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​​​​​​​Chapter 1 - History Lesson
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When Professor Smithson-Hunt of the Grantfield University history department called Anna Freemont up to his study she wondered whether it was in connection with the Welsh dig that she knew was in the final stages of being arranged. Her instincts were correct, but she was disappointed to be told that her assistant Rod McEwan was being nominated to head the site work. 

“He was promised the next major team leader position by old Professor Thurston, and he needs the experience Anna.” The Professor explained, but added “Now sit down and tell me what you know about a certain Chretien de Sarony.” 

She thought for a few seconds and dredged up from one of the deeper recesses of her mind the few snippets that had lodged there from her time as a student. “Fifteenth century French knight. Didn’t he figure in one of those Italian wars involving the Papal States, um he was instrumental in the sacking of a castle, or fortress of some sort? Fros...something or other, oh Frosinone I think. Wasn’t there some talk of treasure or something?” 

She tailed off as her meagre supply of jumbled facts was exhausted. The Professor nodded approvingly, “Very good Anna. Yes, Chretien was a French knight and like many others he fought as a mercenary for whoever would make it worth his while. That makes him sound a rather grubby character doesn’t it, but in fact he was no more or less honourable than most other members of the chivalric cast in those times. We do not know a huge amount about him, but he owned a good sized estate in France, and having fought in various parts of Europe he pitched up in Italy in 1482 at the battle of Campomorto during which he distinguished himself as a formidable fighter. We really get to hear of him, however, as the victor in the short lived siege of a fortified strongpoint at nearby Frosinone in 1483. Following that success, it seems that he headed for home and we next find him numbered among the knights who accompanied Henry Tudor to England in 1485. He fought as part of the Tudor cavalry at Bosworth, following which a grateful Henry gave him some land here in Grantfield. He built Sarony House as we now know it and lived there with his wife until their deaths some ten and twelve years later. He never did go back and live on his French estate which is a little strange, but no doubt he visited his ancestral home from time to time. 

Seems to have become a confirmed anglophile, both he and his wife were buried in Grantfield. His English and French possessions passed on his death to a distant cousin who appears to have had no interest in the Grantfield property and soon sold it on to some wool merchant or other. It changed hands fairly frequently down the centuries with bits being knocked down and new bits being added, until it eventually became a private school before that venture became commercially unviable. It is now owned by our local council who claim that they will one day begin a restoration of the property, although years of neglect have left it in a pretty sorry state.” 

He paused, admired for a moment the attractive young woman before him, took a deep breath and then continued. 

“Some time after he came over to England stories began to surface of a considerable treasure that he had obtained from the Frosinone adventure. These have persisted through the centuries mainly because they originate from a number of distinctly separate and reputable sources, men who fought for him at Frosinone, a cleric near the French border where he spent some nights on his journey, even an innkeeper nearer to his home territory. These tales have come to light in a haphazard fashion over the years via old documents and registers but they all agree that Chretien de Sarony possessed a treasure that he carried back home with him in a large wagon. 

At that point however the trail goes cold as there is no mention in any later source of the treasure being seen, nor its whereabouts. In fact, we don’t even know what it consisted of, although the fact that Frosinone was owned by Carmino de Fulgese who was responsible for the treasury of the famous Count Florian de Argenta, gives some pause for thought. He may well have brought it to England, or it could be somewhere in France. It has simply vanished from the records. 

Now, so much for the history lesson, I have obtained permission from our esteemed council for a low key excavation to be undertaken in the grounds of Sarony House because, being the old romantic that I am, I have always believed in the existence of this treasure. However, because it is such a tentative matter I have been able to wheedle only a miserly amount of finance from the Trustees, and in short I want you to head up this little exploration whilst Rod McEwan is digging holes in Wales. It is a small project and will require a good degree of careful planning. 

It does of course promise to be a complete waste of time but, on the other hand, it will afford you valuable experience as project leader. Should you find any clue so far as the Sarony Treasure is concerned I promise to let you follow it through and reap any professional rewards that may result. You can call on department resources and personnel so far as is reasonable, at least until the Welsh dig commences, so you have a limited amount of time before you are down to the, um, bare bones.”
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​​​​​​​Chapter 2 - Anna
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Anna Freemont was undoubtedly attractive and intelligent, yet if asked to describe her, those qualities whilst inevitably being mentioned, were always accompanied by comments such as 'a bit up herself', 'snooty', and 'thinks she's God's gift to archaeology'. Physically, she was tall, with a superb figure, and long heavy golden hair, ‘a real head turner’ was how one admirer had described her. Unfortunately, she did not possess a personality that sent out the same signals as her appearance, and a tendency towards being domineering and opinionated had restricted her catches when it came to more meaningful relationships than one night stands. 

Maybe it was purely a matter of natural compensation that, having been blessed with an outward appearance most women would kill for, and most men were initially captivated by, she had never felt properly at ease with the world at large. Over her twenty-six years of life there had developed a prickly nature that in adulthood sharpened - often with good reason - to a suspicious view of the male of the species, and a stilted ability to relax in social situations.

Now, a week after her meeting with the Professor she strode down College Road towards Grantfield High Street accompanied by a thin faced, red haired man who, being slightly shorter than his companion, needed to occasionally break into a scamper in order to keep pace with her longer strides. 

Anna Freemont in full sail was an attractive sight with her long legs sheathed in tight beige jeans. A close fitting top overlaid by an expensive leather bolero style jacket served to emphasise how mother-nature appears to have a penchant for unfairly playing favourites, when distributing those physical assets deemed desirable in the pursuit of an idyllic life. 

Anna Freemont in a fury was something not only to behold but to be avoided at all costs. It mattered not that the unwilling recipient of her hostility was also her flat mate, landlord, and would-be lover. Rodney Fergus McEwan was not overly fond of the English, due in part to his Scottish Nationalist sympathies, but mainly from a perceived need to excuse himself from having been born and brought up in Surrey. His hair colour and pale complexion betrayed his ancestry and his slight build -he thought of himself as wiry - was counterbalanced by a hot temper that on past occasions had led him into unwise confrontations. 

A fortunate inheritance had enabled him to purchase his own flat in Grantfield and combined with his job in The Department of History & Archaeology at the university his life was close to perfect. Of course, true perfection was rarely attainable, but it had happened to appear in his corner of the academic world in the shape of Anna Freemont. As luck would have it the new senior assistant had been looking for accommodation and Rod possessed a two bedroomed flat. As a result, he acquired a paying tenant who looked like the ultimate personification of his most optimistic dreams, and the opportunity to transform a commercial relationship into something that would make people really notice Rod McEwan. 

Unfortunately, the object of his life-fulfilling dream appeared impervious to his romantic overtures, and to make matters worse he had now blundered into her bad books due to this pointless Sarony Treasure hunt. Why bloody Smithson-Hunt had dreamed up the daft project when his own first major site assignment was imminent he didn't know, but he resented the reminder that he was actually the junior just as the promised Welsh project was about to commence. As a consequence, he had sulked and put in the bare minimum of effort, resulting in the oversight that had so infuriated Anna.

Her boots squelched unpleasantly in the ooze seeping across the temporary pedestrian walkway that bounded the building site dedicated to the erection of another Tesco store. Her ringing tones could be heard quite clearly berating the luckless redhead as the couple halted due to her suddenly rounding on her companion with the words. "I can’t believe you actually forgot such an important item Rod. This is the first site assignment that Smithson-Hunt has given me to head up, and you seem to be doing your best to balls it up for me."

As the redhead spluttered with indignation neither of them had noticed the group of site workers standing smoking just where they had halted. A well-proportioned blond and someone named 'Rod' were manna from heaven to this happy band and they were not slow to take advantage of such an opportunity.

"Ooh Rodders don’t let her talk to you like that."

"Oi blondie, nice arse."

"Welease wodewick!”

"You know what she needs Rodders!"

Anna's temper snapped and she threw an extravagant V sign at the hecklers accompanied by the instruction to "Piss Off" at full volume, before storming around the corner and into the high street, followed by a cacophony of jeers and whistles.

By the time Rod caught up with her she was almost at the pub and his plaintive "Anna, please, I'm sorry" again brought her to a halt. 

As luck would have it they had stopped by yet another building operation, although this one seemed concerned with road repairs and was attended by only one man. Even so, as Anna said "Sorry is all very well Rod, but what the hell are our chances of getting hold of a digger at this late stage?" she noticed with some irritation that the road worker had ceased whatever he was engaged with and was now taking an unwarranted interest in their conversation.

"That's why I suggested coming here to The Magpie. It gets a lot of trade from the local building fraternity and we may be able to hire someone at short notice."

It was at this point that the road worker said something to them that was largely drowned out by a passing bus. She flashed him a warning glare and turned her attention back to the redhead but, to her amazement, the man refused to take the hint and actually tapped her on the shoulder. Her ragged temper gave way, it was bad enough having to endure the verbal attacks, without one of these characters putting his grubby paws on her. What was it with these sad specimens from the building trade that they assumed they had the right to harass any woman they set their eyes on? She spun back to face her antagonist, took a pace towards him, said very loudly and slowly

"Fuck off!"

and marched across the pavement into the pub with the man named Rod trailing a few paces behind.

The Magpie was a popular high street pub; located, as it was, on Grantfield’s busiest thoroughfare it had successfully resisted all attempts to shoehorn it into the ill-conceived notion of a British ‘café society’. Had the originators of this strange concept made any attempt to understand the country’s pub culture, and the fact that the British are totally incapable of drinking in a continental manner, a traditional industry would not have been laid low. 

That ‘The Magpie’ had escaped the transforming effects of internal wall demolition, salad bars, small children running riot, and wall to wall lager was a tribute to the long ago owners who first chose its location, rather than an enlightened approach by its present corporate parent. As a result, ‘The Magpie’ was particularly popular with an adult male population that sought refuge at lunchtimes from the doubtful attractions of the hybrid Lyons Corner House meets French Bistro aberrations that were spreading throughout the country. The interior reflected the style of bygone years with low ceilings, dark wood and three separate bars acknowledging the need to cater for varied categories of customer. The absence of the old smoke laden atmosphere was probably the sole improvement, and crusty bread sandwiches still held sway over the invading hordes of tired pizzas and tasteless chips that were relentlessly pushed across many bars. The slogan ‘home cooked’ had never registered its alternative meaning of ‘only micro-waved on the premises’ with the new café society which now got precisely what it’s undemanding attitude deserved.  

Once inside they quickly found a table in the saloon bar and Rod, who had often fantasised about swaggering into the pub with Anna on his arm, brought over their drinks before heading back to the bar and engaging the barman in conversation. Sitting alone, Anna was conscious of the admiring glances she attracted from some of the younger male customers who wondered how the man they referred to as 'Prof' had managed to attract a woman who looked as if she had all the attributes required to decorate the pages of a glossy magazine. The interest quickly waned as Rod returned and with exaggerated intimacy leaned towards her and confided "Luckily the barman is a bit of a friend, and I think we may be in luck. He says one of his customers runs his own small digger-hire business and he's expecting him to look in for a pint at any time." 

He smiled triumphantly "You see now Anna why I make a point of cultivating friendships outside the world of academia."

She hated it when Rod assumed this pompous, self-congratulatory, tone and couldn't resist replying "And there was I thinking you just liked to feel superior as an academic among manual workers," and had the satisfaction of seeing his pale face take on a reddish hue. 

The moment was cut short by a shout from the bar "Hey Prof, that bloke's just come into the other bar. I'll send him round to see you."

“Prof?” snorted Anna. “Is that what they call you in here? Good job Smithson-Hunt doesn’t visit regularly isn’t it.”

But Rod who was enjoying his heightened status ignored her derision, waved an acknowledging hand in a lordly manner and smirked at Anna, little realising that his afternoon was about to take a very unexpected turn.
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​​​​​​​Chapter 3 - Martin Price
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Anna looked up as she became aware of the figure purposefully heading their way. "Oh shit" she muttered as the man from the road-works paused in front of their table and said in a quiet voice "I thought it might be you two. Is it worth me sitting down, or shall I take my beer back to the bar?" 

"We need to hire a mini-digger to start work locally tomorrow morning" replied Anna coldly "Can you help?"

Ignoring the studied off-handedness of the reply the man sat himself down as she cast a wary eye over his work stained clothes. He was nondescript to look at, barely six feet tall, with a decent enough physique by the look of it, but not so powerfully built as to make a girl look twice. The dark brown hair topped a pleasant face although there was a hint of something more forceful behind the grey eyes that now focused on her. His voice was quiet but the words were delivered at a measured speed and firmness that demanded attention more effectively than if shouted over the general hubbub of the increasing number of patrons.

"When you were outside you were shouting like a fishwife at this chap, saying that you needed a digger, and I was trying to offer my services when you swore at me.” 

Despite the remonstrance being addressed to Anna, Rod decided to intervene and in a tone of voice usually reserved by an adult for a wayward child said "We've already had to put up with more than enough comments from you building workers all morning. Why can't you just treat people with some basic respect?"

The grey gaze was turned on him for an insultingly short space of time before the man took a sip of his beer and, without deigning to comment, turned back to Anna, saying,

"How long and what for?"

Although somewhat taken aback by the blunt and less than friendly tone she answered "Just tomorrow. We need eighteen inches of tarmac and soil removed from a number of trenches."

He nodded and, fishing a slightly bent business card from the breast pocket of his shirt, dropped it on the table. Glancing down she saw that it contained only the company name MM&M Ltd and a mobile phone number. He was still regarding her unsmilingly when she looked back up and said in her best, firm, no nonsense, voice "It needs to be done very carefully, not just as if you are laying a gas pipe in the road, and eighteen inches is an exact figure not a target between six inches and six feet. Can you work with that?"

He nodded and replied "Well of course, most of us humble building workers have moved on to the metric system, but if you wish to cling to our imperial past I'm sure I can get to eighteen inches now that you've pointed me in the right direction. £350 will get you a mini-digger and operator ready to start work at eight a.m. Finishing time is four p.m. All inclusive, no hidden charges. If the job is cancelled before mid-day once I'm on site, you pay half. If it's cancelled after mid-day, it's full price."

Anna flushed at the sarcastic response but was about to agree when Rod again joined the conversation. He had been all but ignored, and favoured with only a cursory glance while the meeting he had set up passed him by. Seeing a golden opportunity to impress Anna and climb back into her good graces, he now attempted to do some man sized negotiating based on the verbal skills honed in his student debating days. His nasal intonation seemed somehow more pronounced as he made the uninvited entry into the discussion.

“Seems rather on the high side to me. I’m sure you can do better than that. I’m quite aware of how the building fraternity works – you never find a customer daft enough to agree the first quote do you?” 

His voice adopted a more condescending tone “Now let’s be a tad more realistic shall we? We’ll pay £200 which is more than sufficient to cover your costs and a day’s wages. That will buy a few beers down at 'The Buccaneer' tomorrow night won't it."

'The Buccaneer' was a public house set on what was Grantfield's local housing estate, with a tendency to feature several times each year in the local newspaper when excessive drinking fuelled an outbreak of anti-social behaviour. Anna winced slightly at her companion's undisguised disparagement of the man's social standing as she had already noted, with some surprise, that he was quite well spoken. If the implied put down was noticed, it was not apparent. All it gained Rod was a momentary contemptuous look from the man, who immediately turned his attention back to Anna with the single word,

“Well?”

Always quick to rise to a perceived slight, the thin faced Scot was not happy at being treated in such a dismissive fashion. The temper to match his red hair rose swiftly to the surface and he sought to further impose himself on the proceedings by saying 

“Instead of browbeating a woman why not deal with me. I’m sure the landlord can give us an alternative name if I ask. Don’t be greedy, you are trying to overcharge us and you know it.”

Finally, he received a reaction as the road worker casually emptied the remaining half pint of his beer straight onto his groin area and said “If you don’t clear off I’m going to forcibly remove you from this pub you little twat.”

Time momentarily stood still as warm beer soaked his nether regions before Rod jumped to his feet with a howl of anger. His chair tipped backwards with a crash and silence immediately followed as the other patrons contemplated the interesting development in their lunchtime landscape. The barman looked long and hard at the corner table from which the unwanted disturbance arose. Unsurprisingly it was the one at which the buxom blond with the nice bottom was ensconced, and he half raised the bar flap in anticipation of having to restore order. 

The audience saw the man some knew as 'Prof' standing, with a dark stain spreading across the front of his tan trousers, shaking his fist at the man sitting at the table. The blonde was staring wide eyed and open mouthed at her furious companion, while the other occupant of the table set down his glass and leaned back in his chair, seemingly oblivious to the furore he had just precipitated. The barman stepped through into the public area and then with some relief took a backward pace as the customer known as ‘Prof’ rushed past him red faced and cursing, and out onto the street. The entire incident had only taken a matter of seconds and, for once, Anna was at a loss for words. The road worker looked ruefully at his now empty glass and said “As I was saying before your pet rodent became involved. The price is £350, take it or leave it, but don’t waste any more of my time. I’ve got to be somewhere in half an hour and I really don’t need your company badly enough to make me late.”

People didn’t usually speak to Anna in quite that fashion and following the departure of Rod – not altogether sadly missed she shamefully admitted to herself – the initiative had well and truly moved away from her. She flicked her eyes across to the barman who was now mopping up the damp chair and floor beneath and was about to reply when the man spoke again. “Look, it’s a fair price. I don’t try and stitch people up and I resent the implication that I do. My lunch time has so far consisted of you swearing at me when I was trying to be helpful, and your rat faced friend implying that I’m some sort of con man.”

She nodded “Yes alright, agreed.”

“Good" he responded “I will want a cheque for the full amount handed to me just before I start work. I will then pay it into my bank when I finish at 4.00.”

She nodded again “Agreed” and rose to her feet, expecting him to do likewise so that she could escape from behind the table and make her exit. The barman looked uncertainly at the man he knew only as an occasional, but well behaved, customer and hoped that the blonde woman had not brought out a hitherto hidden violent side to the man's nature. An almost comical scene resulted as the seated man remained motionless, arms folded across his chest before heaving an audible sigh and saying “Haven’t you forgotten something?” She looked about her for her jacket which she had a habit of discarding and leaving behind, realised that she had never taken it off and, in an irritated voice said “What now?”

He raised his eyes briefly heavenwards and said “I need to know the site address.”

The barman relaxed and returned to the safe side of the bar.

Anna silently fumed as she resumed her seat. Damn the man! He managed to irritate her simply by being totally reasonable. “It’s the playground area of the old Sarony House School on the A44 heading South. Do you know it?”

His response surprised her. “And you want some trenches dug out?”

“Yes, as I said.”

“So we are talking archaeology?”

“Yes, but how do you know that?”

“How does someone like me know a big word like archaeology?” He waved down her attempted response and said “Never mind that. Will you take some advice?”

“Such as?”

“If you are looking to investigate the late fifteenth or early sixteenth century period you will need to remove a top layer of at least three feet, possibly more. So frankly, hiring me to take out eighteen inches will be a complete waste of money.”

If the emptying of beer over Rod had been a shock, then the road worker advising her on archaeological excavation technique was akin to the Krakatoa eruption. She quickly recovered her poise, just her luck to find a road digger – ha, that was appropriate wasn’t it - who was an enthusiastic member of the local amateur archaeology group. She was all for further education which was the route these amateurs usually used, and admittedly they did prove useful when it came to providing labour out on site, but for Heaven’s sake! She decided to humour him. 

“All our local surveys indicate that the fifteenth century level is reached at about twenty-one inches, so your digger stopping at eighteen should prove adequate and safe.”

Again his response caught her off balance. “What research have you done?”

This was getting frankly very irritating indeed and she said in a very firm, precise, tone of voice. “Rod McEwan undertook all the necessary work in that area. All other site surveys around Grantfield support that depth for the fifteenth century.”

“Did the rodent give a reason for the playground being over one hundred yards from the old school building, and on a noticeably higher level?”

“Look Mr er, what the hell is your name?”

“Price, Martin Price.”

“Well Mr Price if we leave the mechanical digging to you, why don’t you leave the scientific stuff to us.” That should fix him she thought.

“Suit yourself but this is doomed from the start. I presume you are part of Grantfield Uni, and that they have decided to let you have a crack at finding the long lost Sarony Treasure?”

He took her stunned silence for confirmation and continued with “That being the case your research is faulty in at least two areas.” He got to his feet at this point and said “I have to go. What are you doing at say 5.00 this afternoon?”

Every time this bloody man asked her a question it seemed to knock her sideways. “Are you asking me out for God’s sake?” she managed to stammer.

“Not in the wildest depths of your imagination,” the retort came like a pistol shot, “and when did you last go on a date that started at five in the afternoon? If you would like to look in at my place for tea at five o’clock I will try and save you some money and time.” Seeing her startled expression, he added “Don’t worry, I live with my dear old Mum so you will be quite safe.”

He produced a further business card, scribbled quickly on the back and tossed it onto the table saying “Either I’ll see you at that address at five, or tomorrow at Sarony House School at eight, your choice! Frankly, I couldn't care either way.” 

And he left her staring open mouthed at his retreating figure.​​
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​​​​​Chapter 4 - Orville Terrace
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Anna took very little time returning to the University, and was relieved to find that Rod had also not made it back following his humiliatingly truncated visit to The Magpie. She took the opportunity to undertake a superficial review of the prep they had undertaken regarding the proposed dig. It confirmed firstly that Rod had been the team member tasked with collating any available ground survey material, and secondly that he had sourced his information and concluding statement almost exclusively from a 1957 survey produced in respect of a dig that was carried out later that year. It confirmed the level at which fifteenth century artefacts were likely to be encountered. A speedy review of the survey worryingly disclosed that it was centred on 'Sarony House and its Immediate Environs' and nowhere could she see any specific reference to the school playground mentioned by that bloody man. That was when she made the decision to visit 17 Orville Terrace later that day.

As five o'clock was signified by the comforting tones of St Bertha's Church bell Anna made her way up the short gravelled pathway leading to the Price family home. She had been surprised at the elegant address that was 17 Orville Terrace, it was part of a Regency building project and reflected the eighteenth century prosperity then being enjoyed by Grantfield. Certainly not the type of accommodation one would readily associate with a road worker and his 'dear old mum'. She was still pondering this when the door opened in response to her firm pressure on the bell-push and Martin Price stood to one side so that she could enter. He closed the door and then led the way along the generously proportioned hallway with the words "I'm glad you thought it worthwhile to drop by" as she silently followed him past a reception room from which the sound of a television could be heard. 'I wonder if that's mummy in there' she thought as they headed into a large kitchen diner at the rear of the house. 

He gestured to her to take a seat at the solid looking refectory style table and to her amazement said "Just an ordinary tea I'm afraid, but there is a nice lemon drizzle cake, or some rich fruit cake if you prefer. Help yourself to sugar and milk as you wish. I am sorry that I haven't introduced you to mum yet but her favourite quiz show has just started.”

This was bizarre, ‘thank God he's not running a motel’ she thought as she chose some cake and asked "Why tea at five?" but she knew before he answered that mummy would figure in it somewhere and the reply did not disappoint her. "Mum eats a proper meal at around one pm so only requires a light tea around this time. However, this is not a social call is it um Anne?"

"Anna" she corrected firmly.

"Sorry, I only half heard what the rodent called you earlier."

Her temper flared "Must you be so persistently obnoxious Mr Price? Rod has got a decent degree in archaeology which I suspect puts him a touch higher up the educational tree than whatever you hold."

He regarded her silently before saying "What did your site survey produce?"

At last they were there, and despite silently cursing the hapless Rod she answered confidently "We were able to rely on a very comprehensive survey from 1957."

Again his reply winded her somewhat "Which I believe referred only to the school building and garden. Arkwright's dig was concerned only with whether the original fifteenth century house also comprised a chapel as was the case with the Georgian building that eventually housed the Sarony House private school until it closed a few years ago. That survey Anna, did not include the school playground that you are intending to examine tomorrow."

His lecture style manner began to annoy her despite the perfectly civil way in which he addressed her. The best way to defend is to attack and so with this maxim in mind she attempted an escape by saying, 

"I agree that the playground was not specifically mentioned by Arkwright, but why does that invalidate our survey when the whole of fifteenth century Grantfield is a little over eighteen inches beneath our feet?"

He sat for a moment as if deciding whether to bother with an answer before jabbing a teaspoon in her direction as he finally responded.

"Had you adequately researched the history of the entire Sarony site instead of doing a half-baked cribbing job you would have discovered why the school playground site is located at an oddly distant point, and why it is at a higher level than the school itself. The reason could easily have been found by referring to a pamphlet stocked by the library and originated by the local amateur historians group."
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