘I do like him.’

‘Would you like me to read you a story?’

He brightened immediately. ‘Yes, please.’

I picked up a copy of Tales of the Greek Heroes from the pile of books beside his bed and opened it at the story of Orpheus and Eurydice. I read how Orpheus loved his wife, Eurydice, so much that after she died from a snakebite he went down into the underworld to try to bring her back into the realm of the living.

‘“At the River Styx the dark old ferryman, Charon, was waiting with his boat. He was only allowed to ferry dead souls across that stream and they paid him one coin, called an ‘obol’, which was always placed ready in a dead person’s mouth. Normally, Charon would have refused to take this living passenger, but Orpheus played so sweetly for him on his harp that he relented. On the other side, Orpheus found himself in the grey, twilit land of the dead, where ghosts flitted about, moaning and gibbering.”’

‘Mama…’ said Robert.

‘Yes, darling.’

‘Does Mr Brown always wear the same clothes?’

‘I have no idea.’

‘Do you think he ever changes his underthings?’

‘I’m quite sure he does.’

‘But you can’t be sure.’

‘Would you like me to read some more, Robbie, or are you going to go to sleep now?’

‘I don’t mind.’

After I had closed the book, I lit the candle by his bed and turned off the light. Robert, however, remained sitting up in bed, with the candle burning beside him. Something about the way the shadows fell on his cheekbones made me imagine, just for a moment, that it was Frank gazing back at me. Gravely and with a hint of reproof. Then the shadows shifted and he instantly reverted to being a child.

‘Mama…’

‘Yes, darling.’

‘Do you think Mr Brown will find any treasure?’

‘I really don’t know.’

‘But you still hope he might?’

‘I still hope so, yes.’

‘I hope so too,’ he said.

‘Although we mustn’t depend upon it, you know.’

‘I know that.’

‘Goodnight, Robbie. I’ll see you in the morning.’

‘Goodnight, Mama.’

*

I lay in bed and listened to the wireless. There was a talk on clothes through the centuries. This was followed by a dance by Wendy Toye entitled The Blue Madonna and set to the music of ‘Air on a G String’. When it was over, I turned out the light and lay there, hoping sleep would come. It did not; my mind would not let it.

After I had been lying for two or three hours, the house began to creak. The man we bought the house from, a Mr Lomax, imported timber from the Far East, hence all the wood panelling. Whenever the temperature drops, the wood contracts. It sounds as if the entire house is twisting on its foundations. I lay there for a little longer, then put on my dressing gown and slippers and went across to the window.

When I drew back the curtain, the garden was white with moonlight. I could see all the way down to the river. The moon itself was reflected in the surface of the water. Even in the reflection, I was able to make out the dark smudges of the lunar seas.

I sat on the window seat, staring out. Trying to ward off thoughts that came towards me like flocks of angry birds. One memory in particular kept returning: Robert running across the grass with his arms stretched out and his cheeks full of air. And then my pushing him away. I know that I am failing him. The awareness sits there, like a weight on my shoulders, pressing down. Constantly reminding me that whatever capacity I once possessed for motherhood is disappearing.

All that seems left is this ever-widening gap between the scale of my devotion and my ability to succour him. To protect him. It feels as if I am standing on the brink of his world, forever on the threshold and yet unable to step across. Yearning to match his vigour, his boisterousness, but lacking either the imagination or the resources to do so on my own.

After a while I went to check on him. It was quite bright in the corridor; light was shining in through the oriel window. I stood outside Robert’s room, listening. I could hear his breathing. Slow and apparently untroubled.

With no purpose in mind, beyond a vague desire not to remain stationary, I started to walk down the corridor – away from my room. Everything was quiet now; the house had stopped creaking. The strip of carpet stretched out before me. Although I was wide awake, I had a strange feeling that I was sleepwalking. My slippered feet seemed to develop a rhythm of their own. I went through one doorway, then another.

Soon I was in a part of the house that was scarcely ever used. Even when Frank was alive, we seldom came here, except on the rare occasions when we had guests. On either side, doors led off into bedrooms that no one had ever slept in – at least not in our time.

When I reached the far end of the corridor, I turned round, intending to retrace my steps. It was at that point that I heard something. A knocking sound. Quite regular, like someone marking out time with a baton. It was coming from the room to my left.

To my surprise, the door was ajar. Coming the other way, I had not noticed it. But now I could see a narrow gap between the door and the frame. A right-angled band of silvery light. Meanwhile, the sound continued: regular, metronomic beats, tapping away.

I pushed the door open. The room was as white as the garden outside. It might have been filled with hoar frost. The noise was louder now, much louder than I had expected. So loud that I saw the cause of it immediately. For some reason, the window was open and the wooden end of the curtain cord was swinging about, banging against the wall.

Crossing the room, I closed the window. It slid shut quite easily. Only then did I notice that the bed had been made. All the other beds in all the other rooms had been left stripped – there was no reason to do otherwise. This one, though, had unmistakably been made. I could see the sheets pulled up over the pillows, as well as a square of blanket neatly folded at the foot of the bed.

I also thought that I could smell a very faint aroma; it seemed to be threaded through the air. Perfume, but with something else too. Something more medicinal, like liniment.

When I turned on the light, the brightness made my eyes shrink. But even in that first flash of illumination, I saw something else. The bed was not only made; there were two imprints there. Two figures had lain there. The outlines of their forms were clearly visible in the pillows, as well as on the contours of the sheets. Also in two small, rounded depressions on the centre of the folded blanket.

Sitting down on the foot of the bed, I put my hand on the linen sheet. It was cold to the touch. On the table beside the bed were a mug and a teacup. The mug was not one I had seen before. It was made of brown earthenware with a narrow glazed silver band around the rim. There was what appeared to be the outline of a lip on the silver rim.

On the side of the mug was a picture of a man sitting astride a horse. Beneath it was a printed rhyme:

Tom Pearce, Tom Pearce, lend me your grey mare
All along, down along, out along lee
For I want to go to Widdecombe Fair
Wi’ Bill Brewer, Jan Stewer, Peter Gurney,
Peter Davy, Dan’l Widdon, ’Arry ’Awk,
Old Uncle Tom Cobbley and all,
Old Uncle Tom Cobbley and all.

In the morning I awoke in my own bed with no memory of how I had got back there. When I sat up, I saw there was even more of my hair lying on the pillow than usual. I flushed it away before Ellen came.

It is pointless pretending that my spirits lifted at the news that Mr Reid Moir and Mr Maynard had come to visit. I felt so tired I had been hoping to have the morning alone. However, I could hardly refuse to see them.

Mr Reid Moir was a tailor before he became a palaeontologist. As a result, he is always immaculately turned out. Today, he was wearing a dove-grey suit with a matching tie. In his hand he held a book. Although he is a tall, well-built man, he is very light and fluent on his feet. There is a suppleness about his body generally that goes with his air of lacquered sensuality. Mr Maynard followed him through the door, a couple of steps behind.

‘Mrs Pretty,’ Reid Moir murmured. ‘Always a pleasure.’

I asked them to sit down. They did so, on opposite ends of the sofa. Glancing down at the carpet, I was relieved to see there was no evidence of Mr Brown’s having been sick.

‘How may I be of assistance, gentlemen?’

‘It’s about Brown,’ said Reid Moir.

‘Yes? What about Mr Brown?’

I thought at first they had come to inquire about his health. This, however, turned out not to be the case. ‘There is a project the museum is involved with over at Stanton,’ Reid Moir went on. ‘A Roman villa. It’s a project we are hoping to complete before – should hostilities commence. Brown was working at Stanton before he came here. In fact, he did so on the understanding that he would return there once he had finished. Without wishing to beat about the bush, we rather hoped he would be back by now.’

‘I had no idea Mr Brown was here on loan,’ I said.

‘Not on loan, Mrs Pretty.’ Reid Moir smiled agreeably, while crossing one leg over the other. ‘I would hardly put it like that. But I understand that, despite everyone’s best efforts, progress here has been limited. And we felt that this might be a good moment to recall him, as it were.’

‘Surely that is up to Mr Brown? You would need to speak to him.’

‘We have spoken to him,’ interjected Maynard.

Reid Moir turned to Maynard. He remained staring at him until Maynard changed colour, then he turned back to me.

‘We did happen to have a quick word with him before we came here,’ he acknowledged.

‘And what did he say?’

‘Brown is a very uncomplicated man,’ said Reid Moir. ‘He sees the world in starkly black and white terms. That, of course, is one of his great virtues. His attitude is that, as you are paying his wages, his allegiance is to you.’

‘But you do not see it that way, Mr Reid Moir?’

‘I too am an uncomplicated man, Mrs Pretty – in my way. My only interest is the welfare of the museum. As I say, the excavation at Stanton is an important one. If successful, and we have, I believe, ample grounds for optimism, it might considerably increase our understanding of the entire Roman occupation of Suffolk. In the light of current events, one has to balance that against a more, you will forgive me for being frank, minor venture. One that, while fascinating in many respects, has so far failed to yield anything of significance.’

Possibly lack of sleep had made me irritable, possibly not. ‘Let me make sure I understand you clearly, Mr Reid Moir,’ I said. ‘You are suggesting that Mr Brown should leave my employ forthwith and resume working for you at Stanton.’

‘Not for me, Mrs Pretty,’ said Reid Moir with an indulgent laugh. ‘For the museum. Always the museum…’

‘Do forgive me.’

He gave an absolving tip of the head.

‘I am aware that the excavation here must strike you as a very silly, even an indulgent affair,’ I said.

Reid Moir started to speak, but evidently thought better of it.

‘I do hope, though, that you will be able to humour me a little,’ I went on. ‘After all, I have been an enthusiastic and, I trust, helpful patron of the museum in the past.’

‘Indeed you have, Mrs Pretty. Indeed…’

‘Perhaps, therefore, I might presume on your goodwill for a little longer.’

He remained quite still, with one stationary foot arched upwards.

‘How much longer did you have in mind, Mrs Pretty?’ he asked.

Looking through the window, I saw that it had begun to rain. The rain clattered on the ivy leaves outside and kicked up little spouts of mud in the flower beds.

‘I would like Mr Brown to excavate one more mound for me. Then, when he has finished doing so, he will be free to go back to Stanton.’

‘One more mound?’ said Reid Moir, his voice a little less lacquered than before. ‘You mean, another one entirely?’

‘That is correct.’

‘But that could take – goodness – another three weeks. Perhaps even longer if this weather doesn’t clear. While I naturally do not want you to feel under pressure, Mrs Pretty, I must point out that any protracted delay might jeopardize a potentially important find. The site at Stanton could well prove to be the largest Roman villa north of Felixstowe.’

We gazed at one another. ‘Perhaps I have not made myself clear,’ I said. ‘I would like Mr Brown to excavate one more mound.’

Reid Moir stared back at me. His gaze was direct, his foot still carefully crooked. Even with the door closed, I could hear the grandfather clock ticking in the hallway.

‘However, I do not wish to be unreasonable,’ I went on. ‘If Mr Brown has not found anything by the end of next week, say, then I shall release him to do your bidding.’

This time he barely hesitated. ‘By the end of next week… The end of the month, as it happens. Very well, then.’

‘I am grateful for your indulgence, Mr Reid Moir,’ I said. ‘Now, was there anything else you wished to talk about?’

‘As a matter of fact there was.’ He held out the book he had with him. ‘I thought you might care for a copy of my latest work.’

‘How very kind.’

‘It’s about flints.’

‘Flints?’ I repeated, sounding rather more surprised than I might have wished.

‘With particular reference to the Cromer field bed in Norfolk.’

‘I shall greatly look forward to reading it,’ I told him.

He uncrossed his legs and stood up. Maynard followed suit. At the front door I wished them goodbye. Reid Moir lowered his eyelashes, while Maynard gave a mournful-looking smile.

It continued to rain throughout the day. Robert stayed indoors and played with his train set in the nursery. He insisted that he was perfectly happy on his own, even claiming that he preferred it. From downstairs, I could hear the noise of the engine going round and round the track. I found I could not wait for the day to end. Both of us went to bed even earlier than usual.

The following morning the weather had barely improved. Despite the rain, Mr Brown had insisted on returning to work. Together with Jacobs and Spooner, he removed the earth that had buried him, placed planks along the side of the trench to ensure that there were no further landslides and continued with his excavation.

At eight thirty Mr Lyons drove me into Woodbridge to catch the London train. On the journey I started to read Mr Reid Moir’s book about flints. However, I am afraid I found it rather heavy going and put it aside after only a few pages.

When we reached Liverpool Street, I queued for a taxi and asked to be taken to Earls Court. As we drove down the Strand, I was aware of a strange atmosphere of gaiety, of excitement. A tightening in the air that I had not noticed before. People sauntered along the pavements and peered into shop windows as they had always done, the men in shirtsleeves and the women in blouses. Yet there seemed to be something exaggerated, something not wholly plausible, about their nonchalance. They moved like loosely knotted figures who at any moment might snap into rigidity.

The cabbie told me that on the previous evening there had been an air-raid drill near to his home in Battersea. A warden had driven round the streets, throwing out different-coloured tennis balls from his car. Yellow and green balls denoted gas; red denoted high explosives, while those with red stripes represented incendiary bombs. The exercise, said the cabbie, laughing delightedly, had been a fiasco. Despite the warden’s entreaties, people had immediately picked up the balls and begun throwing them at one another.

In Hyde Park, trenches had been dug. A mass of zigzagging lines now fanned out from Speaker’s Corner. In order to dig the trenches, a great many trees had also been felled. Several of the stumps were still sticking out of the ground. The wood looked very soft and white, like chicken flesh.

Further down the Bayswater Road, on the western side of the Serpentine, I was astonished to see that an enormous crater had appeared. This crater must have been forty feet deep and easily twice that across. Around the top the earth was dark brown, shading down to yellow at the bottom. On the road beside it was a queue of cars. Several of them were towing trailers.

Without my asking, the cabbie leaned back and told me that twenty sites had been identified around London where large deposits of sand could be found. People were being encouraged to fill sandbags and place them around the doors and windows of their properties. As yet, however, scarcely anyone had bothered to do so.

He dropped me in Nevern Square. Certainly there were no sandbags here, or any other signs of preparation. Everything appeared just the same as always: the same orange-brick terraces with their long, sceptical-looking windows, the same flowerpots with stiff and crinkled blossoms, the same clusters of unpolished bells beside the front doors.

I rang the bell of Mr Swithin’s flat. He was waiting by his front door when I came out of the lift and led the way down the corridor into his living room. As usual he sat at the end of a gate-legged table while I sat on his left. The wallpaper was patterned with an endlessly repeated trellis of bamboo, relieved only by a circular mirror above the fireplace and four chalk drawings of Sealyham terriers on the wall facing me.

For a few minutes Mr Swithin chattered away about the news and the weather. He did so almost apologetically, as if he knew quite well that I had no real interest in talking to him directly.

Eventually, he entwined his fingers, leaned forward on his elbows and peered into that shadow world through which threads of personality run like just-dissolving colours. I knew not to take too much notice of those spirits who came through first of all. As in life, it was the ones who were keenest to make themselves heard who invariably had the least to say. But only when they had spoken their fill could others, less frivolous and more diffident, be allowed to take their place.

Whenever I try to imagine the afterlife, I find myself envisaging an anxious, shiftless crowd. Lines of colourless people queuing endlessly for a series of public telephone boxes where operators, struggling with defective equipment and only able to speak a few phrases of their language, attempt to connect them to whoever awaits their call.

It is not a happy picture, however much I try to bathe it in an appropriately amber glow. Yet somewhere in there, too courteous to make a fuss or to shoulder his way to the front, is Frank. Of that I have no doubt. In time, he must come through. It is just a matter of being patient, of not expecting too much. In the meantime, though, there are only stray phrases and occasional glimpses to sustain me. A thimbleful of endearment. A familiar white line of parting on a head unaccountably twisted aside. Nothing more. Or rather nothing except for the same amorphous blanket of reassurance, the same anonymous balm.

But today nothing seemed to be strained through the trelliswork. Nothing that anyone with a modicum of discrimination could permit themselves to latch on to.

Mr Swithin offered a young man with beautiful hands and a port-wine stain down one side of his face. ‘He’s mumbling a little,’ he said, ‘although I can see his face quite clearly.’

‘I have no recollection of anyone like that.’

Swiftly, he transferred his attention elsewhere.

‘An older lady with an ample bosom who always took particular care with her appearance?’ Mr Swithin spoke with the regretful air of a butcher who knows that all his choicest cuts have already been taken.

I shook my head.

‘Are you quite sure?’ he asked. ‘It can often take some time to work out a connection.’

‘Quite sure.’

We continued to sit there. Mr Swithin’s fingers flexed hopefully away, while the Sealyhams gazed down from the wall. We carried on like this for another twenty minutes. In the end, Mr Swithin said, ‘I don’t appear to be having much luck today, I’m afraid. Sometimes it’s just like being lost in a fog.’

Pushing his chair back, he escorted me down the corridor. I glanced into the kitchen as we went past. On the table, two pork chops lay sandwiched between glass plates. At the door Mr Swithin stopped and exhaled. I took two half-crowns from my purse. Pocketing them in one fluid movement, he asked if he should expect me at the same time next week.

I told him that this might not be convenient – just at that moment I was not sure if I could face any more disappointment. But I could see my terseness had upset Mr Swithin; it’s not for nothing that he calls himself a sensitive. Softening my tone, I said, ‘Perhaps I could telephone you when I have decided.’

‘Of course.’

He stood aside, holding the door by its top corner so that I had to pass underneath the arch of his arm. In the lift, I sat down on the bench seat as it made its descent. When it reached the ground floor, I found I scarcely had the strength to pull back the gates. Slowly, I descended the steps to the pavement.

Once there, I held on to a railing for support. As soon as I had done so, I found that I did not dare take my hand away. Everything tipped and lurched around me. People walked past. One or two of them glanced in my direction without appearing to notice anything unusual. Several minutes went by and still this tipping sensation continued. I began to wonder what I was going to do. I could not help thinking that I was being punished somehow, principally for my lack of faith. This was what happened to people who did not believe, or who did not believe enough. They were cast out, abandoned, left struggling to fend for themselves.

Despite the sunshine, the railing was very cold to the touch. So cold that I seemed to be losing all feeling in my fingers. Reaching behind me, I transferred my grip from one hand to the other. At that moment, a taxi cab turned off the Earls Court Road and drove into the square. The leap of hope that this brought with it was immediately dashed when I saw that its ‘For Hire’ sign was not illuminated.

Then, as the taxi continued to come closer, I noticed that nobody was sitting in the back.

I held up my spare hand and waited. The taxi drove round the remaining two sides of the square and drew up beside the kerb. I remained where I was, unsure how I was ever going to cross the expanse of pavement that lay between us. It was like having to ford a stream.

The cabbie sat waiting behind the steering wheel, staring straight ahead, his motor idling. Still, I could not bring myself to let go. The cabbie turned to look at me, his brow knotting into a question mark. As he did so, I launched myself, quite certain that I would fall – yet finding my legs scurrying about beneath me, carrying me forward.

Once inside the taxi, I asked to be taken to Liverpool Street. The journey seemed to pass in a long horizontal blur. By the time we had arrived, however, everything seemed to have righted itself: the buildings, the lamp-posts, even the people. Even so, I found that I had no desire to be in any closer proximity to anyone than necessary. I therefore bought a first-class ticket and shut myself away in an empty compartment, hoping that nobody else would come in. Mercifully, no one did.

The train steamed through deep brick gulches and out towards the suburbs. When the houses at last disappeared, an enormous sense of relief came over me as all around the fields flattened and stretched away.

Ellen was unusually quiet that evening. She scarcely spoke as she helped me out of my travelling clothes and into my dinner dress. I was touched by her tact, by the way she moved around me in this understanding silence.

It was only while she was fastening the buttons on my sleeves that I noticed her fingers were trembling.

‘What is it, my dear?’

She did not answer; she simply continued fastening my buttons.

‘There we are,’ she said, pulling my cuffs straight once she had finished. While her voice sounded steady enough, there was some uncertainty about her lower lip.

‘Has something upset you?’ I asked. Still she did not answer. ‘If there is anything you wish to tell me, I can promise that nothing will go any further than this room.’

At this, she pulled back abruptly. ‘There’s nothing the matter with me, ma’am,’ she said. ‘Nothing at all… Although it’s very kind of you to ask.’

I stood and waited by the mirror while Ellen fetched the clothes brush. She wielded the brush with her customary dexterity, only just letting the bristles touch the material. While she was doing so, I realized it had been several days since she had asked if I would like my hair combed before dinner. Perhaps this too was a form of tact.

The following afternoon it started to rain again. When I went out to the mounds after tea, I found Mr Brown by himself in the shepherd’s hut. Immediately, he offered to come outside, but I told him that I was quite happy to join him. He helped me up the steps, shook out my umbrella and swept a place clean with his hand for me to sit.

Jacobs and Spooner, it turned out, had already left for the day, it being impossible to do any further digging in this weather.

I had barely sat down when Mr Brown said, ‘I don’t think there’s anything there, Mrs Pretty.’ He spoke in more of a rush than usual, as if this was something he’d been brooding on for some time and wished to get off his chest.

‘Are you sure?’

‘Not sure, no. But I’ve got a feeling, if you like.’

‘Is that what your nose is telling you?’

‘I’m afraid so.’

The sense of dejection was even stronger than I had expected. It seemed to sweep through me like a river, pushing everything aside.

‘What do you suggest, then, Mr Brown?’ I asked.

‘I don’t rightly know. That’s what I’ve been thinking about. Trying to work out what’s best.’

He appeared just as downcast as I was. We sat in silence for a while. Partly in order to give myself something else to think about and partly because it was something that had made me curious for some time, I asked how he had first become interested in archaeology.

‘My granddad used to do a bit of scratching about,’ he said. ‘Just as a hobby, mind. Then my dad taught me about soil. He’d made a special study of it – Suffolk soil. He knew just about everything there was to know. They said you could show him a handful from anywhere in the county and he could tell you whose farm it had come from.’

‘How extraordinary.’

‘When I was fifteen, I received a certificate signed by Arthur Mee himself, saying that I had a reliable knowledge of geography, geology and astronomy. After I left school, I tried all sorts of things – farming, keeping goats, being a milkman. I even sold insurance for a while. Trouble was, I couldn’t stick at anything. I spent all my time reading, anything I could find. It scarcely mattered what. May says I have far too many books. They nearly drive her mental.’

‘And how did you meet Mr Maynard?’

‘I met Mr Maynard at the Suffolk Institute. The Reverend Harris from Thornden introduced us. Do you know the Reverend Harris?’

I shook my head.

Mr Brown chuckled. ‘He reads even more than me, the reverend does. About archaeology especially. And scripture, of course. I’d done some digging of my own by then. Mainly around the Roman kilns at Wattisfield. Mr Maynard asked if I might like to do some freelance work for the museum. Bits and pieces, you know. Whatever they chose to send my way.’

We sat and listened to the rain falling on the roof. The smell of wet grass came up through the floorboards. Mr Brown was sitting with his elbows resting on his knees.

‘I wonder if I might ask a question, Mrs Pretty,’ he said.

‘By all means.’

‘It’s just – it’s just that I can’t help thinking, why now?’

‘I’m afraid I don’t follow you.’

‘Well, I’m wondering to myself why you want the mounds excavating now. After all, it’s not as if you’ve just arrived here, or anything like that.’

As soon as he had finished speaking he glanced away. I suspected he thought he might have overstepped the mark.

‘You are quite right, of course,’ I said. ‘I often discussed it with my late husband. It was a subject that greatly interested us both. But unfortunately he died before we were able to make a start. Then, after he died, I found that it did not seem appropriate somehow. As for what changed my mind, I can only say that I felt that if I did not do it now, then it might be too late.’

He nodded several times. Slowly, the sound of the rain died away. When it had stopped completely, he said, ‘Shall we go outside and take a look?’

The air was warm and humid. Steam was already rising from the mounds and the surrounding fields. In places, the rain had beaten the barley flat, the stalks snapped through. The expanses of exposed earth were dotted about with brown puddles.

We stepped around the puddles, scattering rabbits as we went, and walked over to the largest of the mounds. It rose before us, a good four or five feet taller than the others, with a bulkier, much less graceful shape.

‘I know you’ve always fancied this one, Mrs Pretty.’

‘Yes, but plainly there is no point in excavating it if you are sure it has already been robbed.’

‘Even so, let’s have another look, shall we?’

As he had done on our first meeting together, Mr Brown ran up the side of the mound, his feet sliding on the wet grass. When he had reached the summit, he stood there, looking down, with his hands on his hips. Then, as before, he vanished. Just when I was beginning to wonder what had happened to him, he reappeared.

‘No, it’s definitely a flute, Mrs Pretty. Deeper than most too, so it looks as if they must have dug quite a wide shaft.’

He started to come back down. But after only a couple of steps, he stopped. I thought at first that he must have caught his foot in a rabbit hole. Then, turning around, he climbed back up. Once at the top of the mound, he began to pace, very deliberately, around its circumference.

When he did come down, he scarcely looked where he put his feet, slithering the last part of the way. Then he started pacing, just as deliberately, around the base of the mound. First, he went one way and then the other. As he was on his second circuit, I saw that his face had taken on the same pointed look he had had when he found the butcher’s tray. I heard something too: his tongue had begun clicking against the roof of his mouth,

‘What is it, Mr Brown?’ I asked.

Instead of answering, he ran back up the mound, remaining there for several minutes with his hand cupping his chin. This time, when he came down again, he did so more slowly. At the bottom he began filling his pipe.

‘I suppose you are eventually going to tell me what is on your mind,’ I said.

‘It may be nothing, Mrs Pretty. Nothing at all. But I happened to notice that this mound is not symmetrical. If you look down from the top, it’s more obvious than it is here. You’d expect it to be circular, like the others. But it’s not. It’s more oval, like a hog’s back.’

‘Is that relevant?’

‘All the other mounds are symmetrical. Why not this one?’

‘Perhaps whoever constructed it simply made a mistake.’

‘Mmm… But that doesn’t make sense, does it? Not if you think about it. This is the biggest mound of all. It’s the only one you can see from the river. Even on a day like today, it’s clearly visible from the opposite bank. Surely they would take more trouble over it. Not less.’

‘What is your explanation?’

‘Not an explanation, Mrs Pretty. Just a theory, that’s all. What if the mound was originally symmetrical? At some stage, this land must have been ploughed up. After all, everywhere else round here has been. That ditch over there –’ he pointed towards the road – ‘that looks like a medieval field boundary to me. And there’s also another one running along the edge of the wood. What if whoever ploughed the land knocked a bit off the mound, as it were. Nobody would have noticed, still less cared. By the time the robbers came along, they would have sunk a shaft into what they thought was the centre of the mound. Or so it would have appeared to them. But it might not have been the centre at all.’

‘Let me make quite sure I understand you, Mr Brown. You are saying that while the mound has been robbed, or an attempt has been made to rob it, the thieves might have been looking in the wrong place.’

‘That’s about the gist of it, yes. Course, I might be wrong.’

‘But you might conceivably be right.’

‘It’s a possibility,’ he allowed.

‘I see… But I have told Mr Reid Moir that you will be free to go to Stanton by the end of the week.’

‘We should have an idea by Saturday,’ he said. ‘One way or another.’

‘What do you think, then, Mr Brown? Would you care to attack it?’

He cupped a match over the bowl of his pipe. The tobacco lit with a hiss and he blew out a mouthful of smoke.

‘No harm in trying, is there?’

That evening I ate all the food on my plate, as well as a piece of Cheddar cheese afterwards. As Grateley was taking the plate away and after I had asked him to thank Mrs Lyons, I said, ‘It has come to my notice that a member of staff has been using one of the bedrooms upstairs.’

He did not falter. ‘A member of staff, ma’am?’

‘Or rather two members of staff.’

‘Two members of staff?’

‘There is no need to repeat everything I say, Grateley. I do not know who is responsible, nor do I intend to make any effort to find out. However, I do not wish this to happen again. Will you make my feelings on the matter known?’

‘Of course. Certainly I will, ma’am.’

With my plate in his hand, he moved across to the sideboard. Before he reached it, I said, ‘By the way, Grateley, I have not inquired for some time, how is your lumbago?’

He stopped in mid-pace.

‘My lumbago? It is very much better, thank you, ma’am.’

‘Good. I am pleased to hear that. And do be sure to give my regards to Mrs Grateley,’ I added.

His composure was badly holed by now. ‘I – I will indeed, ma’am,’ he said.

No more hurriedly than usual, although rather less fluently, Grateley gathered up the serving dishes. He disappeared through the swing door with one long leg trailing behind him.

*

My efforts to find Robert a new governess have proved fruitless. Several of those who had advertised in the newspaper did not even reply when I wrote back to them. None of those that did sounded remotely suitable. There are noticeably fewer advertisements than usual for domestic positions; no doubt people are loath to think of new jobs at such a time.

Mr Brown, I am afraid, has found nothing. Nothing except for a few minute fragments of blue glass and some splinters of bone. These have been packaged up and sent off to the museum in Ipswich for analysis. The work is taking longer than anticipated – due in part to the size of the mound. It has been, he says, like digging into the side of a small mountain.

By the end of the third day it was plain that all three men were not just tired but disillusioned. I noticed they seldom talked to one another any more when they were working. At their break times they sat around looking contemplative and glum. Mr Brown, in particular, is taking it all personally, plainly feeling that his failure to find anything is a reflection on his competence. As for Jacobs and Spooner, I suspect they cannot wait for Saturday to come around and for the excavation to be over.

Still it has continued to rain, this incessant, lowering, half-hearted drizzle. But instead of clearing the air, the rain merely seems to make it even heavier. My fingers have swollen, the joints in particular. If I was to take off my rings, I doubt I would be able to put them on again.

Robert too has been affected, by both the weather and the general atmosphere. He seems listless, devoid of enthusiasm. At luncheon today he scarcely said a word, while his appetite, I noticed, was almost as poor as mine. Afterwards he said he was going outside to see Mr Brown and the men. However, the tone of his voice suggested this would be as much of a chore as everything else.

In the afternoon, I went to Frank’s study and sat at his desk. Even if it were not for its associations, I think this would be my favourite room in the house; it seems to hold the daylight longer than any of the others. I had been intending to sort through his papers; there are still some bundles that have not been properly collated.

But once there I found I had neither the resolve nor the energy even to make a start. Clouds sat above the estuary, so grey and low it was virtually impossible to tell where the water ended and the sky began. Only a thin pencil line separated them.

On the shelf above Frank’s desk was a pigskin-framed photograph of the two of us on horseback. We were both wearing our riding clothes, both gazing impassively at the camera.

I took the photograph down. It had been taken twelve years ago on a pony-trekking holiday in Iceland. Together, we had ridden across a great plateau in the north of the country, a region referred to in our Baedeker as ‘The Uninhabited Highlands’. These highlands were renowned for a type of lichen that was reputed to glow in the dark. Both Frank and I had been rather sceptical about this. Our Icelandic guide, however, insisted that it was well worth seeing, even though it meant we would have to spend the night under canvas.

Setting out in the early afternoon, the three of us rode across the plateau – our guide leading the way, followed by Frank. As the more experienced rider of the two of us, I brought up the rear. The plateau was a forbidding place, edged on either side by black basalt cliffs. The tops of these cliffs were covered in snow. When the sun set, we kept going. There was a smell of sulphur from the volcanic pools. The smell disturbed the ponies; they began skittering about and had to be steered into the wind.

Soon Frank and the guide were almost invisible. But still we carried on. On either side of me I could hear the mud plopping in the volcanic pools, a sound at once solemn and ridiculous. All at once my pony stopped. I think I must have pulled on the reins without being aware of it. To begin with, I doubted the evidence of my eyes. Only slowly did I allow myself to acknowledge what I was seeing.

An enormous illuminated blanket, the palest green in colour, appeared to have been spread on the ground. On either side, it stretched right to the furthest edges of the plateau, rippling away in impossible, luminous waves. Never before have I experienced such wonder and awe. Yet with it came the strangest feeling of displacement, as if the world had been turned on its head and we were riding our ponies along the bottom of the sea. I tried to hold on to the memory now, hoping that some of the wonder I had felt then might help dispel this gnawing, corrosive sense of emptiness.

The door swung back with a bang. Robert ran in. His shirt was not tucked in properly and his collar was all twisted round.

‘There you are, Mama!’ he exclaimed.

‘Will you please knock before you come in, Robert!’ I said. ‘How many times have I told you not to run? What on earth is the point of my telling you things if you don’t take the slightest notice of what I say?’

Robert stopped immediately.

He looked as if he had been slapped across the face. For several seconds he was unable to say anything. His chest rose and fell with the effort of breathing.

I could still hear my voice, angry and querulous. It continued ringing in my ears as I said, ‘Was there anything in particular you wished to see me about, Robbie?’

‘Yes – yes, there was…’ he said.

He paused, apparently unsure whether to go on.

‘What is it, then?’

‘It’s about Mr Brown, Mama.’

‘What about Mr Brown?’

‘He says he has found something.’
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