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            The Orpheus Trail
            

         
 
         It’s evening, dusk already felting up the windows, before Harry realises his watch isn’t on his wrist where it should be. He’d been out in the greenhouse watering the tomatoes, almost drugged by the heavy scent of the plants as he brushed against the leaves, until Jean called him in for tea. After their plates of ham and salad he’d gone out again to potter in his garden shed before settling down for the evening’s telly.
         
 
         ‘I seem to have lost my watch,’ he says.
 
         Jean looks up from the black handset with its rows of little buttons that should give access to unlimited choice but yield only disappointment as she searches for an old film, preferably black and white and prefaced by the swirling image of the Gainsborough Lady as she graciously inclines the feathered cartwheel of her picture hat.
         
 
         ‘When did you have it last?’
 
         ‘I remember looking at the time just before we came back and thinking that the evenings would soon be drawing in. I must have lost it on site.’
 
         It was the end of the season. Soon they would all have to stop work so that the contractors could move in, cover over their summer’s dig and begin to lay the new carriageway.
 
         ‘Where are you going?’
 
         ‘I thought I’d go back and see if I can find it.’
 
         ‘You’ll never spot it in this light.’
 
         ‘I thought I’d take the metal detector.’
 
         ‘Then I’m coming too. You’re not going up there on your own. At least I can hold the torch.’ Jean knows it’s no good to argue.
 
         They put on the boots they were wearing earlier, still clogged with Essex clay. Harry fetches the detector from the shed. Jean takes the big spotlight torch. They set off without speaking.
 
         It’s been a frustrating summer. After the first excitement of winning a reprieve of three months that allowed a local team to investigate the possible Saxon site where the graves of women had been found seventy years before, their combined efforts have turned up only a measly collection of pottery shards, a coin or two, a harness buckle, and part of a scabbard.
         
 
         Harry leads the way, bending under the tapes marking out the site. Heavy rain had stopped work the day before and the earth is sticky, clinging to their boots as if wanting to drag them down. Already it’s too dark to see. Harry switches on the detector, Jean the torch. They begin to go over the ground, Harry sweeping his probe from side to side, prospecting.
 
         Something shines momentarily in the torch beam. ‘What’s that over there?’ Jean says, trying to pick up the gleam again.
 
         ‘I’m getting a definite signal.’ Harry moves forward.
 
         ‘I didn’t think we were working this far over.’
 
         ‘Keep the torch on it, Jeanie. It looks like we’ve found it.’
 
         ‘Be careful. You’ll slip!’
 
         The detector is buzzing impatiently. Harry goes forward. ‘It is my watch. I’ve got it.’
 
         She sees him bend down stiffly, his hand outstretched. She hears a cry. Then she can’t see him anymore.
 
         Harry is falling. He leans heavily on the detector to steady himself as he bends to pick up his watch and suddenly its metal shaft sinks through the soft mud and goes on down, bringing Harry and the ground he’s standing on with it. He remembers his old army training and bends his knees to break his fall. Then he lands soft and safe on crumbled dry soil.
 
         He hears Jean calling him. Gulps and calls back: ‘It’s alright, darling. No bones broken.’ Then chokes on a mouthful of dusty earth. Looking up he sees the light from the torch like a little moon.
 
         ‘What happened? What shall I do?’
 
         ‘See if you can find a ladder or something to get me out.’
 
         ‘I’ll go and get help.’
 
         ‘No, don’t do that. I’ll feel such a fool.’
 
         The little moon vanishes. Alone in the dark Harry puts out his hands, blindly feeling for a way out. He comes up against a hard surface. His foot strikes an object in the dust. He thinks he hears a metallic sound.
 
         Light shines in the gap above his head. ‘I’ve found a ladder.’
         
 
         ‘Good girl. Can you lower it down?’
 
         Jean puts down the torch and pokes the end of the ladder through the hole. It’s almost too heavy for her but she holds on. She knows if she lets go and it falls on Harry it could injure if not kill him. She feels the weight suddenly taken from her.
 
         ‘I’ve got it. Can you shine the torch down here? I want to see…’
 
         ‘Come up before anything else falls on you.’
 
         ‘I’m coming. Move the torch about a bit.’
 
         In its light he can see he’s in a large square hole, a little room. The floor is silted deep with the sandy dust that had broken his fall but he can see objects poking up through the thick layer. Cautiously he brushes away the sand from a small circle by his feet. For a moment in the torchlight there is the gleam of gold.
 
         
             

         
 
         And that’s how it all started with Harry Bates ringing me up at what felt like midnight, although the ten o’clock news was only just over, to tell me he thought he’d fallen into a chamber tomb. At first I wondered if it was some kind of joke. Then it crossed my mind that it was a ploy to keep the contractors at bay a little longer. But as he went on the details were too precise to be faked. How could Harry and Jean Bates have dug out a large pit overnight, and filled it with artefacts that would have to be convincing enough to be examined in the cold light of dawn? For that was what it was going to mean.
         
 
         ‘I think you’d better meet us on site early before anyone else gets there. Then you can see for yourself.’
 
         ‘Shouldn’t you let Harris know?’ Harris was the professional archaeologist sent down from London to oversee a team largely made up of local amateurs. There’d been some friction between them. Harris pulling rank and a little contemptuous of the local society’s efforts. I’d gone along there as often as I could to try to keep the peace. He’d made it clear, as the only other pro, that he blamed them for the season’s failure to turn up any significant finds. Not that he thought much of me either, as a mere keeper of the local museum, local government not national, with a small not very important collection to curate, apart from the old finds of three quarters of a century before, dug up carelessly by the first set of road builders. Harris felt he’d wasted a whole year, with nothing to show for it that would improve his chances on the career ladder attached to a well-funded university department with plenty of foreign sites.
         
 
         And the way these things go he was probably right.
 
         ‘I’d rather you saw it first,’ Harry said.
 
         These days you can’t despise the amateurs or do without their extra man and woman power. After all what were the pioneers like Schliemann and Pitt-Rivers but wealthy amateurs in a way? There’s the famous photograph of Frau Schliemann wearing the necklace her husband had dug up at Mycenae. No one would dare to do that now with a find of such age, fragility and importance.
 
         So there we were next morning at six o’clock with only a few early cars going by on the bypass and the site still deserted.
 
         ‘What were you doing up here so late?’ I asked them.
 
         ‘Harry lost his watch,’ Jean said. ‘And we came up to look for it.’
 
         ‘In the dark?’
 
         ‘I brought the metal detector and Jean had the big torch. It was just as I’d found my watch and was picking it up that the ground gave way.’
 
         ‘He was lucky not to break his back or at least a leg.’
 
         ‘There’s a thick layer of dust down there that softened my fall. You’ll see. We left the ladder there.’
 
         ‘Right, here goes.’ I began to lower myself down the rungs. As I reached the bottom I realised that the top of my head was only a few inches from that of the ladder but Harry was shorter than me, a little shrunk with age from the youthful height he must have had, and he hadn’t had the benefit of a ladder when he fell.
 
         I switched on my own torch to examine the pit.
 
         Although it was daylight now only a faint gloom pervaded the tomb, as I saw it unmistakably was, as I shone the beam of my torch from one protruding object to another. The place was clearly stuffed with more grave goods than I’d ever seen all together, apart from in the British Museum. I saw exposed rims of what must be vessels of all shapes and sizes, and other pieces still in their coats of solid dust that seemed to call out to me to touch them, to open up their mystery and bring them into the light. Buried for over a thousand years with their owner, I felt they were asking to be looked at afresh. There were even objects hanging from the walls.
         
 
         ‘Well?’ The Bateses chorused together as I reached the top of the ladder and stepped down.
 
         ‘It must be the best thing since Sutton Hoo,’ I joked.
 
         ‘You do think it’s a buried chamber then?’
 
         ‘No doubt about it.’
 
         ‘And Saxon?’
 
         ‘By its position along with the other material they found in the twenties, I think it must be. But we’ll soon know. We have to call in Harris at once and apply for an extension. This’ll upset the contractors.’ I foresaw a struggle ahead to get them to suspend work for another, possibly unknown length of time while we carefully uncovered, documented and lifted everything we could. Already I was determined that what we found shouldn’t just be lost in a national museum. Whoever it was who had been buried there, man or woman, might indeed still be there under the dust of the centuries. He or she belonged to us, was ours and should stay here, even if we had to build a special room to accommodate the finds.
         
 
         ‘Okay,’ I said, ‘let’s call and wake up Harris with the good news.’
 
         ‘Isn’t it a bit early?’ Harry said looking at what must be the watch that had set it all off.
 
         It was true. It was still only seven o’clock. Time had stood still, as it sometimes does when it isn’t racing frenetically, according to some law of perceptual relativity.
 
         ‘Harry and I usually have breakfast at a little place on the front,’ Jean said. ‘Why don’t we go there and ring him at eight? If you’d like to come with us we can park on a yellow line until nine. I could do with a hot cup of tea. The mornings are getting so chilly now.’
 
         So I climbed into their aging Vauxhall and we trundled sedately through the deserted town, not yet invaded by the traditional east London day-trippers down for the last taste of freedom and holiday sunshine. As I got out of the car I could just make out the flash of sunlight on waves at the distant horizon, beyond the wide stretch of ribbed sand, darkened by the receding tide, with here and there stripes of blackly gleaming weed, the rubbery swathes of bladder wrack. And I thought that it was the same sea the tribes of Saxons, Angles and Jutes had come across to make landfall first in Kent and then on into our Kingdom of the East Saxons whose shore we were standing on. I imagined the boats coming in over the water with the sun glinting on the row of round shields hung over the sides, and grounding in the shallows, the men leaping over the sides with their swords drawn in their hands.
         
 
         The Bateses belonged here. Theirs was an Old English name: the children of Bata. Not so mine. Kish, an incomer whose father had fled from Hungary after the first uprising though some of my colleagues thought me more English than the natives.
 
         I could understand Harris’s disappointment when I told him that what he had longed for all summer had happened without him.
 
         ‘Are you sure?’ he asked. ‘They could be mistaken, over enthusiastic…’
 
         ‘Quite sure. I’ve been down there myself.’ Another blow.
 
         ‘I’ll meet you there in half an hour.’
 
         I don’t know whether he decided then that if he hadn’t had the gratification of discovery at least he would have that of final display.
 
         ‘I’ll have to get some extra people down from London. This is much too important to be left to well-meaning amateurs,’ he said, ignoring Jean and Harry Bates, as soon as he came up from inspecting the tomb.
 
         ‘I imagine we’ll all have to chip in if it’s to be done in time,’ I said. ‘Will you handle the council and the contractors or would you like me to?’
 
         ‘I’ll be much too busy rounding up a professional team at such short notice. You deal with the local bureaucracy. You’re used to them.’
 
         This was a great relief. I thought I could put a good case to my bosses for the tourist benefit to the town of such a find and they could take on the construction company.
 
         Winter was only a few months away. We worked under arc lamps at night and a tent by day, to protect the site against the weather, as if we were researching the scene of a crime. No body was found. Only a little tooth enamel. But over a hundred objects were brought to light. I watched as they were packed up and carried away to be examined, cleaned and conserved by experts, who I found much more cooperative than Harris.
         
 
         ‘I think we’ve got something to show you now,’ the head of the conservation team said a few months later. ‘Do come and have a look. I think you’ll like what we’ve been able to do with your amazing haul.’
         
 
         Hilary Caistor, chief conservationist, met me in the reception area of the London Museum’s Archaeology Service. ‘We’ve laid them out for you. Not everything of course. We’ve still got months of work but what’s come up already is pretty fantastic.’ Even then I wasn’t prepared for what I saw.
 
         Where there had been what looked to the inexpert eye lumps of Essex clay there were now recognisable objects: bowls and cups, blue glass jars, bits of gleaming gold in the shape of two tiny filigree crosses, a buckle, coins, a lidded flagon, even a couple of dice and a set of bone pieces for a game like draughts. ‘We think we’ve got an iron folding stool and a sort of harp,’ Hilary Caistor said as I studied the benches, crowded with pieces, in silence.
 
         ‘It’s not my specialist period. Can you tell me what you think it all means?’
 
         ‘Well, it’s obviously high status. I think it wouldn’t be too far fetched to say probably royal. The stool is a giveaway, a first for an Anglo Saxon grave but known from princely graves on the continent and from representations of kings and emperors.’
         
 
         ‘And the harp?’
 
         ‘Oh, essential. Think of Beowulf, the feasting in the great hall of Hrothgar, or Caedmon having to leave when the harp was passed round because he couldn’t sing.’
         
 
         ‘I can see I’ll have to brush up on all this stuff.’
 
         ‘If I can help at all…’
 
         Hilary Caistor wasn’t conventionally beautiful, in fact she had more the look of a librarian, or primary school teacher after a long time at the chalk face: comforting, dependable.
 
         ‘I’ll take you up on that if I may. Now when can we have them back?’
 
         ‘That’s difficult.’
 
         ‘I need to have something to show to the bosses.’
 
         ‘Maybe we could arrange to let you have a sample collection for a while. There’s insurance to sort out, and security of course. You see they’re not just yours. You’ve unearthed a national treasure, I’m afraid. But I’ll see what I can do with the trustees, and the ministry. They’ve already been on the phone asking what it’s all worth, as if anyone could say, especially at this stage.’
         
 
         ‘Do we have any idea who it might have been?’
 
         ‘It’s definitely male. My money’s on Saebert.’
 
         ‘Saebert?’
 
         ‘Prince or king of the East Saxons, under his overlord Ethelbert of Kent. He died in 616. It’s all in Bede’s History of the English Church and People, along with the story of Caedmon.’ I nodded as if I knew. She went on: ‘I had to look it all up too when I began to realise what we’d got. Bede says he was the first Christian king in Essex and that ties in with these.’ She pointed to the two tiny filigree crosses. ‘Maybe they were laid on his eyelids so he would be able to see his way into the kingdom of heaven guided by the cross. Bede also tells us that the great attraction of Christianity was its doctrine of life after death. He has a pagan Anglo Saxon priest say man’s life under the old religion is like a bird flying out of the darkness, through the warmth and light of the great hall into the dark again.’
         
 
         My head was beginning to reel. There was so much to take in. ‘I think I’d better pick up a copy of Bede on the way home.’
 
         ‘There’s a translation in paperback. Bede of course wrote in Latin.’
 
         ‘Not English?’
 
         ‘No. He had to wait for King Alfred to come up with an English version.’
 
         I picked up the book in my favourite high street shop that still sold real writing to a dwindling public. My own speciality had been the nineteenth century which fitted in well with charting the town’s rise as a royal watering place when Queen Caroline started the fashion for sea bathing here, a craze taken over by east Londoners as the nearest bit of coast straight down the railway line. Now I had to venture on to something new.
 
         Ever since I’d found myself at the bottom of Harry’s ladder with the dust-shrouded funerary objects all around I’d felt a strange sensation as if I wasn’t alone, as if I was being watched. I’m not a superstitious man as a rule but it was as though someone had come into my life. While I stood there, my eyes following the beam of my torch as it lit on one object after another, I felt an empathy with this vanished king or prince, as if some of his dust had entered my bloodstream, as if I’d breathed him in.
         
 
         Since Lucy died I’ve lived alone, almost. We had a good but supportively unremarkable marriage for eight years with Lucy working at the central library, me at the museum, two decent local government salaries, security, and pensions on what seemed distant horizons. Then she found a lump and, after a rollercoaster two years of alternating hope and anguish, I was alone.
         
 
         Or almost. We had no children and at first I thought I’d find a home for Caesar, the cat, and close the whole episode of a married life that had once fitted like a slipper. But instead I found myself looking for him after a day’s work when I came home to an otherwise empty house, listening for the flip-flop of the cat door when he came in demanding food and attention while I worked at my desk in the evening or slumped in front of the television. I think he saved my reason and if sometimes I could laugh at myself, leading the life of an old maid with her cat, I had a job I loved and someone at least warm and breathing who cared whether I came home at night, if only to spoon out a tin of cat food.
         
 
         Now I settled down with him stretched out in front of the fire and opened Bede’s History at the index and looked up Saebert, hoping I’d remembered the name correctly. There he was on page 108. As I began to read I had that strange sensation again of not being alone or of being outside myself with someone else inside.
         
 
         The story was fascinating enough. Ethelbert of Kent who’d been converted by Augustine and his monks, sent by Pope Gregory as missionaries to the still pagan Anglo Saxons in AD 597, had married a Christian princess. Saebert, his nephew, had been won over in his turn by Bishop Mellitus, charged by Augustine with taking on the East Saxons, but ‘when he died his three sons who were still pagans,’ Bede said, ‘were quick to profess idolatry and encouraged their people to return to the old gods.’ Mellitus was sent packing and it was another generation before Saebert’s grandson was brought back to Christianity by St Cedd who founded monasteries at Tilbury and Bradwell-on-Sea. As I read, a whole world was opening up in my imagination, of petty kings and great halls where harpers sang stories of dead heroes, and firelight fell on gold, enamel and jewelled sword hilts or flashed from the blue glass jars whose use I couldn’t even guess at unless it was for holy oils to anoint a dying king. Beside the king a queen might have sat, wearing the gold pendant with its star of red garnets from the 1920s Saxon dig that we kept in pride of place on display at the museum but that had never really moved me until now. I knew that I would look at it with newly opened eyes tomorrow.
         
 
         Hilary Caistor had told me a story by Bede about a bird flying out of darkness through the hall into the dark again, and now I found that in the account of Ethelbert’s own conversion. It was a powerful image of our brief lives but I thought too I could see another meaning, that people themselves were like birds flying into our lives bringing light and music, as the dove descends from heaven shedding sunbursts in the moment of creation, and then night closes in again, leaving only an empty darkened theatre.
 
         Three months after my visit to the London Museum the story of our find was released to the press. Hilary warned me this was about to happen. I tipped off the local papers and made sure they covered the press conference. Then the phone began to ring. Members of the public wanted to know ‘when the king was coming home’. I had to apologise to Jean and Harry Bates for not keeping them up to date on developments. ‘Do you want me to tell people, the press for instance, how you two found the grave?’ I asked Harry. ‘It’ll probably mean a lot of intrusion in your lives, reporters doorstepping you, that sort of thing.’
         
 
         ‘We’ll talk it over,’ Harry said, ‘and let you know.’
 
         Then it was the chairman of the council’s publicity and tourism committee wanting to know why we couldn’t have ‘our king’ back.
 
         ‘You’d need to make special, very secure arrangements. As it stands the museum couldn’t cope. These objects would fetch a lot of money on the internet black market in antiquities.’
 
         ‘Local people have a right to know what’s been found under their feet.’
 
         ‘I’ll see what I can do and keep you informed,’ I tried to soothe him.
 
         ‘I hope you have the town’s interest fully at heart, Mr Kish.’ And the receiver was slammed down.
 
         I rang Hilary Caistor. ‘I’ve been looking into it,’ she said, ‘because we did discuss this before. How about a limited selection, including some of the more spectacular pieces of course, for a short period, say a month, while we study the long-term needs? Would that satisfy your people?’
         
 
         ‘It would certainly help.’ I hoped it might galvanise them into, at least, increasing my funding.
 
         ‘Should I come down and look at your facilities?’
 
         ‘Please do.’ I smiled at the unintended innuendo, glad that we weren’t using videophones.
 
         Over lunch at the Pier Hotel we discussed the problems. It would mean clearing a room of its existing exhibits, tightening up security, getting in some extra staff who would have to be carefully vetted. I wondered aloud if the chairman would provide the funds. ‘I’m grateful to you and the MOL,’ I said. ‘I’ll let you know how I get on. I’ll pop up and see you, if I may.’
         
 
         The chairman would find the money. ‘It’s only right for the town.’ I made it an excuse to see Hilary again; we were on first name terms now. I set about the arrangements ‘to bring home our king’ as the local press put it. It was to be a gala opening. I felt myself growing more excited each day at the thought of having those beautiful objects with their patina of a life lived, and a death, fourteen hundred years ago, still on them. At last the security van drew up in front of our building and the packing cases were carried inside. I left them as they were overnight. We would open them in the morning. I had the explanatory material, the postcards, booklets and leaflets all ready but I drew back from putting my hands on the things themselves. I needed a night’s preparation as if for some religious ritual, a time of purification.
         
 
         Caesar’s presence, his demands for attention and food, helped to calm me down. After all they were only artefacts like those I handled all the time. There was nothing, apart from their intrinsic value, any different about them from my beloved royal dancing pumps with diamond buckles a queen had worn. And yet I felt there was.
 
         In the morning I managed to control my excitement long enough to eat the proper breakfast Lucy had always insisted on. The presence of the team of two, responsible for our displays, ensured I appeared calm and in control. We unpacked the cases and gingerly lifted the exhibits into the light, arranging and rearranging them to show themselves at their best. In the small room we had been able to set aside for the exhibition the effect was almost overpowering, even to me who had seen them before.
         
 
         ‘London’s been very generous,’ Lisa, the team manager said. ‘Surely lots of people will want to see them.’
 
         ‘Let’s hope we can cope with the crowds,’ I laughed. Already the school visits were booked. That evening there was to be a reception for the press and the friends of the museum, the chairman of course, even the mayor. ‘I think that’s all we can do for now.’
 
         Locking the door behind us I suddenly had the feeling that there was somebody still in the room we had left, but, looking back through the glass door, I knew it was just an illusion brought on by the strange aura thrown off by the things themselves, and the simple beauty of the blue glass jars, the golden crosses, the gleaming buckle as bright as when it had been laid to rest belted to its owner’s waist.
 
         The reception had gone well. Everyone seemed suitably impressed. Jean and Harry Bates, who had decided to come out as the original discoverers, had been applauded and interviewed. I hoped they wouldn’t regret it later. The last question had been answered, the last guest gone. ‘I’ll lock up and set the alarms,’ I said to the receptionist.
         
 
         ‘Goodnight, Mr Kish.’
 
         ‘Goodnight, Phoebe. See you in the morning.’
 
         Now I could have the exhibition to myself. I went back into the room and began a slow inspection of the glass cases. At the one containing the gold pieces I stopped. A trickle of dust had caught my eye. It seemed to be spilling out of the gold buckle. I got out the keys, unlocked the case and raised the lid. The deposit of fine silt was small but unmistakable. The buckle consisted of a long triangular case, a hasp with the metal tongue attached to it and the oblong rim for the belt to be threaded through. The ornate case had a back and front section held together with three decorated round rivet studs like gold buttons. Perhaps one or more of these had worked loose on the journey, letting the thin trickle of dust ooze out between the plates. With a shock I realised that this might be the king’s own dust but I pushed the thought aside and went to get the gloves we always wear when handling objects.
         
 
         Snapping them on I lifted out the buckle. I would need a brush to clear the trickle away before the public were allowed in. I held up the buckle between the fingers and thumb of my right hand. A little more dust spilled onto my glove. I turned the piece over. More dust fell as if from a broken egg timer, only this one had been marking the passing of centuries not minutes.
 
         It seemed best to let as much of the brownish powder seep out as I could before putting the piece back in the display case. I picked up a leaflet and held it under the buckle until there was a little heap of the stuff and the flow stopped. I ventured a gentle shake. I didn’t want to come in the morning and find more earth to be brushed away. As I did so I thought something moved inside. I shook it slightly again and this time there was a sound, hardly more than the broken filament of a light bulb makes when shaken but unmistakable. Something was entombed within the body of the buckle.
 
         For a moment I stood there wondering what to do. Then I put it back on its display stand, blew away the dust and locked the case. My mind seemed to have taken on the sudden blankness of shock. Switching off the lights, I locked the door, set the security system and left the building, locking the door behind me; doing all the right things but on autopilot, in a kind of daze.
         
 
         Caesar jumped down from his preferred chair when I opened the sitting-room door, and the touch of his warm body against my legs as he wound himself about me brought back some feeling of normality. I poured myself a whisky and dry ginger and sat down to think, letting my fingers scratch between his ears and under his chin as he liked best.
 
         How should I handle this? Ask Hilary, came back the answer. Maybe she’s come across something like this before. And when I got through to her in the morning that was her answer.
 
         ‘I thought there was something more to that buckle. There was too much of it. After all you only need a tongue and an eye for fastening. Not that ornate body.’
 
         ‘What would it be then?’
 
         ‘Probably a reliquary of some sort, and hollow.’
 
         ‘And inside?’
         
 
         ‘Usually a bit of a saint’s bone or hair.’
 
         ‘Not hair. The noise was solid.’
 
         ‘But I would have expected bone to have dissolved, given that we don’t have any trace of a body.’
 
         ‘Except the tooth enamel. Perhaps the buckle protected it, whatever it is.’
         
 
         ‘But the dust got in.’
 
         ‘Yes, the dust got in.’
 
         ‘Should I come down and have a look?’
 
         ‘Please, if you can spare the time.’
 
         ‘For this, of course. It could be something really exciting, proving he was a Christian.’
 
         ‘Then it would have to be Saebert. Bede is quite clear as you told me.’
 
         ‘I’ll come down this afternoon. Then we can have a look when the public have left. Don’t let anyone else touch it.’
 
         ‘It’s safely locked away.’
 
         There had been a steady stream of visitors all day, including two school parties. The exhibition didn’t mean much to most of the children as far as I could see. Just a welcome break from the routine of school. But several of the adults, when I looked in from time to time, showed something of the suppressed excitement I had felt myself, even a little of the shock of last night.
         
 
         Hilary arrived at four thirty and we went along to what we were calling ‘The Royal Room’. The last visitors were drifting away. The museum closed at five and it was almost dark outside. ‘You’ve laid it out very well,’ she said.
 
         ‘That’s our Lisa. She’s really much too good for us. I’m afraid we’ll soon lose her. I’ve told the staff I’ll lock up tonight; that we’ve got some work to do here. So we shouldn’t be disturbed.’
 
         ‘Good. Let’s open the case.’
 
         Once again I unlocked it. We both put on gloves. Hilary lifted out the buckle. She shook it gently against her ear. ‘There is something in there. I heard a distinct knock.’
 
         ‘Would it be sacrilege to try and open it?’
 
         ‘It might be professional suicide.’
         
 
         But I felt that whatever was in there wanted to be seen, let out, almost like the genie from the bottle.
 
         ‘Aladdin’s lamp,’ I said.
 
         ‘You mean try rubbing it. Who knows what we might find. A pity it wasn’t opened during the cleaning process.’
 
         As she spoke her gloved hand was stroking the buckle.
 
         ‘Can you move the rim where the belt goes through?’
 
         She pushed at it gently with her forefinger. ‘I don’t know if it’s meant to move.’
 
         Suddenly the hasp holding the tongue and rim in place slid backward. ‘It’s the weld,’ Hilary said. ‘It’s come apart. I nearly dropped the whole thing.’ The fore piece had fallen away, leaving the buckle in two parts with a long slit open between the riveted plates.
         
 
         I took the hasped tongue and rim in my gloved hand. ‘Whatever is in there must have been inserted before the other part was welded on.’
 
         With a delicate thumb and forefinger she upended the rest of the buckle over her palm. There was a little flurry of dust. Then gravity did its usual trick and not one but two small objects, very small indeed, fell into her hand, one round, one square.
 
         ‘I’ll get a cleaning brush. Hang on.’
 
         Carefully we worked at the surfaces of the two little enclosures.
 
         ‘Perhaps the round one is a coin.’ There had been coins among the finds from the grave, two gold tremisses of the Merovingian kingdom in France, dated to the early 600s.
 
         ‘I don’t think so,’ Hilary said. ‘Look, isn’t it some sort of amulet? Surely that’s the Chi-Rho in the middle. You know, the symbol of Christianity the Emperor Constantine saw in the sky before the battle he had to win on his way to Rome.’
 
         ‘In this sign conquer.’
 
         ‘That’s it. But the words round the outside look like Greek to me and I don’t know any, do you?’
 
         ‘Not even a letter, apart from Pythagoras in maths, you know, ∏r2. Or was it that thing about the square on the hypotenuse? I always got them mixed up.’
         
 
         Hilary turned the piece over and brushed at the other surface. A picture began to appear. There seemed to be some sort of musical instrument in the middle, like the harp we’d found in the dig but I couldn’t make out the rest of the figures.
         
 
         ‘What about the square thing?’
 
         She brushed at it carefully. ‘It’s gold, very thin, a little folded sheet like a piece of paper and what looks to be more Greek letters. A prayer perhaps or charm. What do we do now?’
 
         ‘We put the two pieces of buckle together as if they’re still joined and lay them on the display stand. And we wrap the two inserts in cotton wool and lock them in the safe. Then we go and have a drink at the Pier while we decide what to do next.’
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