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To Susanna and Joseph




Prologue

Basil Brown 14 June 1939

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘Basil? What are you doing here?’

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

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

‘Even so, I need to see her.’

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

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


Edith Pretty April–May 1939

There was a knock on the door.

‘Come in.’

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

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

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

‘Mrs Pretty,’ he said.

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

‘No, no, no…’

His handshake was dry and firm.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘No,’ I said, laughing. ‘Never.’

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

He pointed upwards. ‘May I?’

‘By all means.’

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

‘What is it, Mr Brown?’

‘You have rabbits, Mrs Pretty.’

‘Yes, I am aware of that.’

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

‘Ah, I didn’t realize.’

‘Oh yes, a real menace, rabbits are.’

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

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

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

‘Do feel free to smoke, Mr Brown.’

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

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

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

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

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

‘Two would be better. And scuppits.’

‘Scuppits?’

‘Shovels.’

‘I think we could probably run to shovels.’

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

‘But would you be willing to try?’

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

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

He nodded, almost brusquely.

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

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

‘That long?’

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

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

‘Best not hang about, then.’

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

‘I don’t believe it would, no.’

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

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

‘Robbie,’ I said, ‘this is Mr Brown.’

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

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

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

‘Hello there, young man.’

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

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

Robert turned back to face me.

‘Inside the mounds? What for?’

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

‘For treasure,’ I said.

*

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

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

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

‘Are you sure you can manage, darling?’

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

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

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

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

‘What are you going to do this morning?’

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘When is Miss Price coming back?’

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

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

‘Is Mr Brown here yet?’ I asked.

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

‘Since seven?’ I said in surprise.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘You would not?’

‘No,’ he said. ‘No, I wouldn’t.’

‘Why is that?’

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

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

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

‘I could try this one.’

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

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

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

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

‘Please.’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘There you are, Robbie.’

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

‘What has he been telling you?’

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

‘No,’ I said, ‘I don’t believe I do.’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘What is that?’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘No, thank you, my dear.’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘She’s quite well, thank you, ma’am.’

‘And you, Grateley, how are you?’

‘I too am quite well,’ he allowed.

‘Is your lumbago any better?’

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

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

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

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

‘I expect it is this weather, ma’am.’

‘Yes,’ I agreed. ‘I expect it is.’

‘Will there be anything else?’

‘No. That will be all, thank you.’

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

‘Goodnight, Grateley.’

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘Darling, no,’ I said.

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

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

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

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

‘I’m sorry, Mama,’ he said.

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

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

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

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

I told him I would like that very much.

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

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

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

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

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

‘Surely the solution is to dig down and
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