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            PART ONE

            LONDON, NOVEMBER 1922

         

         
            
        With intense excitement, I drew back the bolts.
      

            Howard Carter, archaeologist
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         One filthy wet Wednesday morning, the world stopped making sense. I wish I could say I’d been expecting it, like those clever people who smell thunderstorms or feel tidal waves before they hit, but that wasn’t quite how it happened.

         We’d been eating breakfast, Mum and me, bumping knees under our tiny kitchen table as we polished off the last of the bread and dripping. I’d be hungry again within the hour: I always was. I was also dreading school. So you could say the day had started as grim as any other. Until, that was, I saw the headline in the morning paper:

         ‘HUMAN FEET FOUND IN BLOOMSBURY TOWN HOUSE.’

         ‘Is it true?’ I asked, baffled.

         Mum was scanning the inside pages for the death notices and horoscopes, which were the bits she always read first. ‘Is what true, pet?’

         I pointed to the article: ‘Can I see?’ because it was 2just the sort of queer story that’d stick in my head all day if I didn’t read it.

         Mum turned to the front page with a frown.

         ‘Your dad wouldn’t think much of you filling your brain with this, Lil,’ she said, once she’d read it herself.

         No, he probably wouldn’t.

         Dad wanted his daughter to be quiet, hard-working, with her nose always in a textbook. And I was like this, but I could be fierce if I had to be and wasn’t good at niceties or looking neat for school. Which was why when Mum cut my hair off with the dressmaking scissors, Dad didn’t object. Better a daughter with boy-short hair than one whose plaits were always unravelling.

         Meanwhile, across the kitchen table, Mum was still holding the newspaper.

         ‘Oh come on, let me. Dad’s not even here,’ I pointed out.

         He’d gone to work early, as usual, selling carpets door to door. Mum said he was lucky to have a job when, since the war, times were hard for everyone. She worked in Woolworths, and no amount of lipstick could hide how tired she always looked. But at least we had a roof over our heads – a sloping attic one, because our rooms were on the very top floor, which was all 3right until you needed the privy. Then you’d have to go down four flights of stairs to the back yard, where you’d pray you’d remembered to bring lav paper, and that there weren’t any rats waiting to nip you.

         ‘Imagine being in the trenches, then,’ Bobby Fitzpatrick, who lived in the ground-floor flat, used to say. ‘The Frenchie rats were bigger than baby pigs, so Father told me.’

         My dad never spoke about the war. Yet four years later, you still felt it everywhere, every day, like a gritty layer of dust. You’d notice men who’d once been soldiers now begging on street corners, unable to work because of blindness, or burns, or missing arms or legs – and those were the injuries you could see. I’d overheard enough adults whispering to know that the war did funny things to people. We were lucky that all Dad had to show for it was a tremble in his hands. On the outside at least, he was all in one piece.

         Gulping down the last of my breakfast, I wiped my fingers on my school skirt, then asked Mum again for the newspaper. I still wanted to read about the human feet.

         Mum passed it to me. ‘Quickly, then, or you’ll be late.’

         It didn’t take long to read the story. As I’d suspected, it was a very odd turn of events. 4

         The police, the report said, had been called to a central London address, where they found a man’s feet on his hearth rug. The rest of him had vanished. His coat and hat were still hanging in their usual place in the hallway. Police named the man as Professor Selim Hanawati, a scholar of Middle Eastern art.

         ‘Where’s Professor Hanawati now?’ I asked Mum. I didn’t suppose he could’ve got far without his feet.

         She gave me a narrow look. ‘The poor man burned to death, Lilian. Every bit of him – apart from what they found. It’s called spontaneous human … something or other.’

         Even with half a name, it didn’t make much sense to me. People’s bodies didn’t burn by themselves.

         Mum took the paper from me gently. ‘You’ve frightened yourself now, haven’t you?’

         ‘No.’ But it had stirred me up rather, and Mum, noticing this – as she always did – quickly homed in on another news story. ‘Look, Lil! That archaeologist Howard Carter’s gone back to Egypt to start digging again for Tutankhamun’s tomb. One last go, apparently. Your grandad’ll be interested, won’t he?’

         He wouldn’t: Grandad had no time for Mr Carter. ‘That glory boy?’ he’d called him. ‘Without Lord 5Carnarvon’s money, he couldn’t even afford the train ride to London!’

         ‘Only because it’s Egypt,’ I said to Mum.

         To say my grandad adored Egypt was an understatement. He’d named his Siamese cat Nefertiti after the queen. He’d travelled there, years ago, and been in love with the place ever since. It’d rubbed off on me, this fascination of his. Not that I’d a flying pig’s chance of ever going there, but still.

         As for the feet story, I couldn’t shake it off. It stayed with me all day, through Latin, French, triple maths, and a science lesson about flammable liquids – bizarrely. To be blunt, school was a drag. I hated the place – or more precisely, St Kilda’s College for Girls. Everyone was so proper, and so snooty with it. Yet listening to Mum and Dad you’d have thought our ship had well and truly come in when the scholarship offer arrived – ‘Such an opportunity, Lilian!’ ‘It’s your chance for a brighter future!’ But believe me, life was much simpler when I went to the same school as the other kids on our street.

         When I got home that night, the lights were off in our flat. The stove was cold. Dad was normally back before me, so it was a bit unusual. On the table, propped up against the salt pot, was a note from Mum. 6We weren’t a note-leaving type of family, so I knew straight away something had happened. And the jolt in my stomach told me the news was bad.

         Skimming the message, I saw the words ‘hospital’ and ‘Grandad’, which troubled me even more. Only very sick people went to hospital. You had to pay for your treatment, and Grandad always said plenty of folks who went in never came out again.

         Guessing poor Nefertiti would be worried too, I took the spare key to Grandad’s from its hook. I didn’t want to stay here on my own, imagining awful things. I’d go and feed his beloved cat, instead.

         
            *

         

         Grandad lived a few streets away above a shop that, according to the tatty sign over the door, sold ‘Rarities and Antiquities’ though I’d never seen him sell a single thing. Inside was a treasure trove of maps, vases, unpacked boxes and mouldy Turkish carpets stacked against the walls. He’d collected it all from his travels, though Mum reckoned it was mostly rubbish and he needed to get a cleaner in.

         I covered the short distance to Grandad’s at record pace. It was getting dark, the street lamps already lit, 7and the rain that’d dampened me on the way back from school had turned to sleet. For November, it was unusually cold.

         Grandad’s shop was shut up and dark. His rooms above it had their own entrance round the back, through a gate and down a side alley. As I lifted the gate latch, something warm rubbed against my legs, making me jump.

         ‘Oh, cat!’ I gasped out loud.

         Nefertiti bounded ahead of me down the alley to wait on the back doorstep. It wasn’t pitch dark here by any means: the streets all around were well lit. Yet a strange, shivery feeling came over me. I didn’t want to go any further. And I certainly didn’t want to go inside Grandad’s flat.

         Don’t be stupid, I told myself. I’d only been here a few days ago for our usual Saturday afternoon tea. Yet even that, usually my favourite part of the week, had been a little bit odd.

         We’d been drinking what Grandad called chai – dark, sugary tea in little glasses, Egyptian-style. It was a habit he’d picked up from his travels. Nefertiti, as usual, was draped like a fur stole around his shoulders. I’d never seen her sit like that on anyone else.

         ‘Well, Lily,’ Grandad announced, being the only person 8not to call me plain old Lil. ‘I’ve been thinking: I need to put my things in order, and I could do with your help.’

         Now Grandad was often saying random things, which was one reason why I thought him so splendid. His cleverness didn’t come from books or colleges but from going out into the world and getting grubby with it. You never knew quite what he’d come up with next.

         On Saturday, though, he’d been coughing, enough for me to wonder if he wasn’t well.

         ‘What things?’ I asked, though from the look on his face, it was obvious he wasn’t talking about housework: he meant to write a will, and this alarmed me. ‘You’re not ill, are you?’

         ‘Ill? Nah, tough as an old saddlebag, me.’ Yet he quickly fell serious. ‘It’s a friend of mine from years back who’s poorly. He wrote to me this week for the first time in years – troubled, he was, about something that happened between us a long time ago. We made a mistake, you see, and he’s asking me to put it right.’

         ‘So it’s like his dying wish?’ I said, because it sounded very mysterious.

         ‘I sincerely hope not!’ Grandad glared at me. ‘He’s sent me something to read – the writing’s tiny and I can’t find my blasted spectacles anywhere.’

         Which wasn’t surprising, given how untidy Grandad 9was. But by now it was already five o’clock: time for me to go. We agreed I’d pop by another time to help him read it.

         ‘Promise me you won’t mention any of this to your mother,’ Grandad said. ‘You know how she’s inclined to—’

         ‘Fuss?’ We both knew what Mum was like. I felt pleased to be trusted with something decent like a secret, when at home all I got to be responsible for were things like washing the supper dishes or making the beds. This was far more exciting. ‘I’ll not say a word to her, promise.’

         ‘Or your father,’ Grandad added.

         I nodded. Not that I ever spoke to Dad about Grandad – the two of them hadn’t shared a civil word in years. It was one of those family oddities you just knew, without being told exactly why.

         Grandad tapped the side of his nose. ‘Good girl, Lily. The nut doesn’t reveal the tree it contains: it’s an old Egyptian proverb, worth remembering.’

         It was this I was thinking of now, as I stood at Grandad’s door, telling myself not to be stupid. The only difference with his flat tonight was Grandad himself wasn’t here. Yet the odd, chilly feeling wouldn’t go away. It wasn’t just me, either. The cat sensed it too. In one swift leap, Nefertiti was up on the neighbour’s wall, fur on end. 10

         ‘What’s the matter, crosspatch?’ I asked her.

         She made a yowling noise that Grandad said was her way of talking. She wouldn’t be coaxed down, not even with a square of chocolate I’d found in my coat pocket. So much for feeding her, when she wouldn’t even come near me.

         Even more bizarre was the key in the door. However much I twisted and jiggled it, the lock wouldn’t open. I was in a right old fluster, and ready to give up and go home, when I saw a parcel. The postman had left it on the doorstep, behind the empty milk bottles. I bent down to pick it up. It was quite heavy, about the size of a shoebox, and wrapped in brown paper that was already wrinkled with damp. The name on the front was Grandad’s: Mr Ezra Wilkinson. Ezra: a funny, old-fashioned name that Mum said was always given to the men in our family. My middle name – Ella – was as close to it as a girl’s name could be.

         Turning the parcel over to read the sender’s name, I was in for a whopping great surprise.

         
      Professor Selim Hanawati.
    

         It was the man who’d died, who’d left behind his feet. And now it seemed he’d left something else, this time specifically for Grandad.
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         I headed straight home, clutching the parcel to my chest. Being back amongst the street lights, traffic, people going about their evening business, I hoped everything would seem a bit less weird: it didn’t. I felt stunned. My brain, never good at staying quiet, leapt from one thing to the other as I walked.

         My grandad in his younger days had travelled to Egypt, Turkey, Palestine, to buy copies of ancient relics to sell. Professor Hanawati was a Middle Eastern art expert. So did that mean this professor – this dead man – was the old friend Grandad had told me about, who’d got back in touch after all these years? He’d certainly never mentioned him before now. Nor had he ever talked about mistakes from the past.

         I didn’t want to dwell on strange coincidences. But it was hard not to, when the professor had died in such a peculiar way, and now Grandad was sick, all within the same twenty-four hours. 12

         Back at ours, Mum still hadn’t returned from the hospital. Dad was in the kitchen, arguing with the stove that wouldn’t light: he didn’t hear me come in. I went straight to my bedroom, which was really little more than a cupboard at the end of the hall. But it was mine, and it had a door on it that at times like this was good to shut behind you. Without taking off my coat, I sat on my bed to study the parcel closely. This was Grandad’s package, not mine, I warned myself. But the urge to look inside was too strong.

         I opened it.

         Wrapped in the paper was a rough wooden box. It was about six inches tall and three inches deep, similar to the ones I’d seen Dad bring home at Christmas with a bottle of port inside. At the top was a lid, the clasp and hinges rusty, like it hadn’t been opened for years. It opened now, though, smooth as anything – almost, rather creepily, as if it was willing me to look inside.

         The box was full of musty-smelling straw. Digging my hand in, I could feel something cold and smooth. At first glance, it looked like a metal jar or vase of some sort. I took it out, holding it to the light. My breath caught. It was, without doubt, the most incredible thing I’d ever seen. 13

         The jar had a stopper in its neck that wouldn’t shift. It was fascinating, that stopper, shaped like an animal’s head, with the long pointy snout and stand-up ears of Anubis, the Egyptian god who guided souls to the underworld. I recognised it from pictures Grandad had showed me, and our many visits to museums. The lid didn’t want to come off, though. I tried pulling it, turning it. I even held the whole jar upside down and gave it a little shake. There were no signs that it was meant to open: no latch or clasp, yet it sounded hollow, and though I might’ve been imagining it, when I shook it, something moved inside.

         Now, I’d been in Grandad’s shop enough to know a nice piece when I saw one, but this jar was seriously old-looking – and the things Grandad collected generally weren’t. They were fakes – copies of lovely old things at affordable prices. You could buy them in the street in Egypt, apparently.

         This jar was in a whole different league. It was covered all over in little pictures of animals and birds and squiggly lines: hieroglyphics. Though the jar was grimy with dirt, you could see it was made out of gold. To be honest, it was so beautiful, it made me a bit afraid. The only place I’d ever seen things half as magnificent was in cabinets at the British Museum. I couldn’t 14think why my grandad had been sent something quite so extraordinary.

         Question after question bubbled up in my head, and there was no Grandad there to answer them, which was mightily frustrating. The only thing for it was to go and see him. Not to take him flowers or grapes or whatever people did when they visited hospitals, but to give him the parcel. He’d know what to do with it. What it was all about. I only hoped he wasn’t too horribly ill to see me.

         Out in the hallway, the front door slammed. Wet things were being hung up, the rattle of an umbrella returned to its stand: signs that Mum was home. My heart thumped uncomfortably as I heard her say something to Dad in a low voice. Then she called to me: ‘Lil? You there?’

         ‘Coming!’ I answered.

         Tucking the jar back inside the box, I hid it under my covers and, though I was dreading it, went to hear the news from the hospital.

         
            *

         

         What Mum told me was worrying to say the least: Grandad had a consumption in his lungs. He had a 15fever, too, and other strange symptoms that the doctors thought were malaria.

         ‘Malaria?’ I didn’t understand. How could you get malaria in North London?

         ‘He got it years ago on his travels. A flare-up of an old illness, the doctor said – and what with his lungs …’ Mum started to cry. Quietly. Miserably.

         It made me teary too. I hated it when she got upset. Mostly, it was over much smaller things than this, the stuff a smile or a pat on the arm would make better. But this was serious, and called for tea. I gave Mum hers with extra sugar, which usually did the trick when she was low.

         ‘How will he ever pay for the hospital?’ Mum sighed, teacup in hand.

         Dad stared broodily at the fire. ‘We can hardly manage our own bills, love. Don’t ask me to start helping your father now.’

         Revived a bit, Mum then started fretting over me: ‘You’re not to visit him, Lil, I’m warning you, he’s infectious.’ And Dad chipped in with: ‘She’ll be at school, not hanging around hospital wards.’

         So I nodded and tried to look sensible, though my mind was already made up: I was going to see him tomorrow, and they couldn’t stop me. I stayed tight-lipped about the strange business with the parcel too. 16Mum already had enough to worry about, and Dad, a stickler for doing things properly, would probably make me take it to the police.

         
            *

         

         That night I couldn’t sleep for toffee. Worrying about Grandad was bad enough, but I’d not counted on the jar disturbing me like it did. I’d left the box on my chair, but every time I nearly nodded off, my eyes would ping open and I’d find myself staring at it again. Eventually, I put the light on. Then my mind started playing tricks: was the parcel moving? What was that rustling sound? Was the package unwrapping itself?

         It was stupid, thinking like this. But in the end I only felt better once the parcel was out of sight under my bed. My room became familiar again too: the chair heaped with clothes, a rag rug on the bare floor, thin curtains at the window that always let in a draught.

         ‘We could make it look nicer, couldn’t we, eh?’ Mum said when we first came to live here. ‘A bit of lace, a few dried flowers?’

         I’d pulled a face and she sighed. ‘Oh, Lil! You’re so plain and practical. Sometimes I think you’d rather have been born a boy!’ 17

         Actually, she had a point. Yet as soon as she’d said it, she kissed the top of my head and insisted she didn’t mean it.

         Even now the only decoration was on the wall above my bed, where I’d stuck a postcard Grandad bought me on our last visit to the British Museum. It was of the Rosetta Stone, that big grey slab covered in ancient writing that meant the rest of the world could translate hieroglyphics.

         Turning out my bedside lamp, I hoped I’d finally go to sleep. But instead, the darkness swirled with ancient symbols. When I tried to think of something else, I kept coming back to Egypt, only this time it was today’s other news story, the one about Howard Carter and Tutankhamun’s tomb.

         Despite what Grandad thought of Mr Carter, people were fascinated by the story. There was something about it – a brave explorer searching for unknown treasures – that captured the imagination like a good old-fashioned adventure tale, the sort Dad would’ve read as a boy. I devoured them myself too sometimes, when my Latin homework got too dull.

         For years archaeologists had been digging in the place they called the Valley of the Kings. They’d discovered plenty of royal tombs – those of Thutmose 18and Rameses II being two of the famous ones – yet no one had ever found the pharaoh Tutankhamun. They’d given up looking, all except for one man: Howard Carter. Obsessed with the missing tomb, he was back in Egypt for one last search.

         Dad said the story captured people’s hearts because Tutankhamun had died young, which made us think of all our soldiers whose war graves were also lost. But I reckoned it had just as much to do with treasure, because we knew how the Egyptians buried their kings with loads of gold. It was a hopeful story too, in a way that the other one about human feet definitely wasn’t.

         The worst news of all, though, was Grandad’s. The business with his lungs I’d perhaps seen coming, but malaria? I didn’t know you could get that again once you’d had it. Funny how something from all those years ago had come back to make trouble now.
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         ‘You can’t come in. It’s rest time,’ said the nurse at Brompton Hospital the next morning. ‘Visiting hours start at two.’

         I looked at my watch: four hours to go. It’d taken a fair bit of daring to get here, when I should’ve been in class at St Kilda’s doing a spelling test: Dad had wished me luck for it as he was leaving for work. I wasn’t looking forward to lying to him later, when he’d ask me how it went.

         ‘I have to speak to Mr Ezra Wilkinson.’ I said again. ‘He’s my grandad.’

         The nurse folded her arms. ‘He didn’t teach you any manners, did he?’

         People from round our way weren’t full of airs and graces, it was true. But I could see I was going to have to try harder. ‘Please, it’s very urgent.’

         ‘So urgent it can’t wait till this afternoon?’ she asked.

         To be truthful, I didn’t want to come back here 20again. The hospital smelled horrible, of carbolic mixed with old vegetables. It made me feel ill, which was odd for a place meant to make people better.

         ‘Please,’ I begged. ‘I’ll be quick.’

         Over her shoulder I glimpsed rows of snowy-white beds; knowing Grandad was in one of them, just feet away, was infuriating. It crossed my mind to dodge past the nurse.

         Then I caught her taking in my St Kilda’s blazer – horrid bright red – that showed at the wrists of my coat. And the ugly felt hat on my head and my satchel, strapped across me, all of which bore the school crest. I might as well have worn a sign around my neck.

         ‘Shouldn’t you be in school?’ the nurse asked. ‘Perhaps I should give them a telephone call.’

         ‘I’m going, don’t worry,’ I muttered, and hurried back down the stairs.

         
            *

         

         Out in the street, I kicked myself. I should’ve known there’d be visiting hours at the hospital. Not only that, skipping school was risky: there was always someone, somewhere, waiting to peach on you. In adventure stories the heroes have a bunch of like-minded pals 21on hand to help. It was different trying to be brave by yourself.

         Most of my old friends had been boys – Neddy, Joe, Brian and Bobby Fitzpatrick. When we weren’t at school, we’d play Crab Apple Cricket or Bulldog out in the street.

         Then I’d got the scholarship to St Kilda’s.

         ‘Can you smell brains?’ Bobby asked the others, on the first day of term, when they’d gone down the street to their new school and I’d gone up it to mine. They didn’t speak to me after that.

         The girls at St Kilda’s were even harder to be pally with. Some days, when no one was looking, I’d get a bit upset. And I felt bad for that too, because it wasn’t like I had something proper to be sad about, like a dad or a brother dead in the war.

         At some point, I realised I was lost. This was a part of South London I’d never been to before. The road was busy with shoppers and nannies pushing babies in prams. Weaving in amongst traffic, the newspaper boys shouted the day’s headlines – about King George, our new prime minister Mr Bonar Law, and Ireland now a country of its own. And – my ears pricked – Egypt:

         ‘Courageous Howard Carter just days from finding 22missing boy king! Experts convinced he’ll discover a tomb full of gold!’

         I hugged the satchel tight against my hip. Inside it, in a box, was another piece of gold, a jar so unsettling that last night I’d had to hide it. Even in broad daylight, I’d not completely shaken off that feeling of dread. It didn’t help that I knew next to nothing about this extraordinary find.

         Enough misery-mongering.

         It was hours till visiting hours started, and I was on the wrong side of London to go to school. With time to kill, I decided to do some digging of my own.

         
            *

         

         The bus ride to the British Museum cost me my last thruppence. On arrival, I went straight upstairs. The Egyptian exhibits weren’t in one big room, but a series of little ones that ran into each other. To my mind, it was the best bit of the whole museum. I loved the old dark wood cabinets and the way the floor dipped and creaked when you walked. The blinds, always down at the windows, made a sort of all-day twilight. There were vases, statues called shabtis for guarding dead bodies, swords, beads, even mummified pets. 23Everywhere you looked something fascinating glinted back at you – like in Grandad’s shop, only older and more beautiful.

         The Egyptian rooms were usually very quiet. So I’d not expected to find anyone else up there, let alone two children sitting cross-legged on the floor of the very first room.

         It pulled me up short. ‘Oh!’

         The girl, who was drawing, glanced up from her notepad. Sat beside her was a boy, also drawing, who carried on doing so until she nudged him.

         ‘Hey!’ he yelped, as his pencil jerked across the paper.

         ‘I thought you said no one came here,’ the girl complained.

         I was thinking the same, embarrassed and a bit annoyed. It was then I noticed the girl’s pinafore – red, like mine, with the yellow school badge on the bib. She wasn’t hiding hers under a coat, either, but wearing it for all to see.

         ‘You at St Kilda’s, then?’ I asked. It came out a bit abruptly, though I hadn’t meant it to. My run-in with the nurse had left me still feeling a bit spiky.

         The girl tugged at her dress. ‘I’d hardly wear this out of choice. And as for that poisonous school hat!’

         She then saw mine, still rammed on to my head. 24I snatched it off quick: how I hated the stupid thing. The girl thought this funny and laughed. I wasn’t sure if I was meant to join in, but she had such a cheeky lopsided grin that I found myself grinning back. No one I knew smiled like that, or if they did I’d not seen them do it for a very long time.

         ‘You hate St Kilda’s too?’ she asked.

         ‘The students are a bit snooty,’ I admitted.

         The girl pulled a face. ‘Millicent Thorpe and pals, d’you mean?’

         I nodded. They were the snobbiest of the lot.

         I’d never seen this girl at St Kilda’s, though, and she had the sort of face you’d remember – brown-skinned, green-eyed, freckled. Her hair was jet black and sprang out in perfect corkscrew curls. Instead of rushing off, I set down my satchel next to their bags, coats, mittens, hats and scarves, which they’d dumped in a heap inside the door.

         ‘I’m Tulip.’ The girl was still smiling.

         Tulip: it sounded daring, like a dancer or a flapper girl’s name. She had that look to her too – tall and slender.

         ‘I’m Lil, short for Lilian,’ I replied, thinking how dull my name was in comparison.

         ‘That’s Oz, my brother.’ Tulip meant the boy. ‘He 25doesn’t say much, so don’t think him rude. He loves this museum. We come here all the time.’

         The boy was about ten, I’d say, and looked just like her. He wasn’t wearing a uniform at all, which made me think he didn’t go to school, the lucky so and so. I felt a pang of envy for him and his sister, who seemed quite happy in each other’s company. Times like these I wished I had a bigger family of my own.

         ‘He’s good at drawing,’ I remarked.

         He’d almost filled a fresh page with hieroglyphics that he was copying from a coffin in the centre of the room. Some of the images – the snake, falcon and ankh – were also on Grandad’s jar, which got me interested.

         ‘Does he know what they mean?’ I asked Tulip.

         ‘He’s learning,’ she replied. ‘Why, do you understand them?’

         ‘Only a bit.’ I pointed to some of the rougher sketches on Oz’s paper. ‘That dog creature? It’s Anubis, god of the underworld. And this one, with the open wings – it’s Isis, goddess of protection.’

         Both were on the jar.

         Thinking I might be on to something, I moved closer to the coffin for a better look. I’d been in this room loads of times before, but I’d never noticed the 26name on the display card inside the cabinet. Yet there it was, in black and white:

         
            Item 475: Coffin of unknown nobleman, decorated in relief-work typical of the Upper Nile. Thought to date back to 1350 BC.

            Professor Selim Hanawati, Luxor, Egypt. May 1900.

         

         I whistled under my breath, not quite believing my luck. The first place I’d looked and here it was, a whopping great clue! The coffin, with its connection to Professor Hanawati, might well have come from the same part of Egypt as the jar. Perhaps he’d found it on the same trip.

         But I reminded myself that Anubis and Isis were often found on goods buried in ancient Egyptian graves, and I should probably calm down. Yes, it was likely the jar was something to do with death, but that didn’t mean this coffin here belonged to the same dead person.

         ‘It’s only a nobleman’s coffin.’ Oz spoke behind me, making me jump. ‘If he’d been a pharaoh, the whole lot would’ve been gold.’ 27

         ‘I suppose so,’ I agreed.

         ‘Most of the tombs they’ve found so far have been “robbed in antiquity”,’ Oz went on. ‘So even if Howard Carter does find Tutankhamun, chances are a thief will have got there first.’

         I looked at him sideways: for someone who didn’t talk much, he had a fair bit to say about Egyptian burials.

         ‘My brother Alex taught me about Egypt. He was an expert,’ Oz explained proudly.

         Tulip rolled her eyes: ‘Oh, Oz, don’t go on about Alex. I’m sure Lil doesn’t want to hear our whole family history.’

         Actually, I was wondering what Oz, or this brother of his, would make of Grandad’s jar, when a woman rushed into the room. ‘I should have realised you’d both be up here!’

         Tulip looked so horrified that for a moment I panicked: was the woman one of those school attendance officers who made trouble if they caught you skiving?

         Then Tulip said, ‘Oh lordy, Mama! I’m sorry! I forgot the time!’

         This was her mother?

         She didn’t look like Oz or Tulip – she was white, and yet her children both had brown skin. Her clothes 28were the sort my mother wouldn’t be seen dead in – an orange dress, purple stockings and the brightest red lipstick. Now, I wasn’t one to get excited about dresses and stuff, but even I could see that this woman was terrifically glamorous. And how amazing that she didn’t bat an eyelash at the fact Tulip wasn’t in school!

         ‘Hurry up, darlings,’ the woman drawled in an accent that wasn’t English. ‘Mr Pemberton’s joining us for lunch.’

         ‘Clever you!’ Tulip started rooting through the pile by the door, grabbing her scarf and bag. Oz packed away his sketchbook. A flurry of putting on coats and hats followed.

         ‘Goodbye, Lil!’ Tulip waved. Then all three of them were gone. The room was suddenly quiet and rather empty. It was odd to miss people I’d only just met, but that’s how it felt.

         It was early still – by my watch, just past midday – but with no more money for a bus fare, I decided to start the long walk back to Brompton Hospital. I went to pick up my satchel from where I’d left it by the door, but it wasn’t there. Someone must’ve moved it.

         Panicky minutes followed as I searched the room. Then, thank crikey, I found it, wedged between the open door and the wall. Except, when I pulled it free 29and lifted the flap to check everything was still inside, I realised this satchel wasn’t mine. Yes, it was conker-brown leather, with two front buckles and the St Kilda’s crest on the front. But inside was a sketchbook and pencils, and the name ‘Tulip Mendoza’ with an address in Highgate written underneath.

         The daft girl had taken the wrong bag. With the jar still inside.

         By the time I’d raced outside, the Mendozas had well and truly gone. I couldn’t believe I’d been so careless. There was nothing I could do about it, though, apart from not tell Grandad I’d lost it. At least I knew where Tulip lived. And I had to admit I rather liked having an excuse to see her and her brother again.
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