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IN a great many respects I count myself among the most fortunate of women. To be sure, a cynic might point out that this was no great distinction in the nineteenth century of the Christian era, when women were deprived of most of the inalienable rights claimed by men. This period of history is often known by the name of the sovereign; and although no one respects the Crown more than Amelia Peabody Emerson, honesty compels me to note that her gracious Majestys ignorant remarks about the sex she adorned did nothing to raise it from the low esteem in which it was held.


I digress. I am unable to refrain from doing so, for the wrongs of my oppressed sisters must always waken a flame of indignation in my bosom. How far are we, even now, from the emancipation we deserve? When, oh when will justice and reason prevail, and Woman descend from the pedestal on which Man has placed her (in order to prevent her from doing anything except standing perfectly still) and take her rightful place beside him?


Heaven only knows. But as I was saying, or was about to say, I was fortunate enough to oerleap (or, some might say, burst through) the social and educational barriers to female progress erected by jealous persons of the opposite sex. Having inherited from my father both financial independence and a thorough classical education, I set out to see the world.


I never saw the world; I stayed my steps in Egypt; for in the antique land of the pharaohs I found my destiny. Since that time I have pursued the profession of archaeology, and though modesty prevents me from claiming more than is my due, I may say that my contributions to that profession have not been inconsiderable.


In those endeavours I have been assisted by the greatest Egyptologist of this or any other century, Radcliffe Emerson, my devoted and distinguished spouse. When I give thanks to the benevolent Creator (as I frequently do), the name of Emerson figures prominently in my conversation. For, though industry and intelligence play no small part in worldly success, I cannot claim any of the credit for Emerson being what he is, or where he was, at the time of our first meeting. Surely it was not chance, or an idle vagary of fortune that prompted the cataclysmic event. No! Fate, destiny, call it what you will  it was meant to be. Perchance (as oft I ponder when in vacant or in pensive mood) the old pagan philosophers were right in believing that we have all lived other lives in other ages of the world. Perchance that encounter in the dusty halls of the old Boulaq Museum was not our first meeting; for there was a compelling familiarity about those blazing sapphirine orbs, those steady lips and dented chin (though to be sure at the time it was hidden by a bushy beard which I later persuaded Emerson to remove). Still in vacant and in pensive mood, I allowed my fancy to wander  as we perchance had wandered, among the mighty pillars of ancient Karnak, his strong sun-brown hand clasping mine, his muscular frame attired in the short kilt and beaded collar that would have displayed his splendid physique to best advantage . . .


I perceive I have been swept away by emotion, as I so often am when I contemplate Emersons remarkable attributes. Allow me to return to my narrative.


No mere mortal should expect to attain perfect bliss in this imperfect world. I am a rational individual; I did not expect it. However, there are limits to the degree of aggravation a woman may endure, and in the spring of 18, when we were about to leave Egypt after another season of excavation, I had reached that limit.


Thoughtless persons have sometimes accused me of holding an unjust prejudice against the male sex. Even Emerson has hinted at it  and Emerson, of all people, should know better. When I assert that most of the aggravation I have endured has been caused by members of that sex, it is not prejudice, but a simple statement of fact. Beginning with my estimable but maddeningly absent-minded father and five despicable brothers, continuing through assorted murderers, burglars, and villains, the list even includes my own son. In fact, if I kept a ledger, Walter Peabody Emerson, known to friends and foes alike as Ramses, would win the prize for the constancy and the degree of aggravation caused me.


One must know Ramses to appreciate him. (I use the verb in its secondary meaning, to be fully sensible of, through personal experience, rather than to approve warmly or esteem highly.) I cannot complain of his appearance, for I am not so narrow-minded as to believe that Anglo-Saxon colouring is superior to the olive skin and jetty curls of the eastern Mediterranean races Ramses strongly (and unaccountably) resembles. His intelligence, as such, is not a source of dissatisfaction. I had taken it for granted that any child of Emersons and mine would exhibit superior intelligence; but I confess I had not anticipated it would take such an extraordinary form. Linguistically Ramses was a juvenile genius. He had mastered the hieroglyphic language of ancient Egypt before his eighth birthday; he spoke Arabic with appalling fluency (the adjective refers to certain elements of his vocabulary); and even his command of his native tongue was marked at an early age by a ponderous pomposity of style more suitable to a venerable scholar than a small boy.


People were often misled by this talent into believing Ramses must be equally precocious in other areas. (Catastrophically precocious was a term sometimes applied by those who came upon Ramses unawares.) Yet, like the young Mozart, he had one supreme gift  an ear for languages as remarkable as was Mozarts for music  and was, if anything, rather below the average in other ways. (I need not remind the cultured reader of Mozarts unfortunate marriage and miserable death.)


Ramses was not without amiable qualities. He was fond of animals  often to extremes, as when he took it upon himself to liberate caged birds or chained dogs from what he considered to be cruel and unusual punishment. He was always being nipped and scratched (once by a young lion), and the owners of the animals in question frequently objected to what they viewed as a form of burglary.


As I was saying, Ramses had a few amiable qualities. He was completely free of class snobbery. In fact, the little wretch preferred to sit around the sk exchanging vulgar stories with lower-class Egyptians, instead of playing nice games with little English girls and boys. He was much happier in bare feet and a ragged galabeeyah than when wearing his nice black velvet suit with the lace collar.


The amiable qualities of Ramses . . . He did not often disobey a direct command, providing, of course,that higher moral considerations did not take precedence (the definition being that of Ramses himself), and the order was couched in terms specific enough to allow no possible loophole through which Ramses could squirm. It would have required the talents of a lord chief justice and a director general of the Jesuit order to compose such a command.


The amiable qualities of Ramses? I believe he had a few others, but I cannot call them to mind at the moment.


However, for once it was not Ramses who caused me aggravation that spring. No. My adored, my admired, my distinguished spouse was the guilty party.


Emerson had some legitimate reasons for being in an evil humour. We had been excavating at Dahshoor, a site near Cairo that contains some of the noblest pyramids in all Egypt. The firman (permit, from the Department of Antiquities, giving us permission to excavate) had not been easy to secure, for the Director of the Department, M. de Morgan, had intended to keep the site for himself. I had never asked him why he gave it up. Ramses was involved in some manner; and when Ramses was involved, I preferred not to inquire into details.


Knowing my particular passion for pyramids, Emerson had been navely pleased at being able to provide them. He had even given me a little pyramid of my very own to explore  one of the small subsidiary pyramids which were intended, as some believe, for the burials of the pharaohs wives.


Though I had greatly enjoyed exploring the dank, bat-infested passageways of the miniature monument, I had discovered absolutely nothing of interest, only an empty burial chamber and a few scraps of basketry. Our efforts to ascertain the cause of the sudden, inexplicable winds that occasionally swept through the passages of the Bent Pyramid had proved futile. If there were concealed openings and unknown passageways, we had not found them. Even the Black Pyramid, in whose sunken burial chamber we had once been imprisoned, proved a disappointment; owing to an unusually high Nile, the lower passages were flooded, and Emerson was unable to procure the hydraulic pump he had hoped to use.


I will tell you a little secret about archaeologists, dear Reader. They all pretend to be very high-minded. They claim that their sole aim in excavation is to uncover the mysteries of the past and add to the store of human knowledge. They lie. What they really want is a spectacular discovery, so they can get their names in the newspapers and inspire envy and hatred in the hearts of their rivals. At Dahshoor M. de Morgan had attained his dream by discovering (how, I refused to ask) the jewels of a princess of the Middle Kingdom. The glamour of gold and precious stones casts a mystic spell; de Morgans discovery (I do not and never will inquire how he made it) won him the fame he desired, including a fulsome article and a flattering engraving in the Illustrated London News.


One so-called scholar who excelled at getting his name into print was Mr Wallis Budge, the representative of the British Museum, who had supplied that institution with some of its finest exhibits. Everyone knew that Budge had acquired his prizes, not from excavation but from illegal antiquities dealings, and had smuggled them out of the country in direct contravention of the laws governing such exports. Emerson would have scorned to follow Budges example, but he would have settled for a stele like the one his chief rival, Petrie, had found the year before. The world of Biblical scholarship was abuzz about it, for it contained the first and thus far the only mention in Egyptian records of the word Israel. This was a genuine scholarly achievement, and my dear Emerson would have sold his soul to the Devil (in whom he did not believe anyway) for a similar prize. Flinders Petrie was one of the few Egyptologists whom Emerson respected, albeit grudgingly, and I am sure Petrie reciprocated the sentiment. That mutual respect was probably the reason for the intense rivalry between them  though both would rather have died than admit they were jealous of one another.


Being a man (however superior to his peers), Emerson could not admit this wholly natural and reasonable desire. He tried to blame his disappointment on ME. It is true that a slight detectival interlude had interrupted our excavations for a time, but Emerson was quite accustomed to that sort of thing; it happened almost every season, and in spite of his incessant complaints he enjoyed our criminous activities as much as I did.


However, this latest diversion had had one unusual feature. Once again, as in the past, our adversary had been the mysterious Master Criminal known only by his soubriquet of Sethos. Once again, though we had foiled his dastardly schemes, he had eluded our vengeance  but not before he had proclaimed a sudden and (to some) inexplicable attachment to my humble self. For several memorable hours I had been his captive. It was Emerson who freed me, fortunately before anything of unusual interest had occurred. Over and over I had assured Emerson that my devotion had never weakened; that the sight of him bursting through the doorway with a scimitar in either hand, ready to do battle on my behalf, was a vision enshrined in my heart of hearts. He believed me. He doubted me not . . . in his head. Yet a dark suspicion lingered, a canker in the bud of connubial affection, that would not be dispelled.


I did all I could to dispel it. In word and especially in deed I spared no effort to assure Emerson of my unalterable regard. He appreciated my words (and especially my deeds) but the vile doubt lingered. How long, I wondered sadly, would this situation endure? How often must I renew my efforts to reassure him? They were beginning to wear on us both, to such an extent that Ramses commented on the dark circles under his fathers eyes and asked what prevented him from getting his proper rest.


Never one to falter when duty (as well as affection) calls, I determinedly pursued my efforts until sheer exhaustion forced Emerson to concede that I had proved my case. The discovery of an inscribed block enabling us to identify the hitherto unknown owner of the Bent Pyramid allowed him to end the season with a triumph of sorts. But I knew he was still brooding; I knew his vaulting ambition had not been satisfied. It was with considerable relief that I finished the task of packing our possessions and bade a fond though (I hoped) temporary farewell to the sandy wastes of Dahshoor.


Any woman can imagine the pleasure with which I contemplated our rooms at Shepheards, that most elegant of Cairene hotels. I was looking forwards to a real bath, in a genuine tub  to hot water, scented soap, and soft towels  to the services of a hairdresser and laundress  to shops, newspapers, and the society of persons of refinement. We had reserved berths on the mail steamer from Port Said, which went directly to London in eleven days. It would have been quicker to take a ship to Marseilles, but rail travel from that city to London, via Paris and Boulogne, was uncomfortable and inconvenient, especially for travellers with a great deal of luggage to transfer. We were in no especial hurry and looked forward to a leisurely voyage; but before embarking I felt I was entitled to a few days of luxury. I doubt that any woman could accept with more equanimity than I the difficulties of housekeeping in a tent or an abandoned tomb or a deserted, haunted monastery  all of which I had encountered  or relish more the beauties of desert life. But when comfort is at hand, I believe in being comfortable. Emerson does not share this view. He is happier in a tent than in a fine hotel, and he loathes the company of persons of refinement. However, we were only to be in Cairo for two days, so he endured his fate with resignation.


The afternoon of our arrival in the city found me splashing merrily in my tub, enjoying a rare moment of freedom from care. Ramses had gone off with Abdullah, our excellent reis, on some expedition or other. The cat Bastet, who rarely left the boys side, had refused to accompany him, which confirmed my suspicion that the trip, concerning which both Abdullah and Ramses had been vague, involved something of which I would not approve. No matter; Ramses was as safe in the company of Abdullah as he was in that of any man or woman. (That is to say, relatively safe.) He would return in due time, reeking and filthy and gorged with food that would have rendered any other child desperately ill, but that would not affect the cast-iron internal organs of my son. I would deal with Ramses in due time. In the interval, his absence could only add to my pleasure.


The cat Bastet sat perched on the rim of the tub, watching me through slitted golden eyes. She was fascinated by baths. I suppose total immersion in water must have seemed to her a peculiar method of cleansing oneself.


Though Dahshoor is not far from Cairo, we had not visited the city in the past few weeks. A sizable pile of letters and periodicals awaited us; at my request, Emerson left the door to the bathroom ajar and read the mail to me. There were several letters from Emersons brother Walter and his wife, my dear friend Evelyn. They congratulated us on our imminent return, and gave us news of our nieces and nephews.


The remainder of the mail was inconsequential. Emerson laid it aside and turned to the newspapers, of which there were several weeks accumulation. I listened with lazy amusement to the snippets he chose to read aloud, for his notion of what I might find interesting was rather curious. The progress of our forces in the Sudan  yes, I did take an interest in that, since it was so close to home (our home of the spirit, Egypt). But advertisements for Daimler Wagonettes (a novel vehicle propelled by an internal combustion engine of two cylinders) and the Lambeth Patent Pedestal Combination Water Closet failed to inspire me. I did not protest; Emersons deep baritone fell pleasantly on my ears and his pungent comments on modern inconveniences added spice to the news itself. Dreamily contemplating my toes, as they floated on the surface of the scented water, I fell into a kind of waking doze, from which I was rudely awakened by Emersons scream of rage.


Of all the infernal nonsense! he cried.


I deduced that Emerson had turned from The Times to another periodical  most probably the Daily Yell, whose columns often provoked such a reaction.


What is infernal nonsense, my dear? I inquired.


A great rattling of pages followed. Then Emerson exclaimed, Just as I suspected. I might have known. Your dear friend OConnell is the author of this rubbish!


I was about to reply that Mr Kevin OConnell was no particular friend of mine; but that would not have been strictly true. I had not seen a great deal of him in recent years, but during our investigation of the bizarre murder of Lord Baskerville I had become quite fond of the young journalist. Brash and impertinent in the pursuit of his profession he may have been; but he had proved a staunch ally in the time of our desperate need, and he had been quite good-natured about Emersons having kicked him down the main staircase at Shepheards.


What has Mr OConnell done now? I asked.


The newspaper rattled noisily. He is up to his old tricks, Peabody. More cursed mummies, more cursed  er  confounded curses.


Really? I sat up, splashing water on the paws of Bastet, who grumbled low in her throat and fixed a golden glare upon me. I beg your pardon, I said.


What for? Emerson shouted.


I was speaking to the cat Bastet. Pray go on, Emerson. Read me what he writes.


I think not, Emerson said.


I beg your pardon, Emerson?


I beg yours, Amelia, my husband replied, in tones of freezing dignity. I will not read you this article. In fact, I intend to destroy the newspaper and all others that contain the slightest reference to a subject that has, for reasons I cannot explain, the most extraordinary effect on your ordinarily competent brain.


Competent, Emerson? Competent, did you say?


Emersons reply, if any, was drowned by the sound of paper being ripped, crumpled, torn and trampled upon. I waited until the tornado had subsided before calling out, Really, Emerson! You cannot destroy every copy of that newspaper in Cairo, and your actions must inevitably intensify my curiosity.


Emerson began mumbling to himself. He does that at times. I caught a few words  forlorn hope . . . damnable persistence . . . ought to know better . . . after all these years . . . I proceeded to soap my foot without further comment; marriage had taught me the useful fact that silence is sometimes more effective than prolonged discussion. Finally  tacitly acknowledging the force of my argument  he began to read. His voice was so distorted by sarcasm as to be positively falsetto.


Latest example of the curse. The royal mummy strikes again. Where will it end? On Tuesday last, at three in the afternoon, a distinguished lady visitor sprained her ankle after slipping upon an apple core . . .


I laughed aloud. Very good, Emerson. Very humorous, upon my word. Now read me the story.


I am reading it, Emerson replied. It is impossible, Amelia, for me to satirize the literary style of your friend OConnell. Those are his exact words.


His voice had dropped in pitch, but I knew, from his use of my first name, that he was still annoyed with me. Since the halcyon days of our courtship, in an abandoned tomb in Middle Egypt, Emerson has referred to me by my maiden name of Peabody when feeling affectionate. For my part, I never succumb to the childish trick of employing his given name of Radcliffe, which he detests. Emerson he was to me then, and Emerson he will always be  the name hallowed by memories as tender as they are thrilling.


However, he was eventually persuaded to relate to me what he had read of the case. The malignant mummy did not reside in Egypt, as I had supposed, but in the dusty halls of that venerable institution, the British Museum. The sprained ankle was a rather laboured device of Mr OConnells, but the initiating incident had been a good deal more serious  fatal, in fact.


Going to his post in the Egyptian Room one morning, a guard had discovered the body of one Albert Gore, a night watchman, sprawled on the floor in front of one of the exhibits. The poor fellow had apparently suffered a stroke or heart attack, and if he had collapsed by a black-figured vase or a medieval manuscript, his passing would have attracted no interest  except, one presumes, to his friends and family. However, the exhibit happened to be a mummy case, complete with mummy, and that had aroused OConnells journalistic instincts. He could be regarded, I suppose, as something of an authority on ancient Egyptian curses.


Brain seizure  but why? was his first headline. Emersons reply: Curse it, the chap was sixty-four years of age!


What caused the look of frozen horror on the dead mans face? OConnell demanded. Emerson: The lunatic imagination of Mr Kevin OConnell.


Can fear kill? Kevin inquired, and Emerson replied, to me: Balderdash!


The mummy had been presented to the museum the preceding year, by an anonymous donor. Kevin had displayed the enterprise I would have expected of him in tracking down the name of this individual, and his discovery only served to intensify interest in what was otherwise a fragile tissue of imaginative fiction. Nothing fascinates the British public so much as royalty, and a hint of royal scandal is even better.


I deem it advisable to conceal the true names and titles of the individuals concerned, even in the pages of this private journal, for if at some future time the archaeological notes contained herein should be deemed worthy of publication (which they unquestionably will), I would be the last one to wish to recall a long-forgotten stain upon the Monarchy which, despite its failings, must command the loyalty of any true Englishwoman. Suffice it to say that the donor  whom I shall henceforth designate as the Earl of Liverpool  was related by blood to a most distinguished Lady. As Emerson would say  and in fact did say fairly often  she had altogether too many descendants, direct and collateral, bumbling around the world and getting into trouble.


If the Earl hoped to save himself from the malignant influence of his Egyptian souvenir, he delayed too long. Shortly after giving it up, he met with a fatal hunting accident.


Served the villain right, commented Emerson, who shared my aversion to blood sports. Sensible mummy; intelligent cadaver. His son did not get off scot-free either. He seems to be a thoroughly disgusting young reprobate, who suffers from a thoroughly disgusting degenerative disease. Perfect case of poetic justice. Excellent mummy!


What disease is that, Emerson?


Emerson had turned to another issue of the newspaper. He rattled it loudly. A modest woman would not ask such a question, Peabody.


Oh, I said. That thoroughly disgusting disease. But surely even a newspaper like the Yell would not name it.


There are euphemisms, Peabody, there are euphemisms, Emerson replied austerely. And anyone who knows the young man and his set could conjecture correctly.


So that is the extent of the mummys baneful influence? A hunting accident, a case of  er  disease, and a natural death from heart failure?


The usual number of weak-minded ladies have felt faint in its presence, Emerson replied caustically. And the usual psychic investigators have received messages from the Beyond. Humph. I suppose one can hardly blame the gullible public, when our distinguished Keeper of Egyptian and Assyrian Antiquities feeds their folly.


Wallis Budge? Oh, come, Emerson, not even Budge would 


He would. He has. That fellow will stop at nothing to get his name in print. How such a ranting imbecile could attain that position . . . DAMNATION!


No device of the printers art, not even capital letters, can indicate the intensity of that shriek of rage. Emerson is known to his Egyptian workers by the admiring soubriquet of Father of Curses. The volume as well as the content of his remarks earned him the title; but this shout was extraordinary even by Emersons standards, so much so that the cat Bastet, who had become more or less accustomed to him, started violently, and fell with a splash into the bathtub.


The scene that followed is best not described in detail. My efforts to rescue the thrashing feline were met with hysterical resistance; water surged over the edge of the tub and onto the floor; Emerson rushed to the rescue; Bastet emerged in one mighty leap, like a whale broaching, and fled  cursing, spitting, and streaming water. She and Emerson met in the doorway of the bathroom.


The ensuing silence was broken by the quavering voice of the safragi, the servant on duty outside our room, inquiring if we required his assistance. Emerson, seated on the floor in a puddle of soapy water, took a long breath. Two of the buttons popped off his shirt and splashed into the water. In a voice of exquisite calm he reassured the servant, and then transferred his bulging stare to me.


I trust you are not injured, Peabody. Those scratches . . .


The bleeding has almost stopped, Emerson. It was not Bastets fault.


It was mine, I suppose, Emerson said mildly.


Now, my dear, I did not say that. Are you going to get up from the floor?


No, said Emerson.


He was still holding the newspaper. Slowly and deliberately he separated the soggy pages, searching for the item that had occasioned his outburst. In the silence I heard Bastet, who had retreated under the bed, carrying on a mumbling, profane monologue. (If you ask how I knew it was profane, I presume you have never owned a cat.)


Studying my husband as he sat on the bathroom floor in a puddle of water, carefully separating the soaking pages of the newspaper, I was overcome by renewed admiration and affection. How cruelly was that man maligned by those who did not share the intimacy of his acquaintance! His explosions of temper were as brief as they were noisy; afterwards he immediately reverted to his customary affability, and I believe few men could appear so cool and dignified in such a position. Bastets considerable bulk had struck him full in the chest. His wet shirt moulded the splendid musculature of that area of his body; and though the water in which he sat was slowly darkening the fabric of his trousers, producing a considerable degree of discomfort, he remained unperturbed.


At last he cleared his throat. Here it is. I beg, Amelia, that you will refrain from commenting until I have finished reading.


Hem. Stop press. Startling new developments in British Museum mystery. Your correspondent has learned that within a few weeks a team of expert investigators will attempt to solve the case of the malignant mummy. Professor Radcliffe Emerson and his spouse, Amelia Peabody Emerson, whose daring exploits are well known to readers of the Daily Yell 


It was impossible for flesh and blood to remain unmoved. Rising impetuously to my feet, I cried, Good Gad!


Emerson peered at me over the sagging rim of the soggy wad of newspaper. His eyes blazed a brilliant blue  a sign of ire with which I was well acquainted. Waving my loofah to emphasize my words, I went on, Surely, Emerson, you do not suppose I am responsible for initiating that preposterous story? Even if I cared to investigate the case  and I agree with you that it is stuff and nonsense  there would not have been time enough for me to communicate with Mr OConnell. The paper you are holding must be several weeks old 


Fifteen days, to be precise, said Emerson.


He tossed the newspaper aside and rose to his feet. His gaze remained fixed on me, and the brilliance of his eyes had, if anything, intensified.


Dont you believe me, Emerson?


Certainly, Peabody. Certainly. Having unfastened his wet trousers, he stepped out of them and fumbled with the buttons of his shirt.


Do please hang your trousers over the chair, I exclaimed. I sent most of your clothing out to be laundered and I dont know when . . . Emerson! What are you doing?


The dampened fabric resisted his effort to free the buttons from the buttonholes. Biceps bulging, Emerson ripped it apart, and the remaining buttons flew about the room like bullets. Aphrodite, said Emerson in a hoarse voice. Rising from the foam.


I realized I was still standing, with water dripping off me and the big sponge I held. I burst out laughing. Emerson, you are too absurd. If you will hand me that towel 


In a single bound Emerson crossed the room and clasped me to his breast.


I attempted to expostulate, pointing out the open window, the time of day, the slippery condition of my person (and his), the possibility of interruption by the safragi, Ramses, and/or the cat. Emersons only intelligible reply was a reference to a certain volume of Arabic verse which recommends a number of notions which would never ordinarily occur even to the most devoted of married persons. I soon realized he was beyond appeals of a rational nature and abandoned the argument; and indeed, at a somewhat later time, I readily agreed with his suggestion that the volume in question might open up a number of new and interesting possibilities.


It was with heavy hearts that we bade farewell to our faithful friend Abdullah and his extremely extended family at the railway station in Cairo. Abdullah had wanted to escort us to Port Said (at our expense), but I had persuaded him otherwise. Though the beard which had been grizzled when we first met was now snowy white, Abdullah was as fit as a fellow half his age, but in moments of depression or high drama he was inclined to make mournful references to his increasing years and the possibility that we might never meet again. The more prolonged the parting, the more painful it would be  for me, not for Abdullah, who relished drama of all sorts.


Hence our departure was less painful than it might have been. The men, including Emerson and Ramses, squatted on the platform laughing and joking and recalling the events of the past season. When the time for the departure of the train was imminent, our devoted fellows cleared a path through the crowd and carried us on their shoulders to the door of our compartment. So great is the affectionate respect felt by all Egyptians for my famous husband that few of the people who were accidentally toppled over voiced complaints; and as the train chugged away, a hundred voices blended in the cries of farewell. Allah preserve thee, Father of Curses! The blessings of God be upon thee and thy honoured chief wife, the Sitt Hakim! Maes-salmeh  peace be with thee! It was an affecting moment; and tears blurred my vision as I watched young Selim, Ramses particular friend, running along the platform to keep us in sight as long as possible.


I had felt some degree of apprehension with regard to the voyage, since we had been unable to provide an attendant for Ramses. The young man who had performed that function had left the position through no fault of his own; he had been placed under arrest for murder in the first degree, a charge from which we were happily instrumental in freeing him. He had returned to England with his bride  another of the romantic successes for which I understand I am becoming known  and although I am always pleased to assist young persons in affairs of the heart, Mr Frasers departure had left us in a difficult position, past experience having proven that Ramses, un-attended and on board a ship, constituted a serious threat to shipping and navigation, not to mention the nerves of his parents. Emerson flatly refused to allow him to share our cabin. He was utterly devoted to the lad, mistake me not; but, as he expressed it, not between the hours of midnight and eight A.M.


For once Ramses caused no trouble. He was fully occupied with some nasty experiments having to do with his study of mummification, and, I am sorry to say, with the book of Arabic poetry which Emerson, in the fatigue following the application of one of the suggested procedures, had neglected to conceal under the mattress, as was his usual custom. Fortunately, or unfortunately, depending on ones viewpoint, we did not discover this latter interest until we had almost reached London, since Ramses always put the book neatly back where he had last found it.


As soon as we had settled ourselves on board ship, I hastened to the salon in search of newspapers more recent than the ones I had perused before leaving Cairo. I took the precaution of clipping out articles of interest, which was fortunate, since as soon as he discovered what I was doing, Emerson threw every one of the newspapers overboard, to the extreme annoyance of the other passengers. Armed with my clippings, I found a comfortable deck chair and brought myself up to date on the case of the malicious mummy.


Emersons remarks in the bathroom had been both uninformative and misleading. It was not entirely his fault; one had to read carefully between the lines in order to obtain the facts, which had been distorted, mangled, and misquoted in the normal process of reporting.


Though popularly referred to as a mummy case, the object that had aroused such a furore was more properly termed a wooden inner coffin. If I were asked why this distinction should be made, I could do no better than refer the dedicated student to Emersons monumental work, The Development of the Egyptian Coffin from Predynastic Times to the End of the Twenty-sixth Dynasty, with Particular Reference to Its Reflection of Religious, Social, and Artistic Conventions, Oxford University Press. Knowing, however, that the majority of readers are not dedicated students, I venture to supply a brief synopsis.


The earliest coffins were simple wooden boxes, more nearly square than rectangular, since the bodies they contained had been folded into a crouching or fetal position. As time went on, the wooden surfaces, inside and out, were painted and/or carved with magical spells and religious symbols. By the Middle Kingdom (about 20001580 B.C.), the coffins had become elongated and there were usually two of them. The so-called anthropoid coffin, shaped like the mummified form it enclosed, did not appear until the Empire Period (approximately 15801090 B.C.). A well-to-do peson might possess as many as three such coffins, each smaller than the last, fitting inside one another like a set of Chinese boxes; and the nest of coffins was sometimes enclosed as well within a stone sarcophagus. Such was the vain preoccupation of these amiable but misguided pagans with the survival of the flesh! (In which aim, a moralist might add, they defeated their own purpose, for a body so swathed and boxed up was more susceptible to decay than one exposed to the hot, dry air and baking sands of the desert.)


From the engravings reproduced in the newspapers and from my familiarity with the seminal work of my distinguished spouse, I was able to deduce that the coffin in question dated from the Nineteenth Dynasty. The artist had sentimentalized the face into simpering prettiness, but the details were characteristic of the period  the heavy, ornate wig, the arms folded across the quiet breast, the conventional religious symbols and bands of hieroglyphic inscriptions. The engraving did not show these clearly, but one reporter  an enterprising rival of Mr OConnells  had made a copy of them. I recognized the standard mortuary formula, addressed to the God of the Dead: Invocation to Osiris, Lord of Busiris, et cetera, et cetera, by the Chantress of Isis, Henutmehit . . .


So the lady (she was female, at any rate) was not a princess or the priestess of a dark and sinister cult. I had suspected as much from the form of the coffin; her titles made it clear, for although she had held a minor temple appointment, she was no more out of the ordinary than the wife or sister of a modern clergyman. Why should this undistinguished, if handsome, coffin have been singled out as a source of death and peril?


The answer, as Emerson had already suggested, had to be found in the fertile brains of the reporters. OConnell was not the only one to fall on the story like a vulture on a corpse; in the vivacity of his inventiveness and the lurid tone of his prose he was equalled, if not surpassed, by at least one rival, a certain M. M. Minton, who wrote for the Morning Mirror. Minton had had the ingenuity to trace and interview a young person who had been (so she claimed) in the employ of the late Earl. Led by Mr Minton, she had recalled how she used to come all over queer when requested to dust in the room where the mummy reposed. Vases and bric-a-brac had been found smashed to bits in that same room; on the night of the full moon, eerie cries and moans issued from it.


This was nonsense, of course, as were the tales of accidents befalling visitors to the museum. Much more interesting to a student of human nature like myself was the effect the story had had on weak-minded individuals. Some had placed flowers before the exhibit or sent money to the museum for the same purpose. Others had written, recounting similar occult experiences. A notorious medium had claimed to be in communication with the spirit of Princess (sic) Henemut (sic again), who explained that the officials and trustees of the museum had offended her modesty by exposing her to public view. (An unjust accusation, to say the least, for between the coffin and the wrappings she was more modestly covered than some of the ladies who came to look at her.) She demanded to be returned to her tomb. Since its location was unknown, this request was not susceptible of fulfilment even if the museum authorities had been mad enough to consider it.


The most entertaining of the mummys admirers was a lunatic (he could be nothing else) who visited her from time to time dressed in the costume of a sem priest. The distinguishing feature of this ensemble was the leopard-skin cloak the priest wore over his shoulders. In wearing this skin and in imitating the priest, whose duty it was to officiate at funerals, the lunatic showed his familiarity with ancient Egyptian customs, but when interviewed, Mr Budge jeered at the suggestion that the madman might be a scholar. The fellow wears a wig. As Herodotus tells us, priests always shaved their heads and all other parts of their bodies. (The italics are not mine. I hoped they were not those of Mr Budge.)


Budge had never actually said he supported the insane theories of the reporters; in fact, he had rejected them in formal terms. It was perhaps not entirely his fault that his answers to some of the questions asked him did not go quite far enough in denying superstition. But did not the ancient Egyptians believe in the power of curses, Mr Budge? Why, yes, certainly; we have a number of examples of such things. And the priests had magical powers, did they not? One would not wish to deny the authenticity of Scripture; we read in Exodus how the priests turned their rods into serpents . . .


Idiot, I said aloud. The elderly gentleman in the deck chair next to mine gave me a startled look.


Through haste or (more likely) a deliberate attempt at deception, Emerson had omitted one interesting aspect of the night watchmans death. Like many of the people who hold such posts, Albert Gore had been elderly, uneducated, and given to the excessive consumption of spirituous liquors. None of these failings detracted from his ability to carry out his tasks, or so it was supposed; he was only required to make the rounds of certain sections of the museum several times during the night and doze in his cubicle near the door the rest of the time. It was most unlikely that a thief would have the temerity to enter the museum; apart from other difficulties, such as the impossibility of selling the unique objects on the open market, the building was always locked up tightly and the surrounding streets were constantly patrolled by constables.


It was probable, then, that poor Albert Gore had suffered a cerebral haemorrhage while patrolling the Egyptian Galleries, for overindulgence in food and drink not uncommonly leads to such a result. I discounted Kevins reference to the look of frozen horror imprinted on the dead features as a typical journalistic excess.


But there was one odd thing. Clustering around and under the body, and more widely dispersed through the room, were a number of unusual objects  broken bits of glass, scraps of paper and cloth, dried splashes of some dark liquid substance and  most peculiar of all  a few crushed, withered flowers.


After I had finished reading, I followed Emersons exam-ple and tossed the clippings overboard. He had been quite right; the whole affair was humbug, unworthy of the attention of a sensible person. We had not seen the end of it, though. Our names had been mentioned, our authority appealed to; we owed it to ourselves and our scholarly reputations to deny the allegations as vigorously as possible.


Humbug it was, unquestionably. And yet there were those withered flowers . . .







 II
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MORE recently than in Spensers day the sweete Themmes ran softly, through green banks whereon the Violet pallid grew; The little Dazie that at evening closes, The virgin Lillie and the Primrose trew. I have spoken with Londoners who could still remember summer trips to the pastoral beauties of Greenwich as delights of their childhood. But long before the time of which I write the trees on the Isle of Dogs had given way to ugly factories belching black smoke into the filthy cloud that hung over London like a funeral pall. The river, lined with mean houses and coaling docks and warehouses, flowed sullen and slow, befouled by unspeakable and unthinkable refuse. Standing on the deck as our steamer headed for the Royal Albert Dock, I observed it was raining. It always seemed to rain the day we returned to England.


Yet though I thought with fond nostalgia of the hot blue skies of Egypt, I could not help but be stimulated by my proximity to the greatest of cities  centre of Empire, home of intellectual and artistic prowess, land of the free, and home of true British grit.


I remarked as much to Emerson. My dear Emerson, there is something stimulating about returning to the centre of Empire, the home of intellectual and artistic 


Dont talk such blood  er  blooming nonsense, Amelia, Emerson growled, applying his handkerchief to my cheek and displaying a grimy smudge. The very air is black.


Ramses stood between us  I held him by one arm, Emerson by the other  and of course he had to add his opinion. Anatomical studies on the cadavers of Londoners prove that prolonged breathing of this atmosphere turns the lungs quite black. However, I believe Mama was not referring to the physical environment, but to the intellectual 


Be still, Ramses, I said automatically.


I am quite aware of what your mama meant, Emerson said, scowling. What are you up to, Amelia? I will probably be obliged to spend more time than I would like in this filthy town if I am to finish my book 


You will unquestionably be obliged to spend a great deal of time in London if you are to finish it before we return to Egypt next autumn. Considering that the Oxford University Press announced its imminent publication a year ago 


Dont nag, Amelia!


I shot a reproachful glance at Emerson and a meaningful glance at Ramses, who was listening with owl-eyed interest. Emerson put on a sugary-sweet smile. Ha, ha. Your mama and I are joking, Ramses. She never nags; and I would not be so rude as to mention it even if she did.


Ha, ha, said Ramses.


As I was saying, Emerson resumed  turning his head away so Ramses would not see him scowl, I cannot help but wonder, Amelia, if you are suddenly enamoured of this pestilential ant heap of human misery because you 


Dear me, I said. We are all becoming a trifle smutty. Ramses, your nose . . . There, that is better. Where is the cat Bastet?


In the cabin, of course, said Emerson. She has better sense than to expose herself to this pernicious atmosphere.


Then let us retire and complete our preparations for disembarking, I suggested. Ramses, you have Bastets collar? Remember, tie the lead to your wrist and do not allow her . . . But Ramses had departed, wriggling from my grasp with eellike agility.


The sullen skies were just as dark when we again stood on the deck, but for me they were brightened by the sight of those who awaited us on the dock: Emersons dear brother Walter, his wife Evelyn, my sister in affection as well as in law; our faithful parlourmaid Rose, and our devoted footman John. As soon as they saw us they began to wave and smile and call out greetings. I was particularly touched at Evelyns braving the filthy weather. She hated London, and her fragile blonde beauty looked quite out of place on the grimy dock.


As was so often the case, my dear Emersons thoughts were the reflection of my own, though he did not express them quite as delicately as I would have done. Squinting narrowly at his sister-in-law, he demanded, She is not pregnant again, surely? It is unnatural, Peabody. I cannot conceive why a woman 


Hush, Emerson, I said, poking him gently with my parasol.


Emerson looked warily at Ramses. He had never fully recovered from a conversation the previous winter, during which he had been obliged to discuss with Ramses certain matters which do not ordinarily interest an English gentleman until he has reached the age of twenty-five or thirty.


Ramses stood stooped under the weight of the cat, who was lying across his narrow shoulders; but Ramses had been known to talk  at length  under even more adverse conditions. I am eager to question Aunt Evelyn concerning that, he remarked. The information you gave me, Papa, was inadequate to explain why any sensible individual would place himself  or, particularly, herself  in positions that are at best unnatural and at worst 


Be still, Ramses, Emerson shouted, crimsoning. I told you never to discuss 


You are not to ask your Aunt Evelyn anything of the kind, I exclaimed.


Ramses said nothing. His silence suggested that he was working on ways to get around my prohibition. I had no doubt he would succeed.


Thanks to Emersons imposing physical presence and loud voice we were among the first to disembark, and I rushed towards Evelyn with outstretched arms. Conceive of my surprise when, just as I was about to enter her fond embrace, I was seized by a tall, portly individual in a black frock coat and silk hat, who pressed me to his enormous stomach and planted a whiskery kiss on my forehead. Extricating myself instantly from his embrace, I was about to retaliate with a shrewd blow from my handy parasol when the man exclaimed, My dear sister!


I was his sister. That is to say, he was my brother  my brother James, whom I had not seen for several years (because I had taken considerable pains to avoid him).


It was no wonder I had not recognized him immediately. Once he had been stout. Now the only words that could begin to do justice to his size were words such as corpulent, obese, and elephantine. Limp whiskers framed a face as round and red as a hunting moon. Instead of retreating into a normal neck, his chins advanced, roll upon roll, until they met a swelling corporation uninterrupted by any hint of a waistline. When he smiled, as he was smiling now, his cheeks swelled up and squeezed his eyes into slits.


What the devil are you doing here, James? I demanded.


From my dear Evelyn, standing to one side, came a gentle cough of remonstrance. I directed a nod of apology to her, but I did not feel obliged to apologize to James for my blunt but understandable language.


Why, I am here to welcome you, of course, was Jamess smooth reply. It has been too long, dearest of sisters; the time has come for familial affection to mend the rents of misunderstanding.


Emerson had wasted no time in clasping his brothers hand and pumping it with the hearty force that is the Englishmans manner of displaying affection in public. Placing a brotherly arm around Evelyns slim shoulders, he remarked, Is that James? Good Gad, Peabody, how fat he has become. So much for the roast beef of old England, eh? And the port and the Madeira and the claret! Why doesnt he go away?


He says he has come to welcome us home, I explained.


Nonsense, Peabody. He must want something from you; he never comes to see us unless he wants something. Find out what it is, tell him no, and let us be off.


Jamess forced smile trembled in the balance, but he managed to hold on to it. Ha, ha! My dear Radcliffe, your sense of humour . . . Upon my word, it is the most . . . He offered his hand.


Emerson eyed it for a moment, lips pursed, then seized it in a grasp that brought a squeal of pain from my brother. Soft as a babys, said Emerson, flinging the member aside. Come along, Peabody.


However, we were not to be rid of James so easily. He stood his ground, smiling and nodding, while the rest of us exchanged those charmingly inconsequential bits of domestic news that mark the meeting of friends after a long absence.


Rose continued to hold Ramses (and the cat) in a close embrace. She had a quite unaccountable attachment to the boy and was one of the few people who defended him on all occasions. Such cases are not unknown, I believe; Rose had no children of her own. Though her official position was that of parlourmaid, she was the mainstay of our household and cheerfully performed any service requested of her. She had come up to London for the express purpose of watching over Ramses for the few days we intended to remain in town. Not that she was really capable of controlling him; but then, as Emerson said, no one was.


John  who could not control Ramses either  had been out to Egypt with us one winter, and he was full of questions about his friends Abdullah and Selim and the rest. The look of surprise and contempt on Jamess face at seeing us so friendly with a mere footman was very amusing; but at last a slight cough from Evelyn reminded me of the damp weather, and we took an affectionate leave of John, who was returning immediately to Kent with our baggage.


There were too many of us for the carriage, so Walter suggested the ladies make use of it, while he and his brother followed in a cab. I did not hear him mention my brother; that did not prevent James from joining them. Emerson was already inside the cab, so I was spared seeing his reaction.


Ramses and Rose went with us in the carriage. He immediately launched into one of his interminable monologues, describing his winters activities, to which Rose listened with a fatuous smile. I turned to Evelyn, who was seated beside me.


How long do you mean to stay in London, my dear?


Only long enough to welcome you, dearest Amelia, and persuade you to spend the summer with me in Yorkshire, at Chalfont Castle. I have missed you and dear little Ramses so much; his cousins constantly ask for him 


Ha, I said sceptically.


Ramses interrupted his speech long enough to give me a long, direct stare; before he could comment, I continued, I am not certain of Emersons plans, Evelyn, but I expect he will have to be in London a great deal of the time. I am trying to help him finish the first volume of his History of Ancient Egypt; the Oxford University Press has become quite insistent, and no wonder, since he promised them the manuscript a year ago. Then there is our excavation report to prepare for the printer 


That is what Walter said, Evelyn remarked. So I have concocted a little scheme I hope will please you. We mean to keep the town house open, so that Radcliffe can stay there instead of at a hotel. But I had hoped you 


Oh, Emerson cannot get on without my help, I said. Much as I would prefer to rusticate in the tranquillity of the country, and greatly as I enjoy your companionship, my dear, I cannot  I never will  abandon my dear Emerson at such a time. Without my assistance and my little reminders he will never finish that book.


Of course. A smile played about the corners of Evelyns delicate lips. I understand.


Aunt Evelyn. Ramses leaned forward. Aunt Evelyn, I am in particular need of information, so I beg you will excuse me for interrupting you and Mama 


Ramses, I forbade you to discuss the subject, I said firmly.


But, Mama 


You heard me, Ramses.


Yes, Mama. But 


Not under any circumstances, Ramses.


Now, Amelia, do let the dear child speak, Evelyn said with a smile. I cannot imagine that he could say anything that would distress me.


Before I could refute this absurdly nave remark, Ramses took quick advantage. In a rush he cried, Uncle James is staying at Chalfont House.


Ramses, if I have told you once, I have told you a hundred  What was that?


Rose says that he came there with his valet and his luggage, and is staying. I thought you would want to know that, Mama, having observed the decided lack of cordiality with which you and Papa greeted 


Ah. Without admitting the necessity of a prolonged explanation of your reasons for introducing the subject, Ramses, I confess that I am grateful for the information and for the opportunity to discuss its implications without your fathers being present. I am afraid he will not be at all pleased.


You mustnt blame me, Amelia, Evelyn began, her hands twisting in her lap.


My dearest girl! How can I possibly blame you for a weakness so engaging as a kind heart? Knowing James, I am sure he simply moved in, bag and baggage, presuming upon a relationship which is as distant as the affection he purports to feel for me. Across from me I saw Rose nodding like a marionette, her lips primped and her cheeks pink. I gave her a kindly nod. The question is, what is James up to? For, as Emerson so wisely remarked, he must want something.


You are very cynical, Amelia, Evelyn said reproachfully. Mr Peabody has been open with me; he regrets the sad estrangement between his family and yours and yearns to restore loving relations 


Restore, bah, I said. There never were loving relations between me and James, much less James and Emerson. However, you are far too unwordly to recognize a hypocrite when you see one, and too well-bred to treat him as he deserves. Never mind, I will get rid of him  if Emerson has not already done so.


However, as it turned out, Emerson had not been informed of Jamess presence in the house, probably because he had talked the whole time without allowing Walter or James to get a word in. Indeed I was somewhat relieved to see James descend from the cab (with what huffings and puffings I will not attempt to describe), for Emerson was perfectly capable of throwing him bodily out of it if displeased. Jumping lithely to the ground after him, Emerson seized his hand, wrung it fiercely, dropped it, and turned away. Seizing Evelyn in one hand and me in the other, he escorted us rapidly through the gate and along the path towards the house.


Before Emerson bustled me indoors I saw something that took my mind off my brothers machinations. It had begun to rain harder, and there were not many people abroad. Only one head was uncovered to the elements. It belonged to an individual standing by the park railings across the street, and it was crowned by a mop of fiery red hair.


Catching my eye, the individual in question stood on tiptoe and went through a series of extraordinary gesticulations, first raising a hand with the thumb folded under, then bringing an invisible vessel to his lips, as if drinking, then pointing, holding up his forefinger, and pointing again. These gestures were performed with great vigour and intensity, before he clapped a shabby cap on his head and glided rapidly away.


With a tact I had not expected from him, James absented himself from the luncheon table. Afterwards Emerson and Walter retired to the library to revel in conversation of an Egyptological nature until teatime. I persuaded Evelyn to lie down for a little rest (Emersons random surmise as to her delicate condition having been verified by no less an authority than Evelyn herself); and, having left Ramses lecturing Rose on various subjects that did not interest her in the slightest, I was able to concentrate on the peculiar behaviour of Mr Kevin OConnell.


Why he had not left a written message instead of following us from the dock and carrying on like a maniacal mime, I could not imagine. Possibly  I speculated  he feared Emerson might intercept or inquire about such a letter. Well, I was no more anxious than he to involve Emerson, but I was very anxious indeed to talk with Mr OConnell. I had a few things to say to him.


Since four oclock was the hour he had indicated, I had a little time to spare before leaving to keep the appointment, and I occupied it in reviewing the past weeks newspapers. They had been tidied away, but at my request one of the footmen retrieved them and brought them to my room.


By the time I had finished reading, my amused tolerance for Mr OConnell had completely evaporated. His cool and unfounded statement that we had consented to investigate a fictitious criminal case was bad enough. His most recent references to us were positively infuriating.


Since the so-called mystery was no mystery at all, only a string of meaningless coincidences, it would have died a natural death had not OConnell and his co-conspirators of the press kept it alive by various doubtful stratagems. Especially useful to them were the activities of certain members of the lunatic public, including the sem priest who had been mentioned in an earlier article. This individual had become a regular visitor to the exhibit where, attired in flowing white robes and moth-eaten leopard skin, he prostrated himself and performed mysterious rituals with the intention, one presumes, of propitiating the mummy.


Emerson and I had been Mr OConnells principal victims. There were several stories about our past activities, including a picture of Emerson that would assuredly drive him to homicide when he saw it. The artist had depicted an incident that had occurred the summer before, on the steps of the British Museum. Emerson had only waved his fist under Mr Budges nose, he had never actually struck the man; but the drawing might have served as an illustration to a sensational novel  Take that, you dastardly cur! Budges bulging eyes and look of abject terror were very cleverly portrayed. (The dispute, a mere tempest in a teapot, had arisen after Budge had the effrontery to write to The Times objecting to Emersons valid criticisms of an Egyptian pottery exhibition. In the course of the letter he had used language no gentleman should use of another.)


Mr OConnell had not even scrupled to exploit an innocent child in his pursuit of a journalistic sensation. The paragraphs mentioning Ramses were in the worst possible taste. There was no need to mention the fact that Ramses was regarded by certain Egyptians (the most ignorant and superstitious) as a kind of juvenile jinni, a demon in youthful shape. I also deeply resented OConnells implication that only negligent, uncaring parents would expose a child so young and so delicate (his word, not mine) to the unhealthy climate and manifold perils of an archaeological excavation. Compared to London, Egypt is a veritable health resort, and I had certainly done all any human female could do to prevent Ramses from exploring abandoned pyramids, being buried alive in the sand, and carried off by Master Criminals.


So it was in a frame of mind almost as homicidal as Emersons would have been that I prepared myself for the assignation. I had of course meant to take my parasol. I never go abroad, in London or in Egypt, without it. It is the most useful object imaginable, serving not only as a protection against sun or rain, but, when need calls, as a defensive weapon. At the last minute I turned back to the bureau and removed from it another article of attire. Emerson is always making fun of my belt, even though the implements attached to it, in the manner of an old-fashioned chatelaine, have more than once saved us from a horrible and lingering death. Matches in a waterproof box, a little flask of pure water, notebook and pencil, scissors, knife  these examples are sufficient to explain why my belt was an indispensable aid in all climes and countries  including certain parts of London. The belt itself was of stiff leather, two inches wide, and on one memorable occasion it had served me well  to fend off (for a brief but vital interval) a threat more perilous than death.


I managed to leave the house unobserved by any of the occupants except Gargery the butler. He was new to the post, having been hired since I last was in England: a sandy-haired, youngish man of medium height and build, with an ingenuous face that had not quite mastered the perfect imperturbability the office requires. He stared at my belt and its jingling accoutrements as if he had never seen such a thing before (which in fact I suppose he had not).


St Jamess Square is not far from Pall Mall and the bustling traffic of Regent Street; but on that dismal spring afternoon it might have been a thousand miles from the city. Fog muffled the clatter of wheels and horses hooves and gave a ghostly air to the budding trees that surrounded the pool in the centre of the square.


Following the direction OConnell had indicated, I turned into York Street and then into the first street opening off to the left. I hoped I was going the right way; I wished he had not been so cursedly vague and theatrical. His gesture of drinking left open the question of whether he referred to a restaurant, or a teashop, or a coffee stall; the only thing I could do was walk on until I found an establishment in which liquid refreshment was purveyed, or until I saw OConnell himself.


Before long I found myself in a neighbourhood quite unlike the aristocratic purlieus of St Jamess Square. It was respectable enough, I suppose, but the houses were cramped close together and the people hurrying by had a shabby, harried look. There were not many umbrellas in evidence; I held mine high, peering keenly from side to side in search of a familiar face and form.


It was not his face or form I made out first, but the flaming Titian locks not even a London pea-souper could mute. He stood peering out from the recessed doorway of an establishment bearing the extraordinary name of The Green Man; seeing me approach, he waved his cap and a broad smile spread across his freckled face.


I furled my umbrella and joined him in the shelter of the recess. Keeping a wary eye on the umbrella, he began, Sure and you brighten the gloomy day, Mrs Emerson. Indeed and the Fountain of Youth must be in Egypt, for you gain in youth and beauty each time 


I shook the umbrella at him. Spare me the brogue and the empty compliments, Mr OConnell. I am seriously annoyed with you.


Empty, is it? Sure an I spoke from the deepest depths . . . Please, maam, wont you open that infernal parasol and accompany me to a place where we can talk?


This will do nicely, I said, indicating the door.


OConnells eyes popped. My dear Mrs Emerson, this is hardly 


It is a public house, is it not? Very interesting. I have never patronized such an establishment. Emerson, though in general the most obliging of men, has always refused to visit one with me. Come, Mr OConnell; I am exceedingly short of time and I have a great deal to say to you.


Sure an Ill wager thats the truth, muttered OConnell. With a shrug he followed me inside.


Our entrance caused something of a stir, though I cannot imagine why; I was certainly not the only woman present. In fact, there was a female behind the bar  a fleshy young person who would have been rather pretty if she had not painted her cheeks such a garish pink.


I led the way to a table, Mr OConnell trailing after me, and summoned the barmaid with a flourish of my parasol. Poor thing, she seemed to be a trifle lacking. When I ordered a pot of tea, her jaw dropped and she stared blankly at me.


Im afraid . . . OConnell began.


Oh, I see. This is an establishment in which only alcoholic beverages are served? In that case, I will just have a whiskey and soda.


OConnell ordered, and I added in a kindly voice, The table appears to be rather sticky, young woman. Please wipe it off. She continued to gape. Nudging her gently with my parasol I said, Run along, run along. Time is of the essence.


Mr OConnell did not relax until I had stowed the parasol under my chair. Planting his elbows on the table, he leaned towards me.


You are late, Mrs E. Did you have trouble following my instructions?


Not at all, though they certainly might have been more explicit. However, I would not have troubled myself to follow them had I not been seriously annoyed with you. My only reason for being here is to demand an apology and a retraction for the things you have been saying about us in your wretched newspaper.


But I said only the most complimentary things about you and Mr Emerson, OConnell protested.


You implied I was an unfit mother.


Twas no such thing! My exact words were, She is the most affectionate of parents 


Which makes her inability to prevent the lad from engaging in hair-raising adventures all the more astonishing. OConnell met my stern gaze with eyes as blue, as limpid, and as serene as the lakes of Eire. Well, I said after a moment, perhaps, after all, the statement is not entirely inaccurate. But what on earth was in your reputed brain, Kevin, to say Professor Emerson and I had consented to solve the mystery of the malignant mummy? That is a flat-out fabrication.


I said no such thing. I said 


I have not the time to exchange quibbles with you, I said sternly. I slipped out of the house without Emersons knowledge; if he misses me he will raise a hullaballoo.


A shudder ran through Kevins wiry frame. A very descriptive word, Mrs E.


The young person shuffled up, carrying a tray and a damp cloth. The cloth was not very clean, but the energy with which she swabbed the table indicated a willingness to please, and so I forbore to comment, only pointing out a few spots she had missed. Kevin had already seized his glass and consumed a considerable amount of the contents. He ordered another of the same, and I remarked in the kindliest possible fashion, Young woman, that is a very nice frock, but with so much of your chest exposed, you run the risk of catching a severe cold. Have you no scarf or shawl?


The girl shook her head dumbly. Take mine, then, I said, removing it from about my neck. It was a nice, thick wool plaid. There. No, wrap it closely  so  that is much better. Now run along and get this gentleman his  what was it, Mr OConnell? Stout? A curious name for a beverage.


But OConnells arms were on the table and his head rested on his arms, and his shoulders were shaking. In response to my inquiries he assured me he was quite all right, though his face was almost as red as his hair and his lips were quivering.


Now, I said, sipping my whiskey, what were we talking about?


OConnell shook his head. I have not the slightest idea. Conversation with you has a strange effect on my brain, Mrs Emerson.


Many people find it difficult to follow my mental processes, I admitted. But really, Kevin, your profession demands quick thinking, flexibility, concentration. Especially the latter. You must learn to concentrate.


We were discussing your statement that Professor Emerson and I had consented to investigate the case of the curse.


I did not say you had consented. I said you would be consulted.


By whom? The Daily Yell?


Would that twere true, Kevin exclaimed, pressing his hand to his heart in an outrageous parody of rapture. My editors would pay any sum  any reasonable sum, that is  to retain you and the professor as consultants. Dare I hope 


No, you may not. Not only would it be beneath our dignity to have our names associated in a professional capacity with a newspaper  especially a disgusting example of libellous trash like the Daily Yell  but there is absolutely nothing to consult about. We are not detectives, Mr OConnell. We are scholars!


But you solved the Baskerville murder 


That was another matter altogether. We were called into that case as Egyptologists, to carry on the work begun by Lord Baskerville, whose mysterious death was followed by other incidents of a desperate and dangerous and distracting character. This case is quite different. It is a wisp, a fiction, concocted by Mr Kevin OConnell.


Now, indeed, maam, you wrong me. I am not the guilty party. Will you condescend to let me explain?


I have been waiting for you to do so.


Kevin tugged at his fiery locks. It was not I who broke the story. It was  someone else. Such a sensation was aroused that my editors felt we had to follow it up. Since I am regarded as something of an authority on ancient Egypt and supernatural curses . . . I couldnt refuse, Mrs E., without risking the loss of my position. What was I to do?


Hmmm, I said thoughtfully. The rival to whom you refer is the M. M. Minton of the Morning Mirror? I recall seeing the name on several stories, and wondering that the Mirror would stoop to such sensationalism. You weave a touching tale, Mr OConnell, but the fact remains that you have exploited your acquaintance with me in a contemptible manner.


But you are my greatest asset, OConnell explained guilelessly. My acquaintance  dare I say friendship? No, perhaps not . . . My acquaintance, then, with you and the professor is the only advantage I have over rival journalists. It was my personal connection with the Baskerville case that made my reputation  and yours, insofar as the reading public is concerned. You and the professor are news, Mrs E. People are fascinated by archaeology and archaeologists. Add to that your  how shall I put it?  your panache, your disregard for convention, your remarkable talent for criminal investigation 


I prefer the term panache, I interrupted. I cannot explain why Emerson and I are so often involved with violent crime; I am inclined to attribute it to a certain frame of mind, an awareness of suspicious circumstances that elude persons of duller wit.


No doubt that is the case, Kevin said, nodding seriously. So you understand why I was forced to mention your names.


To understand all is not to forgive all, I replied. This must cease, Mr OConnell. Our names must never again appear in your periodical.


But I was hoping for an interview, OConnell exclaimed. The usual interview, concerning your archaeological excavations this past season.


His soft blue orbs met mine with a look so open, that a person unacquainted with him would instantly have offered him her confidence. I smiled ironically. You must take me for a fool, Kevin. We read your effusions on the Fraser case.1 Emerson raged for days. I feared for his health.


I got my information from Mrs Fraser, Kevin exclaimed. The effusions, as you call them, were direct quotations from the young lady and her husband.


It was difficult for me to be angry with him, since I secretly agreed. Enid Fraser, ne Debenham, had spoken no more than the truth, and the word effusions was Emersons, not mine.


Watching me shrewdly, OConnell went on, She and the others whom you have rescued from death and disgrace have sung your praises to the world. And why not? How seldom are courage and kindness given the recognition they deserve! You are an inspiration to the entire British nation, Mrs E.


Hmmm. Well. Since you put it that way . . .


Risking your life  and a commodity more precious than life  in the defence of the innocent, Kevin went on enthusiastically. How the professor must have suffered  what anguish he must have endured  fearing that even your indomitable spirit and physical courage must falter before that desperate villain . . . What were your feelings, Mrs E.?


I had been nodding and smiling like an idiot. Then the sense of what he was saying penetrated, and I emitted a cry that made him cringe away and raise his arms in a posture of defence. Curse you, Kevin  how dare you insinuate . . . Who told you? There is no truth whatever in . . . Wait till I speak with Enid. I will 


Calm yourself, Mrs Amelia, Kevin begged. Mrs Fraser did not betray your confidence; indeed, she absolutely denied the story after her husband (he is not the most intelligent of men, is he?) let something slip. She threatened me with the direst consequences if I printed a word.


Her threats will pale, I assure you, in comparison to Emersons, I informed him. If the slightest hint of . . .


I did not finish the sentence; there was no need. Kevins countenance had paled visibly. With a sincerity I could not doubt, he exclaimed, Sure, an dont you think I was aware of that? My high regard for you, Mrs Emerson, would prevent me from besmirching your reputation. Besides, my editor told me it would be actionable.


This last remark was more convincing than his claim of concern for my reputation; adding to it his terror of Emerson (a terror which, in this case, was well founded), I thought I could count on his silence. Very well, I said, finishing my whiskey and looking about, in vain, for anything resembling a serviette. I cannot dally, Mr OConnell. It is quite dark and Emerson will be looking for me. I leave you to pay the tab, since it was your invitation.


He insisted on walking me back to the house, and although I felt no trepidation  after some of the areas through which I have walked after dark, London held no fears for me  I acceded to his request. As we approached the door the young woman sidled up to me and offered me my scarf. I rearranged it around her neck, tucking the ends in securely, and told her to keep it, as I had others.


I was glad of Kevins company, if only because my hold of his arm kept me from slipping. The mixture of mud, water, and various slimy substances underfoot made walking treacherous. The fog had closed in, dimming the gaslights to ghostly globes of sickly yellow-grey and distorting monstrously the forms of passersby. Yet there was a certain grisly charm in the scene, and I was moved to remark that dear old London need not yield even to the slums of Cairo in sinister and malodorous fascination. Kevins only response was to tighten his grip and hurry me forward.


At the spot where York Street debouched into the square, he stopped and announced his intention of leaving me. You will be all right now, Mrs E.


I have never been anything other than all right, Mr O. Thank you for entertaining me at the public house; it was a most interesting experience. But dont forget what I told you.


No, maam.


You will not use my name again.


Certainly not, Mrs E. Unless, Kevin added, some incident of unusual interest occurs, and the other newspapers learn of it, and report it. You surely would not expect me to be the only journalist in London who refrained from printing the story, would you?


Good Gad, OConnell, you sound just like Ramses, I said in exasperation. No such incident will occur. I have no intention of becoming involved with the nonsensical doings at the British Museum.


Oh, indeed? His rather wide mouth opened, not in a smile but in a snarl of rage. Sure an begorra, but I might have known . . . The spalpeen! The treacherous little serpent 


Who? Where?


There. Kevin pointed. Dye see that big yellow umbrella?


The weather being inclement, a number of parasols are to be seen, I replied. But in this dreadful fog it is impossible to make out colours with any degree of 


There, just there  in front of Chalfont House. Kevin growled deep in his throat. Lying in wait, lurking like a ghoul . . . Och, the shame of the creature then!


The umbrella he had mentioned was not difficult to distinguish after all, for unlike the others on the pavements it remained stationary, just outside the high iron fence enclosing the grounds of Chalfont House. Though there was a lamppost not far away, I could see very little more than the umbrella itself. It was a very large umbrella.


Who is it? I asked, squinting in an effort to see better.


Who else but that creeping snake Minton? You had better go round to the back, Mrs E.


Nonsense. I will not skulk into a house as if I had no right to be there. Run along, Mr OConnell (and make sure you change your boots and your socks as soon as you get home). A confrontation between you and Minton could only lead to acrimony and to delay.


But, Mrs E. 


I am quite capable of dealing with impertinent journalists. As you ought to know.


But 


The heavy doors of Chalfont House burst open. Light spilled out onto the steps; from the form silhouetted against it came a voice weirdly distorted by the damp and the fog. Peabody! Where are yooooooou, Peabody? Curse it!


I could see the butler plucking at Emersons coattails, trying to calm him; but twas of no avail. Sans hat, coat, scarf, or umbrella, Emerson plunged down the stairs and ran to the gate. In his passion he was unable to deal with the latch; he clung there, bellowing and banging on the railings. Peeeeeea-body! Devil take it, where are yooooooou?


I must go, I said. But I spoke to empty air; a rapidly fading shadow was the only sign of Kevin OConnell.


I called to my agitated spouse, but his irritable iterations drowned out my voice. By the time I reached him, the yellow umbrella had pounced. Emerson confronted it head-on, with only the gate between them. He had fallen silent; I heard another voice, high-pitched and rapid. And what is your opinion, Professor . . . it was asking.


Emerson, what the  what are you doing out in this fog without a hat? I demanded.


Emerson glanced at me. Oh, there you are, Peabody. The most extraordinary thing . . . Only have a look.


Whereupon he seized the umbrella and spun it like a wheel. The person under it, who seemed to be attached to it in some fashion I could not make out, spun with it, and the lamplight fell full upon her face. Yes, dear Reader  her face! The journalist  was a woman!


Good Gad, I exclaimed. I was under the impression that you were a man.


I am as capable as any man, was the fierce reply, as a notebook was brandished in my face. She had attached her umbrella to her belt in order to leave her hands free for writing, and I had to admire the ingenuity of the concept even as I deplored her forward behaviour. Tell me, Mrs Emerson, she went on, with scarcely a pause to draw breath, are you working with Scotland Yard on the murder case?


What murder case? There is no indication 


Amelia! Emerson had recovered from his surprise at discovering that the assiduous reporter was female  for that was my interpretation of his mention of the word extraordinary. Now he seized me by the arm and attempted to draw me inside the railing. Since the gate was still closed, this did not succeed. Dont talk to that  that person, he insisted. Dont speak a word. Even a yes or no will be misquoted by these vultures  excuse me, young lady  and you know your unfortunate tendency to babble 


I beg your pardon, Emerson! I exclaimed. But we will go into that at another time. I have no intention of permitting an interview; I particularly object to being waylaid and accosted at my front door. However, let me point out that I cannot enter until you open the gate.


I moved as I spoke, edging in between Emerson and Miss Minton. She was forced to retreat in order to avoid being jabbed by the spokes of my open parasol, but once out of its range she stubbornly stood her ground and repeated her question. I could make out her features more clearly now. She was younger than I had expected. One could not have called her pretty. Her features were too strongly marked, her chin positively masculine in outline, her brows heavy and forbidding. The pins and combs that attempted to confine her thick black hair had lost the struggle; jetty locks straggled damply over her ears.


Cursing (but, let me do him justice, cursing under his breath), Emerson fumbled with the latch. Miss Minton stood poised on tiptoe, as if ready to leap forwards, and I verily believe she would have done so, following us to the very door of the house, if something had not happened to distract her.


It was I who first caught sight of the weird, the unbelievable vision, and my exclamation of astonished incredulity caused Miss Minton to turn and Emerson to look up. For a moment we all three stood frozen in disbelief; for the form we saw, advancing with measured strides along the pavement opposite, was that of an ancient Egyptian priest clad in long white robes and a leopard-skin cloak. Long wisps of pale fog clung to his garments like trailing mummy wrappings, and the lamplight glimmered in the ebon waves of his curled wig. He passed into the clustering mist and vanished.
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