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            I

         

         Nell sits in a plastic chair at the service station, turning the pomegranate half over in her hands. Dried blood dots the rind, where she cut herself preparing it at five o’clock in the morning. The two deep reds are almost indistinguishable.

         Behind her, bodies churn around fast-food counters, bubbling with the stress of getting to their summer holiday lets at check-in time, or home to check the fish didn’t die while they were away. The sounds are sharp and painful – her senses must be heightened in the heat. She looks back to the pomegranate. After packing her lunch so carefully, she brought this along. She could have chosen a nice, clean apple. Who takes a pomegranate on a road trip? But the thought of it rotting in the bowl for over six weeks was worse than the thought of bringing it as a snack, so here it is. Nell pulls a tissue from the dispenser and smudges off the blood, then folds the tissue back into a square. Better.

         There’s a shriek from the automatic doors. A family stumbles through, wiping their brows and fanning themselves with magazines. One of the children is bawling angry gibberish, its face almost as red as the jewel seed Nell pops into her mouth.

         4The tang pinches her tongue. As a kid she believed that if she swallowed a seed it would bed and sprout in her tummy, creep up her throat like ivy. As an adult she knows that her body will only ever be good for growing bacteria, and perhaps babies. Not that she feels a particular attraction to the idea at the moment. Orchids are loud in hue, but they don’t scream. Sedge is sharp, but it doesn’t grate on her mind. Nell cannot imagine her social media profiles reading: Botanist, mother.

         The kid’s face clots with mucus and tears. Its cries fill Nell’s ears, even her vision. The world is pulsating and red. The mother tries talking, squatting down next to it, hugging it, shouting at it, her expressions unfolding from each other like nesting dolls. It, Nell thinks – she can’t even assign it a human pronoun in her mind.

         Nell’s finger slips, squelches. Her rose-pink acrylics are sinking into the pulp between the seeds. She picks the flesh from under each perfect plastic oval, then stands. Her neighbour left a tray strewn with tissues and cardboard packaging, so she empties it into a nearby bin. Then she grabs another tissue, cleaning herself and the table until it really looks like nobody was ever there.

         There is only half an hour left of the drive, which is a relief when her air conditioning barely works. Just half an hour, and she’ll be standing in a field, staring down the trenches. She doesn’t know how large or deep they are yet, so all she has in her mind is a twist of bone and branch, soil and flower.

         As she passes the family, heading back to the car park, the kid and Nell flinch at the exact same moment as the mother’s hand makes contact with its backside. Its screams stop. Nell’s left glute burns in sympathy on the walk away. 5

         
            *

         

         Nell spritzes her wrists with jasmine and rose, picks the last of the pomegranate from her acrylics, and makes the right-hand turn back onto the M5. It has been a long time since she drove into Somerset, and she already feels strange, like a small, soft wildflower blown by an unexpectedly strong wind.

         A few minutes before the junction turn-off, an incoming call pops up over her sat nav app. Nell checks the cars around her, which she tells herself is for road safety, and not to stall until her sister rings off.

         “So you’re here,” Liz says when Nell inevitably answers. If they don’t talk now, they will have to later.

         Nell heightens the register of her voice, tries to find her usual singing tone. “Liz! Mum told you. I’m driving, can’t talk long.”

         “In my direction, two weeks before Charlie’s birthday. As always, I’m the last to know.”

         “You’re always the last to ask,” Nell says quietly. The words feel mean even as she says them, but it’s too late now. She grits her teeth.

         Liz’s voice cools. “Try raising two kids, and see how much time you have to chase adult siblings.”

         The pile of reference books in the passenger seat shifts as she changes lanes, and Nell extends her left arm to keep it from falling. Potential responses to Liz tangle through her mind: that this dig could define her career, that she was asked for by name, or that Liz has never once visited her in Milton Keynes.

         “Go on then, what are you doing back in our neck of the woods?”

         6She isn’t here for the woods, Nell wants to say, but the wetlands. Flat, open fields languishing for miles, only interrupted by spatters of houses or the ripple of a small hill. The acid soak of a coastal plain. Good for preserving bodies.

         “A dig. The burial that came up near Shapwick, after the winter floods. With the bodies wrapped in flowers. It was on TV.”

         “What happened to your old job?” Liz’s tone changes for her daughter. “No no, darling, not now.”

         Nell hasn’t told anyone about the redundancy. Somewhere in her brain is a kernel of relief, the relief of never again having to sort the rocks torn up by city developers. But the shame is riper, fleshier. She got comfortable labelling things until her knuckles felt like they were coming through her skin, but she was not good enough to keep on. If this dig hadn’t miraculously shown up, she’d have nothing.

         The book at the top of the pile slides and thuds into the footwell. While Liz struggles against her daughter Charlie’s tantrum, Nell stares at the passenger seat. Then, without warning, her finger gravitates to the middle of the remaining books. She touches the one she wrote a chapter for, The Secret Life of Wildflowers, and pushes until the whole pile comes down. Covers splay, pages bend, the impact vibrating through the car. It feels horrible and satisfying at once, to make a mess but also have the mess over with. Nobody will see, anyway. She returns both hands to the wheel and focuses on the road.

         Liz and Charlie bicker. “Angel, what did we say about waiting until I’m done on the phone? I’m trying to convince 7your Auntie Elinor to come to your birthday party. Elinor. You might as well not exist to Charlie and Genie. It’s so sad.”

         Nell rolls down the window to let in blustering warm air.

         “Elinor. God, why is everyone I talk to a brick wall?”

         “I’m listening. Of course I’ll come.” Nell doesn’t know if she will, but it’s easier to lie than to send Liz into one of her panics.

         “That’s it! Time to go to your room for some quiet thinking, Charlie!”

         They say something like a goodbye. The engine hums through Nell’s sit bones and nausea wreaths in her stomach.

         They lived near Glastonbury as kids – the house Liz still lives in – but rarely explored the countryside around them. If they did, their parents would lead, instructing the girls to fit each small foot into their larger boot marks. The ground around their parents’ footsteps was a thick sludge, hungry to slip them up. That was how their mother talked. Be careful, don’t touch that, god, why would you do that? It got worse after a hospital stay when Nell was eight and Liz four, because, of course, when one was sick they were both sick. As children they were like two versions of the same girl. Now, every time they talk, Liz has drifted a little further away.

         Sweat seeps down the back of Nell’s neck. It’s been a while since she thought about the roots that grew her. No, that’s not the right analogy: stamen would be more accurate. But stamens don’t enmesh. They breathe their offspring away. Such a gentle approach must exist somewhere, even if it’s hard for her to imagine. But surely such parenting would craft creatures without 8edges – creatures that ooze and trample? She was trained to smile, step lightly, never to trample in the presence of others. For all she’d do differently from her parents, at least she knows where her edges are.

         She veers onto the slip past the Huntspill River and turns onto a narrow country lane. The fields are like shattered bottle glass, trees and hedges lining uneven meadows. The concrete underneath her is smooth, recently resurfaced, and the heat shuddering off it distorts her vision whenever the car slows. Deeper beneath: carbon-rich earth. The sort that comes apart in your fingers, gets under your nails and marks your nail beds like crescent moons of ink. She can’t decide if refreshing her acrylics last week was a great idea (they would conceal any trapped dirt) or a terrible one (dirt means bacteria, bacteria could mean a nasty surprise if she couldn’t get them redone for six weeks). But she had already made the appointment when she got the email inviting her to the dig. Her nail appointments were the last thing in her life that felt regular.

         Right now, the soft earth probably starts a few centimetres down. Several fields are grazed yellow on top by the long summer. Desperate pollen billows through the open window.

         With five minutes to go, she rehearses her self-introduction and small talk. Her cheek muscles tense with repeated smiles. She’ll explain that she’s volunteering for the dig ahead of the lab work in the city (true) because her latest research contract just ended so why not (lie).

         She researched them ahead of time: the supervisors Ingrid and Bill, the other botanist named Gunner, several student assistants; and, of course, two dead bodies. There will be photos, articles, and eventually papers, with their 9names adorning the top. Maybe that’s why she feels more aware of herself than usual. The nausea worsens.

         She keeps herself together while passing through the tiny, red-roofed village. After a crop of birch trees, the farmhouse appears at the end of a long driveway. Brown vines splice through every crevice, as if slowly pulling the white brick house and the clump of outbuildings into the earth. A pool of bright flowers spews from the foundations.

         Nell parks near four other cars and gets out. Distant voices tell her that something is happening around the back, and silverish smoke wisps up between two outbuildings. But right now, she’s fixated on the pool of magenta. Meadow thistles, effusive heads sat on the ends of elongated stems. If she believed in anything like fate, perhaps she’d read it as a sign. Her last-minute invitation from Ingrid Marston – a bone specialist and friend of her old plant science professor – had mentioned only that they needed a wildflower expert to consult on lab work. One archaeobotanist was already attending the dig site. But Nell pushed until she secured a second slot. She’s here because of plants like these, the unnoticed. It had always bothered her how quick people are to dismiss plants that grow in unwanted places, however exquisite or colourful.

         The ground moves underfoot as she approaches. After so long crossing the concrete underpasses around her flat, she’d forgotten how the ground can feel alive. Grass crawling with insects, water squeezing like blood through root systems. The thistles are beautiful, far more beautiful than something called weed ought to be. She tries to take a photo for her Instagram, but her phone won’t pick up the vivid hues like her eyes do.

         10A raucous female laugh tugs her back to reality. Nell jumps up, blood thudding into her head. She wobbles. But the nausea doesn’t stop.

         There is wrongness, and then there is pain. Her chest surges, stomach wringing itself inside out. She vomits. Pomegranate splatters the grass, flecking onto the white brick of the house’s side wall.

         “Oh god.”

         This cannot be her first impression. She scrambles to cover her body’s betrayal, kicking at the dirt. The thistles seem willing to collude, bending and concealing. Curses bubble on her lips but she tucks her dark hair neatly behind her ears and wipes her mouth, before a woman emerges around the corner.

         “Elinor, welcome! The rising star! I’ve read all your papers, you know.” The woman, who is clearly the source of the earlier laugh, holds a hand to her heart. “Ingrid, trench supervisor.” Nell sifts quickly through her mental research log. Ingrid has Facebook and Instagram, both of which consist mostly of sunsets and crime novels. She has worked on bog bodies across Europe. She crosses her arms, bitten nails exposed, but resplendent and thoroughly-brushed grey hair tumbles over her blouse. Her face is pale pink, sun-spotted, perhaps a little dry.

         Nell prepares the calmest smile she can manage. “I’ve read all your work, too!”

         That’s a slight twist of the truth. Rheumatology feels so far removed from botany that Nell couldn’t get her head around much of Ingrid’s writing, which was dense with jargon and seemed to hold no space for pandering to laymen.

         11Ingrid gestures for Nell to follow and rounds the corner again. Nell hastily rearranges the flowers to conceal any last chunks of food, and does as she’s told. Faces: an onslaught of them. Nell holds her smile. The first to approach and shake her hand is the site director, Bill, who introduces himself as just that and nothing more. For him, a roll back of the shoulders and a businesslike handshake is all she needs. The movement of his tartan blazer releases an overbearing oak musk.

         “Can we see the trenches?” Nell asks Ingrid as they tour the group.

         “No, it’s far too dry. They have to stay covered. So, how was your journey?” Ingrid asks. Nell gets out half an answer before she continues. “You were MSc Environmental Archaeology at UCL, weren’t you? I’ve heard great things…”

         A camera flickers, presumably for the local council or Historic England. They pass the four research assistants, all of whom wave or nod, rather than shaking hands. Still, everyone seems settled. As Nell casts her eyes around the smiling faces, she can imagine herself fitting in nicely here. This is the kind of job promised to her since university: a close-knit team of passionate academics, days on site and nights clinking glasses and looking over notes. Perhaps she would even make time to sketch while she was here, adding floral details to her notebooks as she did before graduating. All that worry for nothing.

         “Is the other botanist here?” Nell asks, keen to speak with her counterpart about what might be hiding beneath the tarp.

         Ingrid drums her fingers rhythmically on the wood of a nearby table. “He’ll join us tomorrow. I don’t know, some 12kind of personal issue. But here’s Beth, without whom none of this would be possible!”

         She abandons Nell at the edge of a barbecue grill and strikes up a conversation with someone else.

         Beth is flipping burgers. She’s tall, with broad shoulders and an hourglass shape accentuated by a knotted apron. Randomly-placed grips pin back unruly ash-brown hair, sun-seared freckles mark her right cheek. She glances up, gesturing at one patty with a spatula. Her expression is unreadable, with no hint of guidance on how to act around her.

         “Hi Elinor, you want this one? It’s medium-well.”

         “You’re the farmer who discovered the bodies,” Nell says, and digs her nails into her hands for the clumsy phrasing.

         “You make it sound like a whodunnit,” Beth grins, closing the top lip of a bap. “You want this? Choose quick or I’ll eat it.”

         The patty bubbles at the edges, but the centre blushes a soft pink. “Actually, I prefer well-done meat. Sorry.”

         “This one?” Beth leans over to skewer another.

         “No, more.”

         “May as well set the damned thing on fire.” She bangs the side of the grill, jangling cutlery. “It’ll be rock hard.”

         They wait for ashy wisps to start curling off a patty near the edge, then Beth assembles Nell’s blackened burger.

         She lifts it to her nose, letting the scent hit the back of the cavity in her head, tingle her brain. Then she takes a bite. Charcoal, smoke. The meat crumbles in her mouth and crawls down her throat. She wipes her mouth and tries to smile, rather than cough. Beth laughs. 13

         
            *

         

         The sun begins its slow summer descent around six in the evening. When everyone has eaten, Nell offers to help Beth tidy. It was a generous meal, and she feels almost guilty to have eaten it, when surely the team is already intruding on Beth’s life. They crinkle tin foil into tight balls, and wipe grease from the crusting metal.

         “So, a botanist,” Beth says. She sounds reserved, as if she’d rather not talk but assumes she must. “We probably have a lot in common.”

         “What do you mean?”

         “You study plants and I, well, live them.”

         Nell finds herself repeating back, “Live them?”

         “I mean my life is controlled by the weather, and the soil. And I mean this year I’m pretty much fucked.”

         “Oh, the heatwave.”

         “That’d be the one.”

         “I hope we’re not getting in your way.” Nell’s skin bristles. She hates being in the way.

         “Well, I have had to give up a field for you lot. But I get it. This place is weird, always spitting up bits of bone and pots.”

         “Have you found anything before?”

         “Not me. My dad found an axe once. You know, one of those smooth flint ones. Apparently, they used to stick them in the marsh as offerings. Superstitious bunch, weren’t they? Although I guess I’m one to talk.”

         She catches herself then, as if she’s said too much. Nell waits; despite all the exciting talk of the evening, this is the most interesting thing she’s heard so far. Superstition is rather alien to her. But Beth falls silent and begins carrying 14plates inside. There are the marks again, a patch of freckles and scars beside her ear, which is leafy in shape. A tight inflorescence, pink-tinged and curling into the centre.

         Nell asks Beth about the farm as they sweep the patio. Beth’s sentences are clipped now. I inherited it, and local lads help out, and it’s not the kind of place you get lonely. Nell doesn’t feel as if she’s learned anything more about the farm or its owner as Beth turns from her and steps through a pair of partly rotten French doors.

         Nell sighs. She is the only one left outside, lit in evening gold. She looks out over the fields. The surface is parched, cracks spider-webbing from her feet and out into the straw-like grass. This immediate field is empty, while carpets of salad crops, vegetables and bulbs sprawl beyond, edged by a distant line of trees and the proud bloat of sunset.

         She squats at the edge of the paving and finds another meadow thistle there. She remembers the scientific name, Cirsium dissectum. From the Greek, kirsos, meaning ‘swelling vein’. She fingers its long, slim stem. Then she pulls it free, twirling it back and forth between her thumb and middle finger. She stops when the urge to put it in her mouth becomes overwhelming.

         It’s an intrusive thought, the sort that comes when you’re holding something made of glass, and your brain invites you to drop it with perverse glee. Usually she can bat the thoughts away, but this one catches on her nerves and won’t let go. Under a microscope, or even a hand lens, many plants have hidden barbs and teeth, and this feels just like that.

         Almost every part of a thistle is edible, once you’ve cut the prickles away. Root, stem, leaf, flower, seed. The stems can be sugar-dipped or stir-fried. In her first year at 15university Nell lived in halls, and at the end of her corridor there was a girl who asked people to call her Cosmos. Cosmos had loud sex at three in the morning at least once a week, and always wore long sleeves and skirts as if hiding her body, but she was perfectly friendly to Nell. Once, while Nell waited for her curls to set ahead of the Summer Ball, she found Cosmos in the shared kitchen making cocktails with herbs and edible flowers. It’s got to be either petals or roots, she explained, charring some to release their aromas, then you get a fresh but sweet flavour. Nell declined to try any, but returned to her room and scrolled through recipe blogs until it was time to shake out her hair and pin it into a dignified but ‘effortless’ up-do. Cosmos dropped out in second year, and they didn’t keep in touch.

         She gazes at the flower for a while, before replacing it on the ground to rot and be reclaimed. Pain takes root in her chest. She glances around to check she’s alone, then reaches underneath the cotton of her top, to where her sternum flared before the vomiting incident. But when her forefinger reaches the line of her diaphragm, it catches on something.

         A red spot. Nell rings around its tiny circumference. She reaches her other hand to it and jabs a nail in each side until pain stabs at the base of her brain. Her eyes water. But the spot doesn’t burst.

         Another intrusive thought: there’s something lodged in her skin. She shakes herself as if it makes any difference, then steps back towards the house, rubbing her chest. Even crushed with heat, the earth here is so alive she feels watched. 16

         
            *

         

         At the other end of the village is the guest house, its ground floor a kitchen and shop combined, with a large cool box and two shelves against the back wall where visitors can buy bread, eggs and other essentials. Nell jumps when the elderly owner taps her shoulder in the doorway and introduces himself as Gordon.

         Gordon, she learns on the way up warped stairs, was raised in Glastonbury, moved to the States for a flashy computer science job in the eighties, and came back after his first wife left him. Fell in love with the countryside again, fell in love with a woman again, and now keeps the B’n’B from sinking into the bog.

         “I always knew I’d come back. The fens stay with you.”

         “So I bet you’re excited to see what we end up with?” she smiles.

         Gordon pauses at the opening to a dark corridor. “Nothing special to find the past coming up round here, love. Your room is on the left, that other botanist will be in the one opposite.”

         He shows Nell in and leaves. One single bed, set on an iron frame with curling, botanical details on the posts. It’s hot, even with the window pushed up and the lace curtains floating lazily in the breeze. The floorboards creak so loudly that even moving her bags across them makes her cringe. The corners and windowsill are stained with mildew, tamed and reborn over and over.

         She unpacks slowly, trying not to disturb whoever is staying in the room below. Her first aid kit, her clothes, then her books with their newly cracked spines and dents; 17what had possessed her to push them over? She orders them on a shelf by spine height, and adds three sprays of jasmine and rose as finishing touches.

         It’s only when she lies on the bed that the smell of wetness under her perfume curdles in her nose. She splays her fingers and presses into the duvet. How can it be damp in this heat? She sits up, traces over the walls, where the wallpaper bubbles. The sill is moist too; she grabs a hand lens and peers closer. Tiny droplets. Almost imperceptible.

         The place must be saturated with marsh water. She’ll be lucky if she doesn’t develop a breathing issue after six weeks living in here. But maybe, in some strange way, the damp is what preserves it. Like the objects they’ll be excavating, or the Sweet Track. The six-thousand-year-old causeway, used by Neolithic peoples to cross the fen, probably runs right beneath their feet around here. She read that local conservationists regularly pump the rotting wood with water to keep it from vanishing.

         As the sun sets, Nell tries to forget the subtle ooze of the guest house by reading over the health and safety documents. She flicks through the papers, curling her legs into the lightweight sheets and blanket. But however she sits, they cling to her uncomfortably. She tries to work out if the sheets are sticking to her, or she to them. It’s like the hairs of her skin have hardened. Or her goosebumps have turned to barbs. Nell kicks the sheets off and tries to settle into the warm air.

         But her skin is on fire. Perhaps it’s an allergic reaction. She sits, stands, creeps around the room, wincing at every yelp from the floorboards. But underneath this, she hears a hum. Low, sustained. Like something in the walls has 18grown too big, stretching every beam, coiling and moaning into the mortar. After a few minutes of burning and sticking her fingers in her ears, she goes to the bathroom at the end of the hall.

         The door is so warped that the latch doesn’t fit into its corresponding lock. She kicks a heavy doorstop into place. The mirror is dingy, spotted brown in the corners, so it’s hard to tell if her skin looks rashed. But the bump is there, the one she felt earlier. And it has grown. She strips off her tee and holds her breath.

         Red, minuscule broken capillaries light the pea-sized shape in the middle of her torso. The skin on top, usually the pale hue of birch wood with moss olive undertones, is so thin as to be almost translucent, her pulse almost visible in it. And when she touches her finger lightly to its alien surface, she feels something protruding from it. She leans closer. Hairs? But they can’t be hair, because they are bruise-purple.

         Nell stumbles against the wall, pulling her T-shirt back on and trying to crush the bump with the heel of her hand. Sweat and panic. Her brain draws up paranoid lists of parasitic infection and cancer symptoms. There’s a loud voice in her head telling her to drive to the nearest hospital right now.

         “Calm down,” she tells herself firmly. “It’s not an emergency. It’s a bump. If it sticks around, you’ll find a GP and get it treated.” She takes a few breaths and pulls her phone from her back pocket.

         She barely used it all evening, so a few Instagram likes and a message from Liz wait for her on the lock screen. She dismisses them at first, instead opening the internet.

         19The first potential explanation is that it’s a skin reaction. The pollen count is high, which can make any body sensitive and quick to react. The air is strange here, no doubt full of mould. There are a hundred things she could be allergic to, but a cooling cream and some antihistamines should sort it out – both of which she has in the first aid kit.

         On the other hand, it could be an infection. She ought to clean it too.

         Back in her room, she douses the lump with alcohol gel, then a cream, and covers it with a large plaster. Finally, she swallows a tab of loratadine. All bases covered. Whatever this new appendage is, it should soon be gone, absorbed back into her normal, familiar body.

         The voices of her colleagues reach her ears from downstairs. Another of Ingrid’s belly laughs. She really should go and see them. It would take her mind off this thing. Nell quickly checks her notifications in the doorway. One by one she adds the amateurish thistle photos to her Instagram story, applying filters to draw the colours out. Her feed has a scheme: blush to dusty pink, with lilac and brown to add drama and shadow. She is the curator of her very own museum of the self.

         Then, there is the message from Liz. Since Nell left home, they’ve spoken only a few times each year, and now she hears from her sister twice in twelve hours? She thumbs it open, other hand waiting eagerly on the doorknob to take her to the others, and to distraction.

         Sorry to message late. And I’m sorry about earlier, it’s just hard when you only have one pair of hands! Please come to Charlie’s 5th bday, I’ll send you all the details nearer the time. I 20want to give you some stuff, we’ve been clearing out the attic and there are some boxes which I think are yours.

         Then Liz sends another message, and Nell has barely finished reading it when it vanishes.

         Do you remember being in hospital?

         A few seconds pass. Nell stares at the deleted message notification. Liz was small at the time, it’s not surprising that she’d forget. But it’s also odd for her to bring it up, when they haven’t talked about anything personal in years.

         Nell replies quickly. Of course! Wouldn’t miss the party!

         Then she opens her door and walks down the corridor, trying to push aside the off-kilter feeling of being back on the Somerset Levels. She pictures the pomegranate and the meadow thistle shrivelling into husks, then dust, and tries to brush them firmly from her mind, focusing instead on the friendly chatter seeping from beneath the kitchen door.

      

   


   
      
         
21
            II

         

         Nell rolls the hems of her pink cargo trousers, and crouches to tuck her fingers under the trench’s tarp covering. The horizon is already a lustrous blue – the hot blue of distant stars, which she learned about from a university boyfriend who studied Physics. He taught her that blue light carries the most energy. She had told him her favourite flowers were cornflowers, because they looked like petite, volatile blue stars. She had thought that was a fitting answer.

         She relishes the cool trapped air as they peel back the tarp. The sun hasn’t risen far, so the soil still bears an inky darkness even near the surface. As they work, she recalls the invitation email, which mentioned how mornings would be spent excavating, while afternoons were for sorting until the feverish weather broke. She had received the email at home in Milton Keynes, while screaming into a pillow so her neighbours wouldn’t hear. She had been saved that day. From the embarrassment of going to live in her parents’ spare room in Clevedon, from bankruptcy, from having to cancel her nail appointment the next day. She’d already chosen the colour and the finish.

         22Ingrid recounts the story from her clipboard as they uncover the first trench. “The field was fallow last year, to refresh it for the next crop. Then, of course, it flooded.”

         It had been all over the news. Two rivers reaching over their banks with watery fingers, creeping higher and higher until the wetland lakes became little seas, houses floating on the surface.

         “Beth found the first bone fragment in February. Now, on a three-hundred-year-old farm that’s nothing to write home about. But it was a human metacarpal bone, as you all know. The police did their bit, and the coroner designated the site as a source of potential treasure. You read the articles.”

         Ingrid had shared a photo in her invitation email, too. The narrow, roseate bone that looked out of place on a white examination table.

         Ingrid continues as they pull the rest of the tarp away, exposing the first trench at a metre and a half deep, and the second at thirty centimetres.

         “Bill and my first team dug the test grids and found significant samples of preserved biomass as well as bone fragments. The ground scan revealed deep artificial chambers and two sets of human remains – so we are assuming this to be a grave, perhaps for someone important. We ordered in the peat cutters, and here we are now. You four, sampling, please.”

         Ingrid points in the direction of the assistants, who step into the shallower trench. They pick up their sample pots and communal trowels, and Nell watches them creep around, each footstep causing only the slightest sound. She wants to tell them not to be so worried – the peat cutter chopped a hand off, which has been delivered to the lab 23ahead of everything else, and later they’ll agitate and sieve everything. They couldn’t do much worse. But she remembers first-dig jitters, the way it feels like the earth has sprouted through your legs and ensnared your nervous system. Don’t touch me, it seems to say, I’m precious.

         Ingrid continues. “Where is the other botanist, Nell?” As if Nell could have any idea why he hasn’t shown. “Whatever, it can’t be helped. Let’s start in area one marked here. The first complete body shouldn’t be too far below us.”

         Once Nell crouches into the cushiony mud, she can no longer see the farm. It is navy blue above, brown-black below. It’s a nice moment, tranquil, until she reaches into her bag and the world oscillates. She feels herself rock.

         “What’s the matter?” Ingrid asks.

         Nell pulls her metal flask from her backpack to take a sip of water. She draws in air, rubs her chest. The bump is still there, but it’s too soon to say anything about it. The timing isn’t right, the moment too important to be undermined by something personal. Nell chooses the most innocuous words she can think of.

         “Do I have something in my eye?”

         Ingrid squints, and shakes her head. “Not that I can see.

         Shall we get started?”

         Nell unzips her backpack and pulls out her tools, which have pink handles to blend into her Instagram. Beneath them are her bug repellent, sun cream, antibacterial gel, a mini first aid kit, water bottle, logbook, Sharpies, gloves, packaged snacks, a lighter, and even a pocket knife at the bottom, although she’s never had to use it. The bag’s zip encircles all of these items, revealing their pleasing arrangement whenever she opens it.

         24“You’re a girl after my own heart,” Ingrid says.

         It’s been a long time since Nell has sunk gloved fingers into the cottage-cheese softness of fen earth. Since childhood. Everything she excavated at university or for the city developers was through clay or chalk. She parts the soil as gently as if it was silk. The soil reddens. Slow, then all at once, like a spreading bloodstain.

         “I think there’s something here,” she says.

         “Let me see.” Ingrid clacks her trowel against Nell’s, so she backs off. The clumping soil comes away easily, until Ingrid’s trowel hits something. She switches to a brush. Then a small, tawny-brown dome erupts like a crowning baby.

         “Body number one.” Ingrid’s voice rises to a bellow. “Bill: here, now!”

         She stands, and stabs north arrows into the ground for photos. The others arrive and climb down, clumping around the skull like leaves caught in a drain. The air grows warm and wet, coagulating in Nell’s lungs.

         As far as Nell has thought until now, the ground is a substrate, a thing which roots grow through. It holds nutrients and provides structure so that plants can thrive in it. But of course, the ground is also full of bodies – meat and bone and biomolecules. Where else would those nutrients come from if not the past, settling in layers, packed tight by the feet of the present?

         And now, here’s a body. It hardly resembles a living thing. It has become ground-like, planted so deep like a seed.

         As Ingrid clears the dirt around the skull, her hand slips over the area where its face should be.

         25“How odd,” she says, dusting granules until the explanation becomes clear. There is no face. It’s obvious, even to Nell’s untrained eye, that they are looking at the back of the skeleton’s head.

         “Are they buried face-down?” Nell whispers.

         Ingrid nods. “Must have shifted. I’ve never seen a burial like this before.”

         The trench fills with cautious excitement, but Nell steps back. She turns over a small piece of charcoal in her hand.

         It had been sticking from the sanguine peat near the head. With a brief inspection, even in the dawn light, she recognises the tip of a sharp grass leaf. A grass that would have been very tall, would have brushed against shoulders and ears. She tries to imagine the owner of the bog body, walking through this field in its ancient state. Did the air bite with cold or heat? She can’t quite reach it yet, can’t pull an image into view.

         But this feels like something. She can’t tell if it is heavy or light in her hands, but its fragile texture presses through her gloves. When she was small, she held the plants in the field out back like this, like their delicate bodies could crumble apart under her touch.

         A voice snaps her back from the ancient past, and her own past, all of it knitted together. “I’m right on time.”

         Nell cranes her neck upwards. The dawn silhouettes a man about her age. She takes another step away from her colleagues as he climbs into the trench and holds a hand towards her.

         Hair, asphalt-black and metallic when the sun catches it. Complexion, the sandy hue of a Roman ruin, with a hint of pink. Shirt, printed with dark green and plum-coloured leaves. Ill-fitting glasses that sit low on his nose. His sleeves 26are rolled to the elbow, exposing thin arms that writhe with sinew as he leans forwards. Nell lifts her arm instinctively, wondering without meaning to what this man’s hand will feel like.

         Tight grip, hot skin. “Gunner,” he says. “Everyone’s not too mad at me, are they? If I could have gotten here sooner, I would have.”

         Nell had checked his profiles too, of course: filled with landscapes, taken from behind him so he has the air of an explorer. She tries to think of something reassuring to say, but Ingrid speaks first, without looking up from her notes.

         “Let’s see how you’ll make up for it. Come here, Gunner.”

         Gunner releases Nell and steps towards the others, loudly introducing himself, which Ingrid answers by introducing him to the inverted body at their feet.

         They scoop away the looser earth, then switch to brushes and picks nearer the flesh. And it is flesh: even amongst the small exposed area, Nell sees remnants of leathery, tanned skin stuck to the skull. The conditions must have been optimal, waterlogged from the moment the bodies were buried. She recalls from Ingrid’s papers that hard tissue preserves better than soft tissue in fenland, but with enough waterlogging over enough time, the pH stays low enough to maintain softer parts, too.

         Ingrid points Nell and Gunner to wherever needs attention. She notes the apparent degradation of proteins, the red ochre which must have been painted on the skin, the tanning process, every detail she can see from half of a skull.

         Gunner sighs with satisfaction. “You know, I’ve read a lot of your work, Ingrid. But can I say what an honour it is to work with you?”

         27She waves a hand as if to shush him, but the smile betrays her. “Thank you. I am looking forward to working with you too.” Her voice quietens. “Just kids and you’ve both already done so much.”

         There is a palpable shift in Gunner, a tightening of the shoulders – animal, instinctual and competitive. “Well, I feel like I still have a lot to learn. Who’d have ever thought there was so much to seeds, huh?”

         Nell senses she ought to join in the self-deprecation for Ingrid’s benefit. “I’m a complete newbie when it comes to bog bodies. I just wrote a thesis on weeds that got published in some places.”

         They return to work, though Nell leans back onto her hands for a moment, finding the feeling in her legs, allowing blood to pulse through.

         Gunner’s cropped trousers and the hairs around his ankles are mud-caked. He digs hungrily, picking things up and tossing them around – perhaps one of those tramplers raised by laissez-faire parents. Nell allows herself a moment longer surveying him, and even holds his gaze when he smiles at her. He has large nostrils like he could breathe in the world, and a mouth that stays open, teeth exposed, even after he says, “Hi.” Nell starts, and turns back to the earth.

         She eases soil from the skull, and soon scoops her fingers around the back, into its eye sockets. Ingrid and Gunner are exposing the curved neck bones and a butterfly of shoulder blades, fanned inwards.

         “They’re curled up,” Nell says, then gasps. The others stop digging and wait for her to speak again.

         As she draws her hand out from underneath the skull, dark pinkish-brown organic material flakes over her gloves. 28There is something in the corpse’s eye sockets. Nell becomes aware of the dryness of her mouth, her breathing so quick that her tongue sticks to the back of her teeth.

         Gunner leans closer, the air moving with him. “Flowers?”

         “I think so,” she coughs, finding tweezers and pulling something free. It comes loose in a few pieces, and despite its deteriorated state she grabs a Sharpie and labels a plastic bag with the word Thistles. “They’ve stuffed the skull with some sort of thistle head.”

         “What could that mean?” Gunner says. “Some kind of ritual?”

         Nell shows him the charred grass leaf she picked out before, and bags it alongside the thistles. “The plants all seem to have been burned or charred in some way.”

         “Careful,” Ingrid says, “I’ve been quick to cry ‘ritualistic’ before. It tends to make people suspicious.”

         Nell opens her mouth to respond, but closes it again.

         
             

         

         By lunchtime they have hit the shoulder blade of the second body. Ingrid deduces it is smaller, perhaps female, or a child, or elderly. The two bodies lie close together, so much so that their arms may interlock somewhere in the soil, but both heads are turned, forced to look down.

         Beth hovers at the edge of the trench while Ingrid explains the morning’s discoveries. A small tractor hums near one of the outbuildings, waiting to take her back onto the distant fields where she is collecting the first of a vegetable crop. Nell watches in fascination from the doorway of their makeshift laboratory, a small marquee with plastic tables 29arranged in the centre. Beth’s face remains calm, even as she agrees with Ingrid that this is very exciting. Today her hair is twisted into a bun, and she’s wearing denim overalls covered with greenish handprints. When Beth turns to leave, she looks directly at Nell, unreadable as she was during the barbecue.

         They irrigate and cover the bodies, then take shelter from the sun. Ingrid hands around high-calorie snack bars and stands over the group until each has had a cup of water, then puts Gunner and Nell on flotation and sifting until the heat breaks. In the corner of the marquee, Bill makes affirmative noises into his phone.

         Nell heaves the samples into a line, and while Gunner turns on the hose, she records preliminary data. Soil colour matching, noting the distinctive ochre redness around the bodies. It’s a clay pigment – she’s quite sure – that would have been dried, powdered, and perhaps turned into a paste or paint.

         A worn calliper juts from the tool pile, so Nell measures some of the large flower heads and leaf remains from the bagged samples. Some are dyed with the red pigment, while others have turned to charcoal. Gunner shows the assistants how to pour their samples into the first sieve and rinse off the worst of the dirt.

         “I know it seems boring,” he grins, “but it’s actually where you get those eureka moments. You never know what a quick clean’ll uncover. When I visited the Sonoran Desert in Arizona with my parents, we broke open this rock and there was fossilised grass inside. And when we cleaned away the dust, we even found preserved beetles…”

         Nell sifts through the lab tools. “There are no over-the-elbow gloves.”

         30Gunner shrugs. “Use your hands. With such acidic soil you won’t get any bad bacteria in there, don’t worry.”

         She knows this, but plunging her hand into the water sends shock waves along her arm and deep into her shoulder. The pain finds the lump and she shivers.

         “It’s always worse when you’re hot, I find.” Gunner watches her with a smile.

         “You do a lot of digs?” she asks. He seems too polished, too much of a lab person. But he’s turning out a catalogue of fragments in perfect size order on a tray.

         “My dad was an archaeologist. You might have heard of him actually: Malcolm Bloud? He wrote a bunch of books that get used in university reading lists. We followed him around the world – he gave lectures and taught courses and stuff.”

         The word “Was” drips from her mouth before she can stop it. One of the assistants, the one wearing a bucket hat over her glossy, dark brown ponytail (Mia, Nell thinks), visibly holds her breath.

         “He died a couple of days after my thirteenth birthday. I ended up specialising in pollen and micro stuff – maybe so I didn’t, you know, feel like a clone – but I never pass up a chance to get on site if the spaces are there. My dad was insatiable when he was on a dig. It makes me feel, I don’t know, closer to him. Dismal, right?”

         “I’m so sorry,” she says. Gunner shrugs.

         Nell shakes her hand through soil clumps, the pumping of blood just enough to keep her from yanking it out from the cold. Gunner talks about his childhood travels – Mexico, Scotland, the Basque Country.

         “How about you, Elinor?”

         31She scoops the floating matter onto her own tray and grabs the hose. “What about me?”

         “Well, you’ve heard my life story.” This is partly true, although she knows more about Gunner’s father than about him.

         “There’s not much to tell,” she replies. This is completely true: her childhood was uneventful because her parents didn’t relish events.

         “But your career is really something,” he says. “I read your paper on British wildflower morphology and acidity. And the essay about weeds and society, that tension in how we perceive them? And your rising star feature by the American Journal of Botany! Also, I’m pretty sure everyone here follows you on Instagram.”

         She looks to the assistants. Mia and another student both nod.

         “Oh,” she says, her heart quivering. “That’s really sweet.”

         Mia pipes up, “Your feed is literally gorgeous.”

         The quivering worsens. “Thank you, it’s really not that big a deal, though!”

         At one time, when she was freshly graduated, she had the energy to upload multiple times a day, growing her following into the thousands. She posted intricately pinked chicory flowers with four perfect cuts in each petal, and feathery yarrow leaves adorned in butterflies, and selfies with her lips painted the burned pink hue of plum skin. Moving to Milton Keynes had shifted the subjects towards foliage and trees, but she had bought potted plants and visited gardens whenever she could. That was a while ago, now.

         32A little relieved to let the conversation flow on to other topics, Nell runs the hose around her objects, helping the film of earth to let go. There are shapes she can’t identify straight away, but she makes a few sketches to compare with her books in the evening.

         “So many thistles.” She holds her voice close, so even the lightest wind of her breath can’t disturb the buds.

         When the assistants take a bathroom break, Gunner inches towards her into her peripheral vision. “Hey, I was thinking of going for a walk later, maybe heading into town to get some food. You want to come?”

         She wants to say yes, but the closer her face gets to the flowers laid out in front of them, the more she can see them dancing. The more she sees them waving in the breeze, then picked by earth-hardened hands. Arranged in some pattern, maybe a weave or criss-cross. Why are they there – to cover the smell of dead bodies, to cleanse? Or to line the grave, so the plants might grow into their flesh and remake them. The image of the bodies, freshly dead and buried, is becoming clearer.

         “I need air,” she says, and stands so fast she almost hits Gunner in the face. She feels his eyes on her as she leaves, and her name sounds odd in his voice as he calls after her. A stirring in her chest coils into her gut. She wants him to say her name again. She doesn’t know why – it’s not like her to enjoy her name in anyone’s voice. Makes her feel like a small thing, so easily labelled. Even when her Google Home does it.

         With the infinite blue sky pressing heat through her, she stands at the edge of the trench, then climbs down, so the world disappears again. The bog bodies are covered 33with small tarp squares, but she feels them reaching up.

         Nell sits in the soil, letting the moisture into her clothes. Who cares – she could lie down, and the fen would consume her in its passive way, as it did the bodies.

         She presses her hands to her chest.

         Ingrid calls, “You okay there, Nell?”

         “Fine,” replies an echoey voice that must be hers. “Just taking it all in.”

         She wants to take it in like osmosis, a starved stem drawing water. She lowers her right hand, gloveless, and digs into the soil. Her pulse begins to throb in her neck. There is a strong urge to plaster the earth across herself. To plant herself here.

         Her job is to observe and extrapolate the relationship between humans and plants at any particular site. To assess whether they farmed, what they might have eaten, if they used plants for recreational or spiritual purposes. She is doing her job.

         And yet, it doesn’t feel like enough.

         “Exciting, isn’t it?” Gunner has followed her into the trench. “It’s so intricate. Whoever this was, they must have been important.”

         She nods, swallowing more saliva than should have formed in the few seconds he’s been talking. She tries to steer the conversation back towards him, where he seems comfortable, and positions her body to hide her muddied hand.

         “How come you had to arrive late?”

         He answers quickly. “My roommate was sick. Didn’t seem sensible to leave her.”

         “That’s kind of you.”

         His smile moves from her face down her arm, like 34he’s realised what she’s doing. “Aren’t we lucky to be able to do this now? What with all the peat bogs and fens disappearing and getting oxygenated.”

         “I know,” she says, trying to release her acrylics from the squelching ground. They are effective digging tools, spearing deep.

         “And the dropping water table around here too, Jesus. All these secrets might disappear, and we won’t have learned anything. It breaks my heart. I honestly believe we should be looking to these people, now more than ever. Getting back to an older relationship with the Earth – isn’t that what we need right now? Not to go all tree-hugger on you when we’ve just met. But I’m afraid that’s what I am! Vegan and everything.” He chuckles.

         “Get back,” she repeats. The invasive thought flashes through her again. Her, covered in peat, smearing it in sultry lines over Gunner’s face. Their eyes stare skywards, pupils void-wide.

         “I don’t feel good. Maybe we can go for a walk tomorrow…”

         She stands, and shakes herself, then reaches around her back to pull the water bottle free and take a long swig from it. It must be the heat and the excitement.

         
             

         

         Nell showers in the evening, and again in the morning of the second excavation day. Gunner, now settled into the room opposite hers, doesn’t seem bothered by her long bathroom trips. Each time she hopes the steam will clear her out. She’s fogged up with something, a 35denseness in her body. There’s something in the air, or the water, or the food here, making her different.

         You horrible little girl, her mother shrieks. It’s a memory, and Nell is a child. The shower head fleshes out to become her mother’s face.

         Nell reviews her hands, caked in soil and something sticky like honey. And in the middle of her left palm, the spider.

         What have you done, Elinor?

         She found the spider in the field. The field – of course – was not their garden. Too overgrown and wild. It was next door to their house. They never knew who owned it. Anyway, the spider had crawled onto her leg, where she slapped it harder than she’d ever hit anything before. So hard that three of its legs became detached from its body, and its body mashed out. She’d brought it inside to stare at it. She had horrified herself, snuffing something out so easily and quickly.

         Shower, now. Her mother rushes her to the bathroom, leaves her alone in there. She must be thirteen or so, because she remembers hanging a training bra on the hook alongside her T-shirt and jeans. Too old for such behaviour.

         Water rushes down her, steam rises. She scrubs at her skin until she’s sure the bits of spider are stripped from her body.

         Her mind dribbles back into the present and she is crying. She half-expects to see period blood, a welcome explanation for the slow sensation of being unstitched. But the water runs clear.

         With her left hand she rubs her chest again, until a quick jab of pain stops her.

         The bump has changed. Like a baby in the belly that has kicked its legs out, and found a low seat on its mother’s 36bladder, unignorable. It is wider at the bottom, almost triangular except for its rounded edges. And the skin at the top is even thinner, pores broken open where the three purple, hair-like things emerge.

         She wants to slap it, like she did that poor spider. She has to squeeze it and purge it out. But she can’t bring herself to touch it again. It’s too horrible.

         
             

         

         The clatter of shovels and thundering of boots comes from downstairs. Bill’s Land Rover engine growls on the driveway, ready for day two. Nell redresses the wound and hopes that her disapproval of its existence will somehow alert her white blood cells to get rid of it for her.

         The weather is cooler by a degree or two, allowing them to work longer hours. Whenever Ingrid and Gunner aren’t looking, Nell slips off her right glove and uses her acrylics to scoop peat from the crevices of the bodies. She hates how natural and good this dirty thing feels. It reminds her of the field once more. After killing the spider, her childhood self had expected the field to feel angry with her the next time she visited. But it was indifferent, carrying on as usual and welcoming her back like nothing happened.

         It is midday when Mia calls out from the smaller trench.

         “We need the botanists, please!”

         Nell and Gunner leave their stations to investigate. The assistants have reached a gunge of plant matter, woven like damp tapestry. Brown and red: mud, and more ochre. Despite Ingrid’s warning, Nell’s mind forms the words ritual, secret, sacred.

         37She directs the assistants, their bodies flurrying around her. She calls the names of plants so Gunner can label bags, though her voice sounds uncertain and she blushes with the attention. As the others mark up the area and take photos, she sinks her re-gloved fingers into the tangled mess of ecofacts, and feels calmer. Some appear charred, others almost pickled by the acid and lack of oxygen. They all must have been burned before burial. Even with the slowest inch of her muscles she can manage, the sodden cracks of twigs warn her to be careful. A single squeeze and she could turn the material to mulch.

         As soon as the team exposes them to the air, the most delicate pieces fall apart. They fill the bags with fragments and flecks. Nell pushes deeper and deeper, still finding stems and leaves and flower-heads, until her middle finger scratches against something hard. She pulls her trowel out to cut a deeper square around the object.

         “Oh my god.”

         Everyone stops. Bill’s boots appear in her line of vision, as he leans over her from the surface. She eases her fingers around the object as Mia takes photos for the record. It comes loose, peat tumbling away. Nell raises the skull, turns it over, and stares into its stuffed eyes.

         A third body.

         Someone squeaks in awe and a loud “Fuck!” comes from Gunner’s direction.

         Ingrid climbs down and reaches towards Nell’s hands. “It didn’t even show up on the scans!”

         Nell turns the new skull over again, noting its saturated weight. It’s far more decomposed than its neighbours. 38There’s a large, jagged hole in the back of the head, with cracks splintering out from it.
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