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AMELIA PEABODY, born in 1852, found her life’s work and life partner in 1884, when on a trip to Egypt she married Egyptologist, Radcliffe Emerson. Their son Walter ‘Ramses’ Emerson was born three years later, and their adopted daughter, Nefret, joined the family in 1898. Other important members of the family include several generations of Egyptian cats.

Although the Emersons own a handsome Queen Anne mansion in Kent, they spend half of each year digging in Egypt and fighting off criminals of all varieties. Amelia is planning to draw her last breath holding a trowel in one hand and her deadly parasol in the other.


I
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THE events I am about to relate began on a December afternoon, when I had invited Lady Carrington and certain of her friends to tea.

Do not, gentle reader, be misled by this introductory statement. It is accurate (as my statements always are); but if you expect the tale that follows to be one of pastoral domesticity, enlivened only by gossip about the county gentry, you will be sadly mistaken. Bucolic peace is not my ambience, and the giving of tea parties is by no means my favourite amusement. In fact, I would prefer to be pursued across the desert by a band of savage Dervishes brandishing spears and howling for my blood. I would rather be chased up a tree by a mad dog, or face a mummy risen from its grave. I would rather be threatened by knives, pistols, poisonous snakes, and the curse of a long-dead king.

Lest I be accused of exaggeration, let me point out that I have had all those experiences, save one. However, Emerson once remarked that if I should encounter a band of Dervishes, five minutes of my nagging would unquestionably inspire even the mildest of them to massacre me.

Emerson considers this sort of remark humorous. Five years of marriage have taught me that even if one is unamused by the (presumed) wit of one’s spouse, one does not say so. Some concessions to temperament are necessary if the marital state is to flourish. And I must confess that in most respects the state agrees with me. Emerson is a remarkable person, considering that he is a man. Which is not saying a great deal.

The state of wedlock has its disadvantages, however, and an accumulation of these, together with certain other factors, added to my restlessness on the afternoon of the tea party. The weather was dreadful – dreary and drizzling, with occasional intervals of sleety snow. I had not been able to go out for my customary five-mile walk; the dogs had been out, and had returned coated with mud, which they promptly transferred to the drawing-room rug; and Ramses...

But I will come to the subject of Ramses at the proper time.

Though we had lived in Kent for five years, I had never entertained my neighbours to tea. None of them has the faintest idea of decent conversation. They cannot tell a Kamares pot from a piece of prehistoric painted ware, and they have no idea who Seti the First was. On this occasion, however, I was forced into an exercise of civility which I would ordinarily abhor. Emerson had designs on a barrow on the property of Sir Harold Carrington, and – as he elegantly expressed it – it was necessary for us to ‘butter up’ Sir Harold before asking permission to excavate.

It was Emerson’s own fault that Sir Harold required buttering. I share my husband’s views on the idiocy of fox hunting, and I do not blame him for personally escorting the fox off the field when it was about to be trapped, or run to earth, or whatever the phrase may be. I blame Emerson for pulling Sir Harold out of his saddle and thrashing him with his own riding crop. A brief, forceful lecture, together with the removal of the fox, would have got the point across. The thrashing was superfluous.

Initially Sir Harold had threatened to take Emerson to court. He was prevented by some notion that this would be unsportsmanlike. (Seemingly no such stigma applied to the pursuit of a single fox by a troop of men on horseback and a pack of dogs.) He was restrained from physically attacking Emerson by Emerson’s size and reputation (not undeserved) for bellicosity. Therefore he had contented himself with cutting Emerson dead whenever they chanced to meet. Emerson never noticed when he was being cut dead, so matters had progressed peacefully enough until my husband got the notion of excavating Sir Harold’s barrow.

It was quite a nice barrow, as barrows go – a hundred feet long and some thirty wide. These monuments are the tombs of ancient Viking warriors, and Emerson hoped to discover the burial regalia of a chieftain, with perhaps evidences of barbaric sacrifice. Since I am above all things a fair-minded person, I will candidly confess that it was, in part, my own eagerness to rip into the barrow that prompted me to be civil to Lady Carrington. But I was also moved by concern for Emerson.

He was bored. Oh, he tried to hide it! As I have said, and will continue to say, Emerson has his faults, but unfair recrimination is not one of them. He did not blame me for the tragedy that had ruined his life.

When I first met him, he was carrying on archaeological excavations in Egypt. Some unimaginative people might not consider this occupation pleasurable. Disease, extreme heat, inadequate or nonexistent sanitary conditions, and a quite excessive amount of sand do mar to some extent the joys of discovering the treasures of a vanished civilization. However, Emerson adored the life, and so did I, after we joined forces, maritally, professionally, and financially. Even after our son was born we managed to get in one long season at Sakkara. We returned to England that spring with every intention of going out again the following autumn. Then our doom came upon us, as the Lady of Shalott might have said (indeed, I believe she actually did say so) in the form of our son, ‘Ramses’ Walter Peabody Emerson.

I promised that I would return to the subject of Ramses. He cannot be dismissed in a few lines.

The child had been barely three months old when we left him for the winter with my dear friend Evelyn, who had married Emerson’s younger brother Walter. From her grandfather, the irascible old Duke of Chalfont, Evelyn had inherited Chalfont Castle, and a great deal of money. Her husband – one of the few men whose company I can tolerate for more than an hour at a time – was a distinguished Egyptologist in his own right. Unlike Emerson, who prefers excavation, Walter is a philologist, specialising in the decipherment of the varied forms of the ancient Egyptian language. He had happily settled down with his beautiful wife at her family home, spending his days reading crabbed, crumbling texts and his evenings playing with his ever increasing family.

Evelyn, who is the dearest girl, was delighted to take Ramses for the winter. Nature had just interfered with her hopes of becoming a mother for the fourth time, so a new baby was quite to her taste. At three months Ramses was personable enough, with a mop of dark hair, wide blue eyes, and a nose which even then showed signs of developing from an infantile button into a feature of character. He slept a great deal. (As Emerson said later, he was probably saving his strength.)

I left the child more reluctantly than I had expected would be the case, but after all he had not been around long enough to make much of an impression, and I was particularly looking forward to the dig at Sakkara. It was a most productive season, and I will candidly admit that the thought of my abandoned child seldom passed through my mind. Yet as we prepared to return to England the following spring, I found myself rather looking forward to seeing him again, and I fancied Emerson felt the same; we went straight to Chalfont Castle from Dover, without stopping over in London.

How well I remember that day! April in England, the most delightful of seasons! For once it was not raining. The hoary old castle, splashed with the fresh new green of Virginia creeper and ivy, sat in its beautifully tended grounds like a gracious dowager basking in the sunlight. As our carriage came to a stop the doors opened and Evelyn ran out, her arms extended. Walter was close behind; he wrung his brother’s hand and then crushed me in a fraternal embrace. After the first greetings had been exchanged, Evelyn said, ‘But of course, you will want to see young Walter.’

‘If it is not inconvenient,’ I said.

Evelyn laughed and squeezed my hand. ‘Amelia, don’t pretend with me. I know you too well. You are dying to see your baby.’

Chalfont Castle is a large establishment. Though extensively modernised, its walls are ancient and fully six feet thick. Sound does not readily travel through such a medium, but as we proceeded along the upper corridor of the south wing, I began to hear a strange noise, a kind of roaring. Muted as it was, it conveyed a quality of ferocity that made me ask, ‘Evelyn, have you taken to keeping a menagerie?’

‘One might call it that,’ Evelyn said, her voice choked with laughter.

The sound increased in volume as we went on. We stopped before a closed door. Evelyn opened it; the sound burst forth in all its fury. I actually fell back a pace, stepping heavily on the instep of my husband, who was immediately behind me.

The room was a day nursery, fitted up with all the comfort wealth and tender love can provide. Long windows flooded the chamber with light; a bright fire, guarded by a fender and screen, mitigated the cold of the old stone walls. These had been covered by panelling hung with pretty pictures and draped with bright fabric. On the floor was a thick carpet strewn with toys of all kinds. Before the fire, rocking placidly, sat the very picture of a sweet old nanny, her cap and apron snowy white, her rosy face calm, her hands busy with her knitting. Around the walls, in various postures of defence, were three children. Though they had grown considerably, I recognised these as the offspring of Evelyn and Walter. Sitting bolt upright in the centre of the floor was a baby.

It was impossible to make out his features. All one could see was a great wide cavern of a mouth, framed in black hair. However, I had no doubt as to his identity.

‘There he is,’ Evelyn shouted, over the bellowing of this infantile volcano. ‘Only see how he has grown!’

Emerson gasped. ‘What the devil is the matter with him?’’

Hearing – how, I cannot imagine – a new voice, the infant stopped shrieking. The cessation of sound was so abrupt it left the ears ringing.

‘Nothing,’ Evelyn said calmly. ‘He is cutting teeth, and is sometimes a little cross.’

‘Cross?’ Emerson repeated incredulously.

I stepped into the room, followed by the others. The child stared at us. It sat foursquare on its bottom, its legs extended before it, and I was struck at once by its shape, which was virtually rectangular. Most babies, I had observed, tend to be spherical. This one had wide shoulders and a straight spine, no visible neck, and a face whose angularity not even baby fat could disguise. The eyes were not the pale ambiguous blue of a normal infant’s, but a dark, intense sapphire; they met mine with an almost adult calculation.

Emerson had begun circling cautiously to the left, rather as one approaches a growling dog. The child’s eyes swivelled suddenly in his direction. Emerson stopped. His face took on an imbecilic simper. He squatted. ‘Baby,’ he crooned. ‘Wawa. Papa’s widdle Wawa. Come to nice papa.’

‘For God’s sake, Emerson!’ I exclaimed.

The baby’s intense blue eyes turned to me. ‘I am your mother, Walter,’ I said, speaking slowly and distinctly. ‘Your mama. I don’t suppose you can say Mama.’

Without warning the child toppled forward. Emerson let out a cry of alarm, but his concern was unnecessary; the infant deftly got its four limbs under it and began crawling at an incredible speed, straight to me. It came to a stop at my feet, rocked back onto its haunches, and lifted its arms.

‘Mama,’ it said. Its ample mouth split into a smile that produced dimples in both cheeks and displayed three small white teeth. ‘Mama. Up. Up, up, up, up!’

Its voice rose in volume; the final UP made the windows rattle. I stooped hastily and seized the creature. It was surprisingly heavy. It flung its arms around my neck and buried its face against my shoulder. ‘Mama,’ it said, in a muffled voice.

For some reason, probably because the child’s grip was so tight, I was unable to speak for a few moments.

‘He is very precocious,’ Evelyn said, as proudly as if the child had been her own. ‘Most children don’t speak properly until they are a year old, but this young man already has quite a vocabulary. I have shown him your photographs every day and told him whom they represented.’

Emerson stood by me staring, with a singularly hangdog look. The infant released its stranglehold, glanced at its father, and – with what I can only regard, in the light of later experience, as cold-blooded calculation – tore itself from my arms and launched itself through the air toward my husband.

‘Papa,’ it said.

Emerson caught it. For a moment they regarded one another with virtually identical foolish grins. Then he flung it into the air. It shrieked with delight, so he tossed it up again. Evelyn remonstrated as, in the exuberance of its father’s greeting, the child’s head grazed the ceiling. I said nothing. I knew, with a strange sense of foreboding, that a war had begun – a lifelong battle, in which I was doomed to be the loser.

It was Emerson who gave the baby its nickname. He said that in its belligerent appearance and imperious disposition it strongly resembled the Egyptian pharaoh, the second of that name, who had scattered enormous statues of himself all along the Nile. I had to admit the resemblance. Certainly the child was not at all like its namesake, Emerson’s brother, who is a gentle, soft-spoken man.

Though Evelyn and Walter both pressed us to stay with them, we decided to take a house of our own for the summer. It was apparent that the younger Emersons’ children went in terror of their cousin. They were no match for the tempestuous temper and violent demonstrations of affection to which Ramses was prone. As we discovered, he was extremely intelligent. His physical abilities matched his mental powers. He could crawl at an astonishing speed at eight months. When, at ten months, he decided to learn to walk he was unsteady on his feet for a few days; and at one time he had bruises on the end of his nose, his forehead, and his chin, for Ramses did nothing by halves – he fell and rose to fall again. He soon mastered the skill, however, and after that he was never still except when someone was holding him. By this time he was talking quite fluently, except for an annoying tendency to lisp, which I attributed to the unusual size of his front teeth, an inheritance from his father. He inherited from the same source a quality which I hesitate to characterise, there being no word in the English language strong enough to do it justice. ‘Bullheaded’ is short of the mark by quite a distance.

Emerson was, from the first, quite besotted with the creature. He took it for long walks and read to it by the hour, not only from Peter Rabbit and other childhood tales, but from excavation reports and his own History of Ancient Egypt, which he was composing. To see Ramses, at fourteen months, wrinkling his brows over a sentence like ‘The theology of the Egyptians was a compound of fetishism, totemism and syncretism’ was a sight as terrifying as it was comical. Even more terrifying was the occasional thoughtful nod the child would give.

After a time I stopped thinking of Ramses as ‘it’. His masculinity was only too apparent. As the summer drew to a close I went, one day, to the estate agents and told them we would keep the house for another year. Shortly thereafter Emerson informed me that he had accepted a position as lecturer at the University of London.

There was never any need to discuss the subject. It was evident that we could not take a young child into the unhealthy climate of an archaeological camp; and it was equally obvious that Emerson could not bear to be parted from the boy. My own feelings? They are quite irrelevant. The decision was the only sensible solution, and I am always sensible.

So, four years later, we were still vegetating in Kent. We had decided to buy the house. It was a pleasant old place, Georgian in style, with ample grounds nicely planted – except for the areas where the dogs and Ramses excavated. I had no trouble keeping ahead of the dogs, but it was a running battle to plant things faster than Ramses dug them up. I believe many children enjoy digging in the mud, but Ramses’ preoccupation with holes in the ground became absolutely ridiculous. It was all Emerson’s fault. Mistaking a love of dirt for a budding talent for excavation, he encouraged the child.

Emerson never admitted that he missed the old life. He had made a successful career lecturing and writing; but now and then I would detect a wistful note in his voice as he read from the Times or the Illustrated London News about new discoveries in the Middle East. To such had we fallen – reading the ILN over tea, and bickering about trivia with county neighbours – we, who had camped in a cave in the Egyptian hills and restored the capital city of a pharaoh!

On that fateful afternoon – whose significance I was not to appreciate until much later – I prepared myself for the sacrifice. I wore my best grey silk. It was a gown Emerson detested because he said it made me look like a respectable English matron – one of the worst insults in his vocabulary. I decided that if Emerson disapproved, Lady Carrington would probably consider the gown suitable. I even allowed Smythe, my maid, to arrange my hair. The ridiculous woman was always trying to fuss over my personal appearance. I seldom allowed her to do more than was absolutely necessary, having neither the time nor the patience for prolonged primping. On this occasion Smythe took full advantage. If I had not had a newspaper to read while she pulled and tugged at my hair and ran pins into my head, I would have screamed with boredom.

Finally she said sharply, ‘With all respect, madam, I cannot do this properly while you are waving that paper about. Will it please you to put it down?’

It did not please me. But time was getting on, and the newspaper story I had been reading – of which more in due course – only made me more discontented with the prospect before me. I therefore abandoned the Times and meekly submitted to Smythe’s torture.

When she had finished the two of us stared at my reflection in the mirror with countenances that displayed our feelings – Smythe’s beaming with triumph, mine the gloomy mask of one who had learned to accept the inevitable gracefully.

My stays were too tight and my new shoes pinched. I creaked downstairs to inspect the drawing room.

The room was so neat and tidy it made me feel quite depressed. The newspapers and books and periodicals that normally covered most of the flat surfaces had been cleared away. Emerson’s prehistoric pots had been removed from the mantel and the what-not. A gleaming silver tea service had replaced Ramses’ toys on the tea cart. A bright fire on the hearth helped to dispel the gloom of the grey skies without, but it did very little for the inner gloom that filled me. I do not allow myself to repine about what cannot be helped; but I remembered earlier Decembers, under the cloudless blue skies and brilliant sun of Egypt.

As I stood morosely contemplating the destruction of our cheerful domestic clutter, and recalling better days, I heard the sound of wheels on the gravel of the drive. The first guest had arrived. Gathering the robes of my martyrdom about me, I made ready to receive her.

There is no point in describing the tea party. It is not a memory I enjoy recalling and, thank heaven, subsequent events made Lady Carrington’s attitude quite unimportant. She is not the most stupid person I have ever met; that distinction must go to her husband; but she combines malice and stupidity to a degree I had not encountered until that time.

Remarks such as, ‘My dear, what a charming frock! I remember admiring that style when it first came out, two years ago,’ were wasted on me, for I am unmoved by insult. What did move me, to considerable vexation, was Lady Carrington’s assumption that my invitation to tea signified apology and capitulation. This assumption was apparent in every condescending word she said and in every expression that passed across her fat, coarse, common face.

But I perceive, with surprise, that I am becoming angry all over again. How foolish, and what a waste of time! Let me say no more – except to admit that I derived an unworthy satisfaction in beholding Lady Carrington’s ill-concealed envy of the neatness of the room, the excellence of the food, and the smart efficiency with which butler, footman, and parlourmaid served us. Rose, my parlourmaid, is always efficient, but on this occasion she outdid herself. Her apron was so starched it could have stood by itself, her cap ribbons fairly snapped as she moved. I recalled having heard that Lady Carrington had a hard time keeping servants because of her parsimony and vicious tongue. Rose’s younger sister had been employed by her... briefly.

Except for that minor triumph, for which I can claim no credit, the meeting was an unmitigated bore. The other ladies whom I had invited, in order to conceal my true motives, were all followers of Lady Carrington; they did nothing but titter and nod at her idiotic remarks. An hour passed with stupefying slowness. It was clear that my mission was doomed to failure; Lady Carrington would do nothing to accommodate me. I was beginning to wonder what would happen if I simply rose and left the room, when an interruption occurred to save me from that expedient.

I had – I fondly believed – convinced Ramses to remain quietly in the nursery that afternoon. I had accomplished this by bribery and corruption, promising him a visit to the sweetshop in the village on the following day. Ramses could consume enormous quantities of sweets without the slightest inconvenience to his appetite or digestive apparatus. Unfortunately his desire for sweets was not as strong as his lust for learning – or mud, as the case may be. As I watched Lady Carrington devour the last of the frosted cakes I heard stifled outcries from the hall. They were followed by a crash – my favourite Ming vase, as I later learned. Then the drawing-room doors burst open and a dripping, muddy, miniature scarecrow rushed in.

It cannot be said that the child’s feet left muddy prints. No; an unbroken stream of liquid filth marked his path, pouring from his person, his garments, and the unspeakable object he was flourishing. He slid to a stop before me and deposited this object in my lap. The stench that arose from it made its origin only too clear. Ramses had been rooting in the compost heap again.

I am actually rather fond of my son. Without displaying the fatuous adoration characteristic of his father, I may say that I have a certain affection for the boy. At that moment I wanted to take the little monster by the collar and shake him until his face turned blue.

Constrained, by the presence of the ladies, from this natural maternal impulse, I said quietly, ‘Ramses, take the bone from Mama’s good frock and return it to the compost heap.’

Ramses put his head on one side and studied his bone with a thoughtful frown. ‘I fink,’ he said, ‘it is a femuw. A femuw of a winocowus.’

‘There are no rhinoceroses in England,’ I pointed out.

‘A a-stinct winocowus,’ said Ramses.

A peculiar wheezing sound from the direction of the doorway made me look in that direction in time to see Wilkins clap his hands to his mouth and turn suddenly away. Wilkins is a most dignified man, a butler among butlers, but I had once or twice observed that there were traces of a sense of humour beneath his stately exterior. On this occasion I was forced to share his amusement.

‘The word is not ill chosen,’ I said, pinching my nostrils together with my fingers, and wondering how I could remove the boy without further damage to my drawing room. Summoning a footman to take him away was out of the question; he was an agile child, and his coating of mud made him as slippery as a frog. In his efforts to elude pursuit he would leave tracks across the carpet, the furniture, the walls, the ladies’ frocks....

‘A splendid bone,’ I said, without even trying to resist the temptation. ‘You must wash it before you show it to Papa. But first, perhaps Lady Carrington would like to see it.’

With a sweeping gesture, I indicated the lady.

If she had not been so stupid, she might have thought of a way of diverting Ramses. If she had not been so fat, she might have moved out of the way. As it was, all she could do was billow and shriek and sputter. Her efforts to dislodge the nasty thing (it was very nasty, I must admit) were in vain; it lodged in a fold of her voluminous skirt and stayed there.

Ramses was highly affronted at this unappreciative reception of his treasure.

‘You will dwop it and bweak it,’ he exclaimed. ‘Give it back to me.’

In his efforts to retrieve the bone he dragged it across several more square yards of Lady Carrington’s enormous lap. Clutching it to his small bosom, he gave her a look of hurt reproach before trotting out of the room.

I will draw a veil over the events that followed. I derive an unworthy satisfaction from the memory, even now; it is not proper to encourage such thoughts.

I stood by the window watching the carriages splash away and humming quietly to myself while Rose dealt with the teathings and the trail of mud left by Ramses.

‘You had better bring fresh tea, Rose,’ I said. ‘Professor Emerson will be here shortly.’

‘Yes, madam. I hope, madam, that all was satisfactory.’

‘Oh, yes indeed. It could not have been more satisfactory.’

‘I am glad to hear it, madam.’

‘I am sure you are. Now, Rose, you are not to give Master Ramses any extra treats.’

‘Certainly not, madam.’ Rose looked shocked.

I meant to change my frock before Emerson got home, but he was early that evening. As usual, he carried an armful of books and papers, which he flung helter-skelter onto the sofa. Turning to the fire, he rubbed his hands briskly together.

‘Frightful climate,’ he grumbled. ‘Wretched day. Why are you wearing that hideous dress?’

Emerson has never learned to wipe his feet at the door. I looked at the prints his boots had left on the freshly cleaned floor. Then I looked at him, and the reproaches I had meant to utter died on my lips.

He had not changed physically in the years since we were wed. His hair was as thick and black and unruly as ever, his shoulders as broad, his body as straight. When I had first met him, he had worn a beard. He was now clean-shaven, at my request, and this was a considerable concession on his part, for Emerson particularly dislikes the deep cleft, or dimple, in his prominent chin. I myself approve of this little flaw; it is the only whimsical touch in an otherwise forbiddingly rugged physiognomy.

On that day his looks, manners, and speech were as usual. Yet there was something in his eyes.... I had seen the look before; it was more noticeable now. So I said nothing about his muddy feet.

‘I entertained Lady Carrington this afternoon,’ I said in answer to his question. ‘Hence the dress. Have you had a pleasant day?’

‘No.’

‘Neither have I.’

‘Serves you right,’ said my husband. ‘I told you not to do it. Where the devil is Rose? I want my tea.’

Rose duly appeared, with the tea tray. I meditated, sadly, on the tragedy of Emerson, querulously demanding tea and complaining about the weather, like any ordinary Englishman. As soon as the door had closed behind the parlourmaid, Emerson came to me and took me in his arms.

After an interval he held me out at arm’s length and looked at me questioningly. His nose wrinkled.

I was about to explain the smell when he said, in a low, hoarse voice, ‘You are particularly attractive tonight, Peabody, in spite of that frightful frock. Don’t you want to change? I will go up with you, and – ’

‘What is the matter with you?’ I demanded, as he... Never mind what he did, it prevented him from speaking and made it rather difficult for me to speak evenly. ‘I certainly don’t feel attractive, and I smell like mouldy bone. Ramses has been excavating in the compost heap again.’

‘Mmmm,’ said Emerson. ‘My darling Peabody...’

Peabody is my maiden name. When Emerson and I first met, we did not hit it off. He took to calling me Peabody, as he would have addressed another man, as a sign of annoyance. It had now become a sign of something else, recalling those first wonderful days of our acquaintance when we had bickered and sneered at one another.

Yielding with pleasure to his embraces, I nevertheless felt sad, for I knew why he was so demonstrative. The smell of Ramses’ bone had taken him back to our romantic courtship, in the unsanitary tombs of El Amarna.

I left off feeling sad before long and was about to accede to his request that we adjourn to our room, but we had delayed too long. The evening routine was set and established; we were always given a decent interval alone after Emerson arrived, then Ramses was permitted to come in to greet his papa and take tea with us. On that evening the child was anxious to show off his bone, so perhaps he came early, It certainly seemed too early to me, and even Emerson, his arm still around my waist, greeted the boy with less than his usual enthusiasm.

A pretty domestic scene ensued. Emerson took his son, and the bone, onto his knee, and I seated myself behind the teapot. After dispensing a cup of the genial beverage to my husband and a handful of cakes to my son, I reached for the newspapers, while Emerson and Ramses argued about the bone. It was a femur – Ramses was uncannily accurate about such things – but Emerson claimed that the bone had once belonged to a horse. Ramses differed. Rhinoceroses having been eliminated, he suggested a dragon or a giraffe.

The newspaper story for which I searched was no longer on the front page, though it had occupied this position for some time. I think I can do no better than relate what I then knew of the case, as if I were beginning a work of fiction; for indeed, if the story had not appeared in the respectable pages of the Times, I would have thought it one of the ingenious inventions of Herr Ebers or Mr Rider Haggard – to whose romances, I must confess, I was addicted. Therefore, be patient, dear reader, if we begin with a sober narrative of facts. They are necessary to your understanding of later developments; and I promise you we will have sensations enough in due course.

Lord Henry Baskerville (of the Norfolk Baskervilles, not the Devonshire branch of the family), having suffered a severe illness, had been advised by his physician to spend a winter in the salubrious climate of Egypt. Neither the excellent man of medicine nor his wealthy patient could have anticipated the far-reaching consequences of this advice; for Lord Baskerville’s first glimpse of the majestic features of the Sphinx inspired in his bosom a passionate interest in Egyptian antiquities, which was to rule him for the remainder of his life.

After excavating at Abydos and Denderah, Lord Baskerville finally obtained a firman to excavate in what is perhaps the most romantic of all Egyptian archaeological sites – the Valley of the Kings at Thebes. Here the god-kings of imperial Egypt were laid to rest with the pomp and majesty befitting their high estate. Their mummies enclosed in golden coffins and adorned with jewel-encrusted amulets, they hoped in the secrecy of their rock-cut tombs, deep in the bowels of the Theban hills, to escape the dreadful fate that had befallen their ancestors. For by the time of the Empire the pyramids of earlier rulers already gaped open and desolate, the royal bodies destroyed and their treasures dispersed. Alas for human vanity! The mighty pharaohs of the later period were no more immune to the depredations of tomb robbers than their ancestors had been. Every royal tomb found in the Valley had been despoiled. Treasures, jewels, and kingly mummies had vanished. It was assumed that the ancient tomb robbers had destroyed what they could not steal, until that astonishing day in July of 1881, when a group of modern thieves led Emil Brugsch, of the Cairo Museum, to a remote valley in the Theban mountains. The thieves, men from the village of Gurneh, had discovered what archaeologists had missed – the last resting place of Egypt’s mightiest kings, queens, and royal children, hidden away in the days of the nation’s decline by a group of loyal priests.

Not all the kings of the Empire were found in the thieves’ cache, nor had all their tombs been identified. Lord Baskerville believed that the barren cliffs of the Valley still hid kingly tombs – even, perhaps, a tomb that had never been robbed. One frustration followed another, but he never abandoned his quest. Determined to dedicate his life to it, he built a house on the West Bank, half winter home, half working quarters for his archaeological staff. To this lovely spot he brought his bride, a beautiful young woman who had nursed him through a bout of pneumonia brought on by his return to England’s damp spring climate.

The story of this romantic courtship and marriage, with its Cinderella aspect – for the new Lady Baskerville was a young lady of no fortune and insignificant family – had been prominently featured in the newspapers at the time. This event occurred before my own interest in Egypt developed, but naturally I had heard of Lord Baskerville; his name was known to every Egyptologist. Emerson had nothing good to say about him, but then Emerson did not approve of any other archaeologists, amateur or professional. In accusing Lord Baskerville of being an amateur he did the gentleman less than justice, for his lordship never attempted to direct the excavations; he always employed a professional scholar for that work.

In September of this year Lord Baskerville had gone to Luxor as usual, accompanied by Lady Baskerville and Mr Alan Armadale, the archaeologist in charge. Their purpose during this season was to begin work on an area in the centre of the Valley, near the tombs of Ramses II and Merenptah, which had been cleared by Lepsius in 1844. Lord Baskerville thought that the rubbish dumps thrown up by that expedition had perhaps covered the hidden entrances to other tombs. It was his intention to clear the ground down to bedrock to make sure nothing had been overlooked. And indeed, scarcely had the men been at work for three days when their spades uncovered the first of a series of steps cut into the rock.

(Are you yawning, gentle reader? If you are, it is because you know nothing of archaeology. Rock-cut steps in the Valley of the Kings could signify only one thing – the entrance to a tomb.)

The stairway went down into the rock at a steep angle. It had been completely filled with rock and rubble. By the following afternoon the men had cleared this away, exposing the upper portion of a doorway blocked with heavy stone slabs. Stamped into the mortar were the unbroken seals of the royal necropolis. Note that word, oh, reader – that word so simple and yet so fraught with meaning. Unbroken seals implied that the tomb had not been opened since the day when it was solemnly closed by the priests of the funerary cult.

Lord Baskerville, as his intimates were to testify, was a man of singularly phlegmatic temperament, even for a British nobleman. The only sign of excitement he displayed was a muttered, ‘By Jove’, as he stroked his wispy beard. Others were not so blasé. The news reached the press and was duly published.

In accordance with the terms of his firman, Lord Baskerville notified the Department of Antiquities of his find; when he descended the dusty steps a second time he was accompanied by a distinguished group of archaeologists and officials. A fence had been hastily erected to hold back the crowd of sightseers, journalists, and natives, the latter picturesque in their long flapping robes and white turbans. Among the latter group one face stood out – that of Mohammed Abd er Rasul, one of the discoverers of the cache of royal mummies, who had betrayed the find (and his brothers) to the authorities and had been rewarded by a position in the Antiquities Department. Onlookers remarked on the profound chagrin of his expression and the gloomy looks of other members of the family. For once, the foreigners had stolen a march on them and deprived them of a potential source of income.

Though he had recovered from the illness that had brought him to Egypt and was (as his physician was later to report) in perfect health, Lord Baskerville’s physique was not impressive. A photograph taken of him on that eventful day portrays a tall, stoop-shouldered man whose hair appears to have slid down off his head and adhered somewhat erratically to his cheeks and chin. Of manual dexterity he had none; and those who knew him well moved unobtrusively to the rear as he placed a chisel in position against the stone barricade and raised his hammer. The British consul did not know him well. The first chip of rock hit this unlucky gentleman full on the nose. Apologies and first aid followed. Now surrounded by a wide empty space, Lord Baskerville prepared to strike again. Scarcely had he raised the hammer when, from among the crowd of watching Egyptians, came a long ululating howl.

The import of the cry was understood by all who heard it. In such fashion do the followers of Mohammed mourn their dead.

There was a moment’s pause. Then the voice rose again. It cried (I translate, of course): ‘Desecration! Desecration! May the curse of the gods fall on him who disturbs the king’s eternal rest!’

Startled by this remark, Lord Baskerville missed the chisel and hit himself on the thumb. Such misadventures do not improve the temper. Lord Baskerville may be excused for losing his. In a savage voice he instructed Armadale, standing behind him, to capture the prophet of doom and give him a good thrashing. Armadale was willing; but as he approached the milling crowd the orator wisely ceased his cries and thereby became anonymous, for his friends all denied any knowledge of his identity.

It was a trivial incident, soon forgotten by everyone except Lord Baskerville, whose thumb was badly bruised. At least the injury gave him an excuse to surrender his tools to someone who was able to use them more effectively. Mr Alan Armadale, a young, vigorous man, seized the implements. A few skilful blows opened an aperture wide enough to admit a light. Armadale then respectfully stepped back, allowing his patron the honour of the first look.

It was a day of misadventures for poor Lord Baskerville. Seizing a candle, he eagerly thrust his arm through the gaping hole. His fist encountered a hard surface with such force that he dropped the candle and withdrew a hand from which a considerable amount of skin had been scraped.

Investigation showed that the space beyond the door was completely filled with rubble. This was not surprising, since the Egyptians commonly used such devices to discourage tomb robbers; but the effect was distinctly anticlimactic, and the audience dispersed with disappointed murmurs, leaving Lord Baskerville to nurse his barked knuckles and contemplate a long, tedious job. If this tomb followed the plans of those already known, a passageway of unknown length would have to be cleared before the burial chamber was reached. Some tombs had entrance passages over a hundred feet long.

Yet the fact that the corridor was blocked made the discovery appear even more promising than before. The Times gave the story a full column, on page three. The next dispatch to come from Luxor, however, rated front-page headlines.

Lord Henry Baskerville was dead. He had retired in perfect health (except for his thumb and his knuckles). He was found next morning stiff and stark in his bed. On his face was a look of ghastly horror. On his high brow, inscribed in what appeared to be dried blood, was a crudely drawn uraeus serpent, the symbol of the divine pharaoh.

The ‘blood’ turned out to be red paint. Even so, the news was sensational, and it became even more sensational after a medical examination failed to discover the cause of Lord Baskerville’s death.

Cases of seemingly healthy persons who succumb to the sudden failure of a vital organ are certainly not unknown, nor, contrary to writers of thrillers, are they always due to the administration of mysterious poisons. If Lord Baskerville had died in his bed at Baskerville Hall, the physicians would have stroked their beards and concealed their ignorance in meaningless medical mumbo-jumbo. Even under these circumstances the story would have died a natural death (as Lord Baskerville was presumed to have done) had not an enterprising reporter from one of our less reputable newspapers remembered the unknown prophet’s curse. The story in the Times was what one might expect of that dignified journal, but the other newspapers were less restrained. Their columns bristled with references to avenging spirits, cryptic antique curses, and unholy rites. But this sensation paled into insignificance two days later, when it was discovered that Mr Alan Armadale, Lord Baskerville’s assistant, had disappeared – vanished, as the Daily Yell put it, off the face of the earth!

By this time I was snatching the newspapers from Emerson each evening when he came home. Naturally I did not believe for an instant in the absurd tales of curses or supernatural doom, and when the news of young Armadale’s disappearance became known I felt sure I had the answer to the mystery.

‘Armadale is the murderer,’ I exclaimed to Emerson, who was on his hands and knees playing horsie with Ramses.

Emerson let out a grunt as his son’s heels dug into his ribs. When he got his breath back he said irritably, ‘What do you mean, talking about “the murderer” in that self-assured way? No murder was committed. Baskerville died of a heart condition or some such thing; he was always a feeble sort of fellow. Armadale is probably forgetting his troubles in a tavern. He has lost his position and will not easily find another patron so late in the season.’

I made no reply to this ridiculous suggestion. Time, I knew, would prove me right, and until it did I saw no sense in wasting my breath arguing with Emerson, who is the stubbornest of men.

During the following week one of the gentlemen who had been present at the official opening of the tomb came down with a bad attack of fever, and a workman fell off a pylon at Karnak, breaking his neck. ‘The Curse is still operating,’ exclaimed the Daily Yell. ‘Who will be next?’

After the demise of the man who tumbled off the pylon (where he had been chiselling out a section of carving to sell to the illicit antiquities dealers), his fellows refused to go near the tomb. Work had come to a standstill after Lord Baskerville’s death; now there seemed no prospect of renewing it. So matters stood on that cold, rainy evening after my disastrous tea party. For the past few days the Baskerville story had more or less subsided, despite the efforts of the Daily Yell to keep it alive by attributing every hangnail and stubbed toe in Luxor to the operation of the curse. No trace of the unfortunate (or guilty) Armadale had been found; Lord Henry Baskerville had been laid to rest among his forebears; and the tomb remained locked and barred.

I confess the tomb was my chief concern. Locks and bars were all very well, but neither would avail for long against the master thieves of Gurneh. The discovery of the sepulchre had been a blow to the professional pride of these gentlemen, who fancied themselves far more adept at locating the treasures of their ancestors than the foreign excavators; and indeed, over the centuries they had proved to be exceedingly skilful at their dubious trade, whether by practice or by heredity I would hesitate to say. Now that the tomb had been located they would soon be at work.

So, while Emerson argued zoology with Ramses, and the sleety rain hissed against the windows, I opened the newspaper. Since the beginning of l’affaire Baskerville, Emerson had been buying the Yell as well as the Times, remarking that the contrast in journalistic styles was a fascinating study in human nature. This was only an excuse; the Yell was much more entertaining to read. I therefore turned at once to this newspaper, noting that, to judge by certain creases and folds, I was not the first to peruse that particular article. It bore the title ‘Lady Baskerville vows the work must go on.’

The journalist – ‘Our Correspondent in Luxor’ – wrote with considerable feeling and many adjectives about the lady’s ‘delicate lips, curved like a Cupid’s bow, which quivered with emotion as she spoke’ and ‘her tinted face which bore stamped upon it a deep acquaintance with grief.’

‘Bah,’ I said, after several paragraphs of this. ‘What drivel. I must say, Emerson, Lady Baskerville sounds like a perfect idiot. Listen to this. “I can think of no more fitting monument to my lost darling than the pursuit of that great cause for which he gave his life.” Lost darling, indeed!’

Emerson did not reply. Squatting on the floor, with Ramses between his knees, he was turning the pages of a large illustrated volume on zoology, trying to convince the boy that his bone did not match that of a zebra – for Ramses had retreated from giraffes to that slightly less exotic beast. Unfortunately a zebra is rather like a horse, and the example Emerson found bore a striking resemblance to the bone Ramses was flourishing. The child let out a malevolent chuckle and remarked, ‘I was wight, you see. It is a zebwa.’

‘Have another cake,’ said his father.

‘Armadale is still missing,’ I continued. ‘I told you he was the murderer.’

‘Bah,’ said Emerson. ‘He will turn up eventually. There has been no murder.’

‘You can hardly believe he has been drunk for a fortnight,’ I said.

‘I have known men to remain drunk for considerably longer periods,’ said Emerson.

‘If Armadale had met with an accident he, or his remains, would have been found by now. The Theban area has been combed – ’

‘It is impossible to search the western mountains thoroughly,’ Emerson snapped. ‘You know what they are like – jagged cliffs cut by hundreds of gullies and ravines.’

‘Then you believe he is out there somewhere?’

‘I do. It would be a tragic coincidence, certainly, if he met with a fatal accident so soon after Lord Baskerville’s death; the newspapers would certainly set up a renewed howl about curses. But such coincidences do happen, especially if a man is distracted by – ’

‘He is probably in Algeria by now,’ I said.

‘Algeria! Why there, for heaven’s sake?’

‘The Foreign Legion. They say it is full of murderers and criminals attempting to escape justice.’

Emerson got to his feet. I was pleased to observe that his eyes had lost their melancholy look and were blazing with temper. I noted, as well, that four years of relative inactivity had not robbed his form of its strength and vigour. He had removed his coat and starched collar preparatory to playing with the boy, and his dishevelled appearance irresistibly recalled the unkempt individual who had first captured my heart. I decided that if we went straight upstairs there might be time, before we changed for dinner –

‘It is time for bed, Ramses, Nurse will be waiting,’ I said. ‘You may take the last cake with you.’

Ramses gave me a long, considering look. He then turned to his father, who said cravenly, ‘Run along, my boy. Papa will read you an extra chapter from his History of Egypt when you are tucked in your cot.’

‘Vewy well,’ said Ramses. He nodded at me in a manner reminiscent of the regal condescension of his namesake. ‘You will come and say good night, Mama?’

‘I always do,’ I said.

When he had left the room, taking not only the last cake but the book on zoology, Emerson began pacing up and down.

‘I suppose you want another cup of tea,’ I said.

When I really supposed was that since I had suggested the tea, he would say he did not want it. Like all men, Emerson is very susceptible to the cruder forms of manipulation. Instead he said gruffly, ‘I want a whisky and soda.’

Emerson seldom imbibes. Trying to conceal my concern, I enquired, ‘Is something wrong?’

‘Not something. Everything. You know, Amelia.’

‘Were your students unusually dense today?’

‘Not at all. It would be impossible for them to be duller than they normally are. I suppose it is all this talk in the newspapers about Luxor that makes me restless.’

‘I understand.’

‘Of course you do. You suffer from the same malaise – suffer even more than I, who am at least allowed to hover on the fringes of the profession we both love. I am like a child pressing its nose against the window of the toy shop, but you are not even permitted to walk by the place.’

This flight of fancy was so pathetic, and so unlike Emerson’s usual style of speaking, that it was with difficulty that I prevented myself from flinging my arms about him. However, he did not want sympathy. He wanted an alleviation of his boredom, and that I could not provide. In some bitterness of spirit I said, ‘And I have failed to obtain even a poor substitute for your beloved excavations. After today, Lady Harold will take the greatest pleasure in thwarting any request we might make. It is my fault; I lost my temper.’

‘Don’t be a fool, Peabody,’ Emerson growled. ‘No one could make an impression on the solid stupidity of that woman and her husband. I told you not to attempt it.’

This touching and magnanimous speech brought tears to my eyes. Seeing my emotion, Emerson added, ‘You had better join me in a little spirituous consolation. As a general rule I do not approve of drowning one’s sorrows, but today has been a trial for both of us.’

As I took the glass he handed me I thought how shocked Lady Carrington would have been at this further evidence of unwomanly habits. The fact is, I abominate sherry, and I like whisky and soda.

Emerson raised his glass. The corners of his mouth lifted in a valiant and sardonic smile. ‘Cheers, Peabody. We’ll weather this, as we have weathered other troubles.’

‘Certainly. Cheers, my dear Emerson.’

Solemnly, almost ritually, we drank.

‘Another year or two,’ I said, ‘and we might consider taking Ramses out with us. He is appallingly healthy; sometimes I feel that to match our son against the fleas and mosquitoes and fevers of Egypt is to place the country under an unfair disadvantage.’

This attempt at humour did not win a smile from my husband. He shook his head. ‘We cannot risk it.’

‘Well, but the boy must go away to school eventually,’ I argued.

‘I don’t see why. He is getting a better education from us than he could hope to obtain in one of those pestilential purgatories called preparatory schools. You know how I feel about them.’

‘There must be a few decent schools in the country.’

‘Bah.’ Emerson swallowed the remainder of his whisky. ‘Enough of this depressing subject. What do you say we go upstairs and – ’

He stretched out his hand to me. I was about to take it when the door opened and Wilkins made his appearance. Emerson reacts very poorly to being interrupted when he is in a romantic mood. He turned to the butler and shouted, ‘Curse it, Wilkins, how dare you barge in here? What is it you want?’

None of our servants is at all intimidated by Emerson. Those who survive the first few weeks of his bellowing and temper tantrums learn that he is the kindest of men. Wilkins said calmly, ‘I beg your pardon, sir. A lady is here to see you and Mrs Emerson.’

‘A lady?’ As is his habit when perplexed, Emerson fingered the dent in his chin. ‘Who the devil can that be?’’

A wild thought flashed through my mind. Had Lady Carrington returned, on vengeance bent? Was she even now in the hall carrying a basket of rotten eggs or a bowl of mud? But that was absurd, she would not have the imagination to think of such a thing.

‘Where is the lady?’ I inquired.

‘Waiting in the hall, madam. I attempted to show her into the small parlour, but – ’

Wilkins’ slight shrug and raised eyebrow finished the story. The lady had refused to be shown into the parlour. This suggested that she was in some urgency, and it also removed my hope of slipping upstairs to change.

‘Show her in, then, Wilkins, if you please,’ I said.

The lady’s urgency was even greater than I had supposed. Wilkins had barely time to step back out of the way before she entered; she was advancing toward us when he made the belated announcement: ‘Lady Baskerville’.


II
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THE words fell on my ears with almost supernatural force. To see this unexpected visitor, when I had just been thinking and talking about her (and in no kindly terms) made me feel as if the figure now before us was no real woman, but the vision of a distracted mind.

And I must confess that most people would have considered her a vision indeed, a vision of Beauty posing for a portrait of Grief. From the crown of her head to her tiny slippers she was garbed in unrelieved black. How she had passed through the filthy weather without so much as a mud stain I could not imagine, but her shimmering satin skirts and filmy veils were spotless. A profusion of jet beads, sullenly gleaming, covered her bodice and trailed down the folds of her full skirt. The veils fell almost to her feet. The one designed to cover her face had been thrown back so that her pale, oval countenance was framed by the filmy puffs and folds. Her eyes were black; the brows lifted in a high curve that gave her a look of perpetual and innocent surprise. There was no colour in her cheeks, but her mouth was a full rich scarlet. The effect of this was startling in the extreme, one could not help thinking of the damnably lovely lamias and vampires of legend.

Also, one could not help thinking of one’s mud-stained, unbecoming gown, and wonder whether the aroma of whisky covered the smell of mouldy bone, or the reverse. Even I, who am not easily daunted, felt a pang of self-consciousness. I realised that I was trying to hide my glass, which was still half full, under a sofa cushion.

Though the pause of surprise – for Emerson, like myself, was gaping – seemed to last forever, I believe it was only a second or two before I regained my self-possession. Rising to my feet, I greeted our visitor, dismissed Wilkins, offered a chair and a cup of tea. The lady accepted the chair and refused the tea. I then expressed my condolences on her recent bereavement, adding that Lord Baskerville’s death was a great loss to our profession.

This statement jarred Emerson out of his stupor, as I had thought it might, but for once he showed a modicum of tact, instead of making a rude remark about Lord Baskerville’s inadequacies as an Egyptologist. Emerson saw no reason why anything, up to and including death, should excuse a man from poor scholarship.

However, he was not so tactful as to agree with my compliment or add one of his own. ‘Er – humph,’ he said. ‘Most unfortunate. Sorry to hear of it. What the deuce do you suppose has become of Armadale?’

‘Emerson,’ I exclaimed. ‘This is not the time – ’

‘Pray don’t apologise.’ The lady lifted a delicate white hand, adorned with a huge mourning ring made of braided hair – that of the late Lord Baskerville, I presumed. She turned a charming smile on my husband. ‘I know Radcliffe’s good heart too well to be deceived by his gruff manner.’

Radcliffe indeed! I particularly dislike my husband’s first name. I was under the impression that he did also. Instead of expressing disapproval he simpered like a schoolboy.

‘I was unaware that you two were previously acquainted,’ I said, finally managing to dispose of my glass of whisky behind a bowl of potpourri.

‘Oh, yes,’ said Lady Baskerville, while Emerson continued to grin foolishly at her. ‘We have not met for several years; but in the early days, when we were all young and ardent – ardent about Egypt, I mean – we were well acquainted. I was hardly more than a bride – too young, I fear, but my dear Henry quite swept me off my feet.’

She dabbed at her eyes with a black-bordered kerchief.

‘There, there,’ said Emerson, in the voice he sometimes uses with Ramses. ‘You must not give way. Time will heal your grief.’

This from a man who curled up like a hedgehog when forced into what he called society, and who never in his life had been known to utter a polite cliché! He began sidling toward her. In another moment he would pat her on the shoulder.

‘How true,’ I said. ‘Lady Baskerville, the weather is inclement, and you seem very tired. I hope you will join us for dinner, which will be served shortly.’

‘You are very kind.’ Lady Baskerville removed her handkerchief from her eyes, which appeared to be perfectly dry, and bared her teeth at me. ‘I would not dream of such an intrusion. I am staying with friends in the neighbourhood, who are expecting me back this evening. Indeed, I would not have come so unceremoniously, unexpected and uninvited, if I had not had an urgent matter to put before you. I am here on business.’

‘Indeed,’ I said.

‘Indeed?’ Emerson’s echo held a questioning note; but in fact I had already deduced the nature of the lady’s business. Emerson calls this jumping to conclusions. I call it simple logic.

‘Yes,’ said Lady Baskerville. ‘And I will come to the point at once, rather than keep you any longer from your domestic comforts. I gather, from your question about poor Alan, that you are au courant about the situation in Luxor?’

‘We have followed it with interest,’ Emerson said.

‘We?’ The lady’s glowing black eyes turned to me with an expression of curiosity. ‘Ah, yes, I believe I did hear that Mrs Emerson takes an interest in archaeology. So much the better; I will not bore her if I introduce the subject.’

I retrieved my glass of whisky from behind the potpourri. ‘No, you will not bore me,’ I said.

‘You are too good. To answer your question, then, Radcliffe: no trace has been found of poor Alan. The situation is swathed in darkness and in mystery. When I think of it I am overcome.’

Again the dainty handkerchief came into play. Emerson made clucking noises. I said nothing, but drank my whisky in ladylike silence.

At last Lady Baskerville resumed. ‘I can do nothing about the mystery surrounding Alan’s disappearance; but I am in hopes of accomplishing something else, which may seem unimportant compared with the loss of human life, but which was vital to the interests of my poor lost husband. The tomb, Radcliffe – the tomb!’

Leaning forward, with clasped hands and parted lips, her bosom heaving, she fixed him with her great black eyes; and Emerson stared back, apparently mesmerised.

‘Yes, indeed,’ I said. ‘The tomb. We gather, Lady Baskerville, that work has come to a standstill. You know, of course, that sooner or later it will be robbed, and all your husband’s efforts wasted.’

‘Precisely!’ The lady turned the clasped hands, the lips, the bosom, et cetera, et cetera, on me. ‘How I do admire your logical, almost masculine, mind, Mrs Emerson. That is just what I was trying to express, in my poor silly way.’

‘I thought you were,’ I said. ‘What is it you want my husband to do?’

Thus directed, Lady Baskerville had to get to the point. How long she would have taken if she had been allowed to ramble on, heaven only knows.

‘Why, to take over the direction of the excavation,’ she said. ‘It must be carried on, and without delay. I honestly believe my darling Henry will not rest quietly in the tomb while this work, possibly the culmination of his splendid career, is in peril. It will be a fitting memorial to one of the finest – ’

‘Yes, you said that in your interview in the Yell,’ I interrupted. ‘But why come to us? Is there no scholar in Egypt who could take on the task?’

‘But I came first to you,’ she exclaimed. ‘I know Radcliffe would have been Henry’s first choice, as he is mine.’

She had not fallen into my trap. Nothing would have enraged Emerson so much as the admission that she had approached him only as a last resort. And, of course, she was quite correct; Emerson is the best.

‘Well, Emerson?’ I said. I confess, my heart was beating fast as I awaited his answer. A variety of emotions struggled for mastery within my breast. My feelings about Lady Baskerville have, I trust, been made plain; the notion of my husband spending the remainder of the winter with the lady was not pleasing to me. Yet, having beheld his anguish that very evening, I could not stand in his way if he decided to go.

Emerson stood staring at Lady Baskerville, his own feelings writ plainly across his face. His expression was that of a prisoner who had suddenly been offered a pardon after years of confinement. Then his shoulders sagged.

‘It is impossible,’ he said.

‘But why?’ Lady Baskerville asked. ‘My dear husband’s will specifically provides for the completion of any project that might have been in progress at the time of his demise. The staff – with the exception of Alan – is in Luxor, ready to continue. I confess that the workers have shown a singular reluctance to return to the tomb; they are poor, superstitious things, as you know – ’

‘That would present no problem,’ Emerson said, with a sweeping gesture. ‘No, Lady Baskerville; the difficulty is not in Egypt. It is here. We have a young child. We could not risk taking him to Luxor.’

There was a pause. Lady Baskerville’s arched brows rose still higher, she turned to me with a look that expressed the question she was too well bred to voice aloud. For really, the objection was, on the face of it, utterly trivial. Most men, given an opportunity such as the one she had offered, would coolly have disposed of half a dozen children, and the same number of wives, in order to accept. It was because this idea had, obviously, not even passed through Emerson’s mind that I was nerved to make the noblest gesture of my life.

‘Do not consider that, Emerson,’ I said. I had to pause, to clear my throat; but I went on with a firmness that, if I may say so, did me infinite credit. ‘Ramses and I will do very well here. We will write every day – ’

‘Write!’ Emerson spun around to face me, his blue eyes blazing, his brow deeply furrowed. An unwitting observer might have thought he was enraged. ‘What are you talking about? You know I won’t go without you.’

‘But – ’ I began, my heart overflowing.

‘Don’t talk nonsense, Peabody. It is out of the question.’

If I had not had other sources of deep satisfaction at that moment, the look on Lady Baskerville’s face would have been sufficient cause for rejoicing. Emerson’s response had taken her completely by surprise; and the astonishment with which she regarded me, as she tried to find some trace of the charms that made a man unwilling to be parted from me was indeed delightful to behold.

Recovering, she said hesitantly, ‘If there is any question of a proper establishment for the child – ’

‘No, no,’ said Emerson. ‘That is not the question. I am sorry, Lady Baskerville. What about Petrie?’

‘That dreadful man?’ Lady Baskerville shuddered. ‘Henry could not abide him – so rude, so opinionated, so vulgar.’

‘Naville, then.’

‘Henry had such a poor opinion of his abilities. Besides, I believe he is under obligation to the Egypt Exploration Fund.’

Emerson proposed a few more names. Each was unacceptable. Yet the lady continued to sit, and I wondered what new approach she was contemplating. I wished she would get on with it, or take her leave; I was very hungry, having had no appetite for tea.

Once again my aggravating but useful child rescued me from an unwelcome guest. Our good-night visits to Ramses were an invariable custom. Emerson read to him, and I had my part as well. We were late in coming, and patience is not a conspicuous virtue of Ramses. Having waited, as he thought, long enough, he came in search of us. How he eluded his nurse and the other servants on that particular occasion I do not know, but he had raised evasion to a fine art. The drawing-room doors burst open with such emphasis that one looked for a Herculean form in the doorway. Yet the sight of Ramses in his little white nightgown, his hair curling damply around his beaming face, was not anticlimactic; he looked positively angelic, requiring only wings to resemble one of Raphael’s swarthier cherubs.

He was carrying a large folder, clasping it to his infantile bosom with both arms. It was the manuscript of The History of Egypt. With his usual single-minded determination he gave the visitor only a glance before trotting over to his father.

‘You pwomised to wead to me,’ he said.

‘So I did, so I did.’ Emerson took the folder. ‘I will come soon, Ramses. Go back to Nurse.’

‘No,’ said Ramses calmly.

‘What a little angel,’ exclaimed Lady Baskerville.

I was about to counter this description with another, more accurate, when Ramses said sweetly, ‘And you are a pitty lady.’

Little did the lady know, as she smiled and blushed, that the apparent compliment was no more than a simple statement of fact, implying nothing of Ramses’ feelings of approval or disapproval. In fact, the slight curl of his juvenile lip as he looked at her, and the choice of the word ‘pretty’ rather than ‘beautiful’ (a distinction which Ramses understood perfectly well) made me suspect that, with that fine perception so surprising in a child of his age, which he has inherited from me, he held certain reservations about Lady Baskerville and would, if properly prompted, express them with his customary candour.

Unfortunately, before I could frame an appropriate cue, his father spoke, ordering him again to his nurse, and Ramses, with that chilling calculation that is such an integral part of his character, decided to make use of the visitor for his own purposes. Trotting quickly to her side, he put his finger in his mouth (a habit I broke him of early in his life) and stared at her.

‘Vewy pitty lady. Wamses stay wif you.’

‘Dreadful hypocrite,’ I said. ‘Begone.’

‘He is adorable,’ murmured Lady Baskerville. ‘Dear little one, the pretty lady must go away. She would stay if she could. Give me a kiss before I go.’

She made no attempt to lift him onto her lap, but bent over and offered a smooth white cheek. Ramses, visibly annoyed at his failure to win a reprieve from bed, planted a loud smacking kiss upon it, leaving a damp patch where once pearl powder had smoothly rested.

‘I will go now,’ Ramses announced, radiating offended dignity. ‘You come soon, Papa. You too, Mama. Give me my book.’

Meekly Emerson surrendered his manuscript and Ramses departed. Lady Baskerville rose.

‘I too must go to my proper place,’ she said, with a smile. ‘My heartfelt apologies for disturbing you.’

‘Not at all, not at all,’ said Emerson. ‘I am only sorry I was unable to be of help.’

‘I too. But I understand now. Having seen your darling child and met your charming wife – ’ Here she grinned at me, and I grinned back – ‘I comprehend why a man with such affable domestic ties would not wish to leave them for the danger and discomfort of Egypt. My dear Radcliffe, how thoroughly domesticated you have become! It is delightful! You are quite the family man! I am happy to see you settled down at last after those adventurous bachelor years. I don’t blame you in the least for refusing. Of course none of us believes in curses, or anything so foolish, but there is certainly something strange going on in Luxor, and only a reckless, bold, free spirit would face such dangers. Good-bye, Radcliffe – Mrs Emerson – such a pleasure to have met you – no, don’t see me out, I beg. I have troubled you enough.’

The change in her manner during this speech was remarkable. The soft murmuring voice became brisk and emphatic. She did not pause for breath, but shot out the sharp sentences like bullets. Emerson’s face reddened; he tried to speak, but was not given the opportunity. The lady glided from the room, her black veils billowing out like storm clouds.

‘Damn!’ said Emerson. He stamped his foot.

‘She was very impertinent,’ I agreed.

‘Impertinent? On the contrary, she tried to state the unpalatable facts as nicely as possible. “Quite the family man! Settled down at last!” Good Gad!’

‘Now you are talking just like a man,’ I began angrily.

‘How surprising! I am not a man, I am a domesticated old fogy, without the courage or the daring – ’

‘You are responding precisely as she hoped you would,’ I exclaimed. ‘Can’t you see that she chose every word with malicious deliberation? The only one she did not employ was – ’

‘Henpecked. True, very true. She was too courteous to say it.’

‘Oh, so you think you are henpecked, do you?’

‘Certainly not,’ said Emerson, with the complete lack of consistency the male sex usually exhibits during an argument. ‘Not that you don’t try – ’

‘And you try to bully me. If I were not such a strong character – ’

The drawing-room doors opened. ‘Dinner is served,’ said Wilkins.

‘Tell Cook to put it back a quarter of an hour,’ I said. ‘We had better tuck Ramses in first, Emerson.’

‘Yes, yes. I will read to him while you change that abominable frock. I refuse to dine with a woman who looks like an English matron and smells like a compost heap. How dare you say that I bully you?’

‘I said you tried. Neither you nor any other man will ever succeed.’

Wilkins stepped back as we approached the door.

‘Thank you, Wilkins,’ I said.

‘Certainly, madam.’

‘As for the charge of henpecking – ’

‘I beg your pardon, madam?’

‘I was speaking to Professor Emerson.’

‘Yes, madam.’

‘Henpecking was the word I used,’ snarled Emerson, allowed me to precede him up the stairs. ‘And henpecking was the word I meant.’

‘Then why don’t you accept the lady’s offer? I could see you were panting to do so. What a charming time you two could have, night after night, under the soft Egyptian moon – ’

‘Oh, don’t talk like a fool, Amelia. The poor woman won’t go back to Luxor; her memories would be too much to bear.’

‘Ha!’ I laughed sharply. ‘The naivety of men constantly astonishes me. Of course she will be back. Especially if you are there.’

‘I have no intention of going.’

‘No one is preventing you.’

We reached the top of the stairs. Emerson turned to the right, to continue up to the nursery. I wheeled left, toward our rooms.

‘You will be up shortly, then?’ he enquired.

‘Ten minutes.’

‘Very well, my dear.’

It required even less than ten minutes to rip the grey gown off and replace it with another. When I reached the night nursery the room was dark except for one lamp, by whose light Emerson sat reading. Ramses, in his crib, contemplated the ceiling with rapt attention. It made a pretty little family scene, until one heard what was being said.

‘... the anatomical details of the wounds, which included a large gash in the frontal bone, a broken malar bone and orbit, and a spear thrust which smashed off the mastoid process and struck the atlas vertebra, allow us to reconstruct the death scene of the king.’

‘Ah, the mummy of Seqenenre,’ I said. ‘Have you got as far as that?’

From the small figure on the cot came a reflective voice. ‘It appeaws to me that he was muwduwed.’

‘What?’ said Emerson, baffled by the last word.

‘Murdered,’ I interpreted. ‘I would have to agree, Ramses; a man whose skull has been smashed by repeated blows did not die a natural death.’

Sarcasm is wasted on Ramses. ‘I mean,’ he insisted, ‘that it was a domestic cwime.’

‘Out of the question,’ Emerson exclaimed. ‘Petrie has also put forth that absurd idea; it is impossible because – ’

‘Enough,’ I said. ‘It is late and Ramses should be asleep. Cook will be furious if we do not go down at once.’

‘Oh, very well.’ Emerson bent over the cot. ‘Good night, my boy.’

‘Good night, Papa. One of the ladies of the hawem did it, I think.’

I seized Emerson by the arm and pushed him toward the door, before he could pursue this interesting suggestion. After carrying out my part of the nightly ritual (a description of which would serve no useful purpose in the present narrative), I followed Emerson out.

‘Really,’ I said, as we went arm in arm along the corridor, ‘I wonder if Ramses is not too precocious. Does he know what a harem is, I wonder? And some people might feel that reading such a catalogue of horrors to a child at bedtime will not be good for his nerves.’

‘Ramses has nerves of steel. Rest assured he will sleep the sleep of the just and by breakfast time he will have his theory fully developed.’

‘Evelyn would be delighted to take him for the winter.’

‘Oh, so we are back to that, are we? What sort of unnatural mother are you, that you can contemplate abandoning your child?’

‘I must choose, it appears, between abandoning my child or my husband.’

‘False, utterly false. No one is going to abandon anyone.’

We took our places at the table. The footman, watched critically by Wilkins, brought on the first course.

‘Excellent soup,’ Emerson said, in a pleased voice. ‘Tell Cook, will you please, Wilkins?’

Wilkins inclined his head.

‘We are going to settle this once and for all,’ Emerson went on. ‘I refuse to have you nagging me for days to come.’

‘I never nag.’

‘No, because I don’t permit it. Get this straight, Amelia: I am not going to Egypt. I have refused Lady Baskerville’s offer, and do not mean to reconsider. Is that plain enough?’

‘You are making a grave mistake,’ I said. ‘I think you should go.’

‘I am well aware of your opinion. You express it often enough. Why can’t you allow me to make up my own mind?’

‘Because you are wrong.’

There is no need to repeat the remainder of the discussion. It continued throughout the meal, with Emerson appealing from time to time to Wilkins, or to John, the footman, to support a point he was trying to make. This made John, who had been with us only a few weeks, very nervous at first. Gradually, however, he became interested in the discussion and added comments of his own, ignoring the winks and frowns of Wilkins, who had long since learned how to deal with Emerson’s unconventional manners. To spare the butler’s feelings I said we would have coffee in the drawing room, and John was dismissed, though not before he had said earnestly, ‘You had better stay here, sir; them natives is strange people, and I’m sure, sir, we would all miss you if you was to go.’

Dismissing John did not dismiss the subject, for I stuck to it with my usual determination, despite Emerson’s efforts to introduce other topics of conversation. He finally flung his coffee cup into the fireplace with a shout of rage and stormed out of the drawing room. I followed.

When I reached our bedchamber, Emerson was undressing. Coat, tie, and collar were draped inappropriately over various articles of furniture, and buttons flew around the room like projectiles as he removed his shirt.

‘You had better purchase another dozen shirts the next time you are in Regent Street,’ I said, ducking as a button whizzed past my face. ‘You will need them if you are going abroad.’

Emerson whirled. For so burly and broad-chested a man he is surprisingly quick in his movements. In one stride he bridged the space between us. Taking me by the shoulders, he ...

But here I must pause for a brief comment. Not an apologia – no, indeed! I have always felt that the present-day sanctimonious primness concerning the affection between the sexes, even between husband and wife – an affection sanctified by the Church and legalised by the Nation – is totally absurd. Why should a respectable, interesting activity be passed over by novelists who pretend to portray ‘real life’? Even more despicable, to my mind, are the circumlocutions practised by writers on this subject. Not for me the slippery suavity of French or the multi-syllabled pretentiousness of Latin. The good old Anglo-Saxon tongue, the speech of our ancestors, is good enough for me. Let the hypocrites among you, readers, skip the following paragraphs. Despite my reticence on the subject the more discerning will have realised that my feelings for my husband, and his for me, are of the warmest nature. I see no reason to be ashamed of this.

To return to the main stream of the argument, then:

Taking me by the shoulders, Emerson gave me a hearty shake.

‘By Gad,’ he shouted. ‘I will be master in my own house! Must I teach you again who makes decisions here?’

‘I thought we made them together, after discussing problems calmly and courteously.’

Emerson’s shaking had loosened my hair, which is thick and coarse and does not yield easily to restraint. Still holding me by one shoulder, he passed the fingers of his other hand into the heavy knot at the back of my neck. Combs and hairpins went flying. The hair tumbled down over my shoulders.

I do not recall precisely what he said next. The comment was brief. He kissed me. I was determined not to kiss him back; but Emerson kisses very well. It was some time before I was able to speak. My suggestion that I call my maid to help me out of my frock was not well received. Emerson offered his services. I pointed out that his method of removing a garment often rendered that garment unserviceable thereafter. This comment was greeted with a wordless snort of derision and a vigorous attack upon the hooks and eyes.

After all, much as I commend frankness in such matters there are areas in which an individual is entitled to privacy. I find myself forced to resort to a typographical euphemism.

[image: Image]

By midnight the sleet had stopped falling, and a brisk east wind shook the icy branches of the trees outside our window. They creaked and cracked like spirits of darkness, protesting attack. My cheek rested against my husband’s breast; I could hear the steady rhythmic beat of his heart.

‘When do we leave?’ I enquired softly.

Emerson yawned. ‘There is a boat on Saturday.’

‘Good night, Emerson.’

‘Good night, my darling Peabody.’




End of sample
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