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AMELIA PEABODY, born in 1852, found her life’s work and life partner in 1884, when on a trip to Egypt she married Egyptologist, Radcliffe Emerson. Their son Walter ‘Ramses’ Emerson was born three years later, and their adopted daughter, Nefret, joined the family in 1898. Other important members of the family include several generations of Egyptian cats.


Although the Emersons own a handsome Queen Anne mansion in Kent, they spend half of each year digging in Egypt and fighting off criminals of all varieties. Amelia is planning to draw her last breath holding a trowel in one hand and her deadly parasol in the other.
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AFTER the death of the author of these memoirs (of which this is the third volume to appear), her heirs felt that her animated (if biased) descriptions of the early days of excavation in Egypt should not be kept from historians of that period. Since certain episodes involve matters that might embarrass the descendants of the participants therein (and possibly render publisher and editor subject to legal action), it was agreed that the memoirs should appear in the guise of fiction. A certain amount of judicious editing was done, and many of the names were changed, including that of Mrs ‘Emerson.’ However, in recent years rumours have circulated regarding the accuracy of these works and the identity of their author – originated, we suspect, by disaffected members of Mrs ‘Emerson’s’ family, who resent their exclusion from the financial proceeds (modest though they are) of the works in question. The editor therefore wishes to disclaim all responsibility for, first, the opinions expressed herein, which are those of the late lamented Mrs ‘Emerson’; and second, certain minor errors of fact, which are due in part to Mrs ‘Emerson’s’ faulty memory and in even larger part to her personal eccentricities and prejudices.


The editor also wishes to apologize for the stylistic peculiarities of this foreword, which seems to have been unconsciously influenced by the literary style of Mrs ‘Emerson.’ She would no doubt be pleased at such a demonstration of the influence she continues to exert on those who were affected by it during her long and vigorous life.




I
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I NEVER meant to marry. In my opinion, a woman born in the last half of the nineteenth century of the Christian era suffered from enough disadvantages without wilfully embracing another. That is not to say that I did not occasionally indulge in daydreams of romantic encounters; for I was as sensible as any other female of the visible attractions of the opposite sex. But I never expected to meet a man who was my match, and I had no more desire to dominate a spouse than to be ruled by him. Marriage, in my view, should be a balanced stalemate between equal adversaries.


I had resigned myself to a life of spinsterhood when, at a somewhat advanced age, I met Radcliffe Emerson. Our first encounter was not romantic. Never will I forget my initial sight of Emerson, as we stood face to face in that dismal hall of the Boulaq Museum – his black beard bristling, his blue eyes blazing, his fists clenched, his deep baritone voice bellowing invectives at me for dusting off the antiquities. Yet even as I answered his criticism in kind, I knew in my heart that our lives would be intertwined.


I had several logical, sensible reasons for accepting Emerson’s offer of marriage. Emerson was an Egyptologist; and my first visit to the realm of the pharaohs planted seeds of affection for that antique land that were soon to blossom into luxuriant flower. Emerson’s keen intelligence and acerbic tongue – which had won him the title ‘Father of Curses’ from his devoted Egyptian workmen – made him a foeman worthy of my steel. And yet, dear Reader, these were not my real reasons for yielding to Emerson’s suit. I deplore clichés, but in this case I must resort to one. Emerson swept me off my feet. I am determined to be completely candid as I pen these pages, for I have made certain they will not be published, at least during my lifetime. They began as a personal Journal, perused only by a Critic whose intimate relationship gave him access to my private thoughts – so he claimed at any rate; as his remarks on style and content of my writing became more critical, I decided to disallow the claim and lock up my Journals. They are therefore mine alone, and unless my heirs decide that the scholarly world should not be deprived of the insights contained therein (which may well occur), no eyes but mine will read these words.


Why, then, the gentle Reader will ask, do I infer his or her existence by addressing her, or him? The answer should be obvious. Art cannot exist in a vacuum. The creative spirit must possess an audience. It is impossible for a writer to do herself justice if she is only talking to herself.


Having established this important point, I return to my narrative.


Not only did Emerson sweep me off my feet, I swept him off his. (I speak figuratively, of course.) By current standards I am not beautiful. Fortunately for me, Emerson’s tastes in this area, as in most others, are highly original. My complexion, which others find sallow and dark, he described (on one memorable occasion) as resembling the honey of Hymettus; my coarse, jet-black hair, which refuses to remain confined in braids, buns, or nets, arouses in him a peculiar variety of tactile enjoyment; and his remarks about my figure, which is unfashionably slender in some areas and overly endowed in others, cannot be reproduced, even here.


By any standards Emerson is a remarkably fine-looking man. He stands over six feet tall, and his stalwart frame possesses the elasticity and muscular development of youth, thanks to a vigorous outdoor life. Under the rays of the benevolent Egyptian sun his brawny arms and rugged face turn golden-brown, forming a striking setting for the sapphire brilliance of his eyes. The removal of his beard, at my urgent request, uncovered a particularly attractive dimple in his chin. Emerson prefers to call it a cleft, when he refers to the feature at all; but it is a dimple. His hair is sable, thick and soft, shining with Titian gleams in the sunlight…


But enough of that. Suffice it to say that the wedded state proved highly agreeable, and the first years of our marriage were fully as pleasant as I had expected. We spent the winter in Egypt, excavating by day and sharing the delightful privacy of an (otherwise) unoccupied tomb by night; and the summer in England with Emerson’s brother Walter, a distinguished philologist, and the husband of my dear friend Evelyn. It was a thoroughly satisfactory existence. I cannot imagine why I, who am normally as farsighted and practical as a woman can be, did not realize that the matrimonial state quite often leads to another, related state. I refer, of course, to motherhood.


When the possibility of this interesting condition first manifested itself I was not excessively put out. According to my calculations, the child would be born in the summer, enabling me to finish the season’s work and get the business over and done with before returning to the dig in the autumn. This proved to be the case, and we left the infant – a boy, named after his uncle Walter – in the care of that gentleman and his wife when we set out for Egypt in October.


What ensued was not entirely the child’s fault. I had not anticipated that Emerson’s next view of his son the following spring would induce a doting idiocy that manifested itself in baby talk, and in a reluctance to be parted from the creature. Ramses, as the child came to be called, merited his nickname; he was as imperious in his demands and as pervasive in his presence as that most arrogant of ancient Egyptian god-kings must have been. He was also alarmingly precocious. A lady of my acquaintance used that term to me, after Ramses, aged four, had treated her to a lecture on the proper method of excavating a compost heap – hers, in point of fact. (Her gardener was extremely abusive.) When I replied that in my opinion the adjective was ill-chosen, she believed me to be offended. What I meant was that the word was inadequate. ‘Catastrophically precocious’ would have been nearer the mark.


Despite his devotion to the child, Emerson pined in the dreary climate of England. I refer not only to its meteorological climate, but to the sterile monotony of academic life to which my husband had been doomed by his decision to forgo his Egyptian excavations. He would not go to Egypt without Ramses, and he would not risk the boy’s health in that germ-infested part of the world. Only an appeal from a lady in distress (who turned out to be, as I suspected from the first, a thoroughgoing villainess) drew him from Ramses’ side; and, seeing him glow and expand among his beloved antiquities, I determined that never again would I allow him to sacrifice himself for family commitments.


We decided to take Ramses with us the following year, but a series of distressing events allowed me to postpone that pleasure. My dear friend and sister-in-law, Evelyn, who had produced four healthy children without apparent effort, suffered two successive disappointments (as she called them). The second miscarriage threw her into a state of deep depression. For some reason (possibly related to her confused mental condition) she found Ramses’ company comforting and burst into tears when we proposed to take him away. Walter added his appeals, claiming that the boy’s merry little tricks kept Evelyn from brooding. I could well believe that, because it required the concentrated attention of every adult in the household to restrain Ramses from self-immolation and a widespread destruction of property. We therefore yielded to the pleas of Ramses’ aunt and uncle, I with gracious forbearance, Emerson with grudging reluctance.


When we returned from Egypt the following spring, Ramses seemed nicely settled at Chalfont, and I saw no reason to alter the arrangement. I knew, however, that this excellent situation (excellent for Evelyn, I mean, of course) could not endure forever. But I decided not to worry about it. ‘Sufficient unto the day,’ as the Scripture says.


The day duly arrived. It was during the third week in June. I was at work in the library trying to get Emerson’s notes in order before he returned from London with the next instalment. Some dark premonition undoubtedly brushed my mind; for though I am not easily distracted, particularly from a subject that enthrals me as much as Eighteenth Dynasty rock-cut tombs, I found myself sitting with idle hands, staring out at the garden. It was at its best that lovely summer afternoon; the roses were in bloom and my perennial borders were looking their loveliest. None of the plants had been trampled or dug up; the blossoms had been culled with tender deliberation by the expert in that trade, not torn out, roots and all, to make bouquets for the servants and the dogs; the smooth green turf was unmarked by small booted feet or the holes of amateur excavation. Never before had I seen it in that pristine condition. Ramses had begun walking a month after we moved into the house. A gentle nostalgia suffused me and I brooded in quietude until my meditation was interrupted by a knock on the door.


Our servants are trained to knock before entering. This custom confirms the suspicions of our county neighbours that we are uncouth eccentrics, but I see no reason why the well-to-do should lack the privacy poor people enjoy. When Emerson and I are working or when we are alone in our bedchamber we do not appreciate being interrupted. One knock is allowed. If there is no response, the servant goes quietly away.


‘Come in,’ I called.


‘It is a telegram, madam,’ said Wilkins, tottering towards me with a tray. Wilkins is perfectly hale and hearty, but he makes a point of tottering, in order not to be asked to do anything he doesn’t want to do. I took the telegram, and again the wings of shadowy foreboding brushed my spirit. Wilkins quavered (he quavers for the same reason he totters), ‘I hope it is not bad news, madam.’


I perused the telegram. ‘No,’ I said. ‘On the contrary, it appears to be good news. We will be leaving for Chalfont tomorrow, Wilkins. Make the arrangements, if you please.’


‘Yes, madam. I beg your pardon, madam…’


‘Yes, Wilkins?’


‘Will Master Ramses be returning home with you?’


‘Possibly.’


A shadow of some passionate emotion passed rapidly over Wilkins’ face. It did not linger; Wilkins knows what is proper.


‘That will be all, Wilkins,’ I said sympathetically.


‘Yes, madam. Thank you, madam.’ He weaved an erratic path to the door.


With a last wistful look at my beautiful garden I returned to my labours. Emerson found me so engaged when he returned. Instead of giving me the affectionate embrace to which I was accustomed, he mumbled a greeting, flung a handful of papers at me, and seated himself at his desk, next to mine.


An ordinary, selfish spouse might have made a playful comment on his preoccupation and demanded her due in the form of non-verbal greetings. I glanced at the new notes and remarked temperately, ‘Your date for the pottery checks with Petrie’s chart, then? That should save time in the final – ’


‘Not enough time,’ Emerson grunted, his pen driving furiously across the page. ‘We are badly behind schedule, Peabody. From now on we work day and night. No more strolls in the garden, no more social engagements until the manuscript is completed.’


I hesitated to break the news that in all probability we would soon have with us a distraction far more time-consuming than social engagements or strolls. And, since most archaeologists consider themselves prompt if they publish the results of their work within ten years, if at all, I knew something must have happened to inspire this fiend-ridden haste. It was not difficult to surmise what that something was.


‘You saw Mr Petrie today?’ I asked.


‘Mmmp,’ said Emerson, writing.


‘I suppose he is preparing his own publication.’


Emerson threw his pen across the room. His eyes blazed. ‘He has finished it! It goes to the printer this week. Can you imagine such a thing?’


Petrie, the brilliant young excavator, was Emerson’s bête noire. They had a great deal in common – their insistence on order and method in archaeology, their contempt for the lack of order and method displayed by all other archaeologists, and their habit of expressing that contempt publicly. Instead of making them friends, this unanimity had made them rivals. The custom of publishing within a year was unique to the two of them, and it had developed into an absurd competition – a demonstration of masculine superiority on an intellectual level. It was not only absurd, it was inefficient, resulting, at least in Petrie’s case, in rather slipshod work.


I said as much, hoping this would comfort my afflicted husband. ‘He can’t have done a good job in such a short time, Emerson. What is more important, the quality of the work or the date on which it is published?’


This reasonable attitude unaccountably failed to console Emerson. ‘They are equally important,’ he bellowed. ‘Where the devil is my pen? I must not waste an instant.’


‘You threw it against the wall. I doubt that we will be able to get the ink off that bust. Socrates looks as if he has measles.’


‘Your humour – if it can be called that – is singularly misplaced, Peabody. There is nothing funny about the situation.’


I abandoned my attempts to cheer him. The news might as well be told.


‘I had a telegram from Evelyn this afternoon,’ I said. ‘We must go to Chalfont at once.’


The flush of temper drained from Emerson’s face, leaving it white to the lips. Remorsefully I realized the effect of my ill-considered speech on a man who is the most affectionate of brothers and uncles and the most fatuous of fathers. ‘All is well,’ I cried. ‘It is good news, not bad. That is what Evelyn says.’ I picked up the telegram and read it aloud. ‘“Wonderful news. Come and share it with us. We have not seen you for too long.” There, you see?’


Emerson’s lips writhed as he struggled to find words in which to express his relief. Finally he shouted, ‘Amelia, you are the most tactless woman in the universe. What the devil ails you? You did that deliberately.’


I pointed out the injustice of the charge, and we had a refreshing little discussion. Then Emerson mopped his brow, gave himself a shake, and remarked calmly, ‘Good news, eh? An honorary degree for Walter, perhaps. Or someone has endowed a chair of Egyptology for him.’


‘Foolish man,’ I said with a smile. ‘You are off the mark. My guess is that Evelyn is expecting again.’


‘Now that is ridiculous, Peabody. I have no strong objection to my brother and his wife continuing to produce offspring, but to call it wonderful news – ’


‘My sentiments are in accord with yours, Emerson. But neither of us wrote this telegram. You know Evelyn’s feelings about children.’


‘True.’ Emerson reflected, pensively, on the peculiar opinions of Evelyn. Then his face became radiant. ‘Peabody! Do you realize what this means? If Evelyn has recovered from her melancholia, she will no longer require Ramses to keep her company. We can bring our boy home!’


‘I had arrived at the same conclusion.’


Emerson leaped up. I rose to meet him; he caught me in his arms and spun me around, laughing exultantly. ‘How I have missed the sound of his voice, the patter of his little feet! Reading to him from my History of Ancient Egypt, admiring the bones he digs up from the rose garden… I have not complained, Peabody – you know I never complain – but I have been lonely for Ramses. This year we will take him with us. Won’t it be wonderful, Peabody – we three, working together in Egypt?’


‘Kiss, me, Emerson,’ I said faintly.


ii


Our neighbours are not interesting people. We have little to do with them. Emerson has antagonized most of the gentlemen, who consider him a radical of the most pernicious sort, and I have not cultivated their ladies. They talk of nothing but their children, their husbands’ success, and the faults of their servants. One of the favourite sub-topics under the last head is the rapidity with which the servants’ hall becomes acquainted with the private affairs of the master and mistress. As Lady Bassington once declared, in my presence, ‘They are frightful gossips, you know. I suppose they have nothing better to do. By the by, my dear, have you heard the latest about Miss Harris and the groom?’


Our servants unquestionably knew more about our affairs than I would have liked, but I attributed this to Emerson’s habit of shouting those affairs aloud, without regard for who might be listening. One of the footmen may have overheard his cries of rapture at the prospect of being reunited with his child, or perhaps Wilkins had allowed himself to theorize. In any event, the word spread quickly. When I went up to change for dinner, Rose knew all about it.


Rose is the housemaid, but since I do not employ a personal servant, she acts in that capacity when I require assistance with my toilette. I had not called her that evening; yet I found her in my room, ostensibly mending a skirt I could not recall having ripped. After asking what she should pack for the journey to Chalfont, she said, ‘And while you are away, ma’am, shall I see that Master Ramses’ room is got in order?’


‘His room is in order,’ I replied. ‘I see no reason to do anything more, since it won’t remain in order for five minutes after he occupies it.’


‘Then Master Ramses will be coming home, ma’am?’ Rose asked with a smile.


Rose’s fondness for Ramses is absolutely unaccountable. I cannot calculate how many cubic feet of mud she has scraped off carpets and walls and furniture as a result of his activities, and mud is the least disgusting of the effluvia Ramses trails in his wake. I replied, rather shortly, that the day and hour of Ramses’ return was as yet mere speculation, and that if any action on her part was necessary, she would be informed as soon as I knew myself.


Ramses had no nanny. We had naturally employed one when we took the house; she left after a week, and her successors passed in and out of the place so rapidly, Emerson complained that he never got to know what they looked like. (He had once taken the Honourable Miss Worth, whose religious beliefs demanded a puritanical simplicity of dress, for the new nanny, and before this assumption could be corrected, he had insulted the lady to such a degree that she never called on me again.) At the age of three Ramses had informed us that he did not need a nanny and would not have one. Emerson agreed with him. I did not agree with him. He needed something – a stout healthy woman who had trained as a prison wardress, perhaps – but it had become more and more difficult to find nannies for Ramses. Presumably the word had spread.


When we went in to dinner I saw that Ramses’ imminent return had been accepted as fact. Wilkins’ face bore the look of supercilious resignation that constitutes his version of sulking, and John, the footman, was beaming broadly. Like Rose, he is unaccountably devoted to Ramses.


I had long since resigned myself to the impossibility of teaching Emerson the proper subjects of conversation before the servants. Wilkins is not resigned; but there is nothing he can do about it. Not only does Emerson rant on and on about personal matters at the dinner table, but he often consults Wilkins and John. Wilkins has a single reply to all questions: ‘I really could not say, sir.’ John, who had never been in service before he came to us, had adapted very comfortably to Emerson’s habits.


That evening, however, Emerson sipped his soup and made banal remarks about the weather and the beauty of the roses. I suspected he was up to something; and sure enough, as soon as John had retired to fetch the next course, he said casually, ‘We must make plans for our winter campaign, Peabody. Will you be taking your maid?’


Neither of us has ever taken a personal attendant on our expeditions. The very idea of Rose, in her neat black frock and ruffled cap, crawling in and out of a tent or pitching a camp cot in an abandoned tomb, was preposterous. I reminded Emerson of this, which he knew as well as I did.


‘You may do as you like, of course,’ he replied. ‘But I believe that this year I may require the services of a valet. John – ’ for the young man had returned with the roast beef, ‘how would you like to go with us to Egypt this year?’


Wilkins rescued the platter before much of the juice had dripped onto the floor. John clasped his hands. ‘What, sir? Me, sir? Oh, sir, I would like it above all things. D’you really mean it, sir?’


‘I never say anything I don’t mean,’ Emerson shouted indignantly.


‘Have you taken leave of your senses?’ I demanded.


‘Now, now, Mrs Emerson – pas devant les domestiques.’ Emerson grinned in a vulgar manner.


Naturally I paid no attention to this remark, which was only meant to annoy me. Emerson had introduced the subject; I was determined to thrash it out then and there.


‘You, with a valet? You don’t employ one here; what possible use could you have for an attendant in Luxor?’


‘I had in mind – ’ Emerson began.


He was interrupted by John. ‘Oh, please, sir and madam – I’d be of use, truly I would. I could keep them tombs clean, and polish your boots – I’m sure they take a deal of polishing, with all that sand there – ’


‘Splendid, splendid,’ Emerson said. ‘That’s settled, then. What the devil are you doing, Wilkins? Why don’t you serve the food? I am ravenous.’


There was no response from Wilkins, not even a blink. ‘Put the platter on the table, John,’ I said resignedly. ‘Then take Mr Wilkins away.’


‘Yes, madam. Thank you, madam. Oh, madam – ’


‘That will do, John.’


Though John is an extremely large person, he is only a boy, and his fair complexion reflects every shade of emotion. It had run the gamut from the flush of excitement to the pallor of apprehension; he was now a delicate shell-pink with pleasure as he led his unfortunate superior away.


Emerson attacked the beef with knife and fork. He avoided my eye, but the quirk at the corner of his mouth betokened a smug satisfaction I found maddening.


‘If you believe the subject is closed, you are in error,’ I said. ‘Really, Emerson, you ought to be ashamed of yourself. Will you never learn? Your inconsiderate behaviour has shocked Wilkins into a stupor and raised hopes in John that cannot be realized. It is too bad of you.’


‘I’ll be cursed if I will apologize to Wilkins,’ Emerson mumbled. ‘Whose house is this, anyway? If I can’t behave naturally in my own house – ’


‘He will recover; he is accustomed to your ways. It is John I am thinking of. He will be so disappointed – ’


‘I am surprised at you, Amelia,’ Emerson interrupted. ‘Do you suppose I really want John to act as my valet? I have another function in mind.’


‘Ramses,’ I said.


‘Naturally. Devoted as I am to that adorable child, I know his ways. I cannot concentrate on my work if I must worry about him.’


‘I had, of course, planned to employ a woman to look after the boy when we arrive in Cairo – ’


‘A woman!’ Emerson dropped the knife and planted both elbows on the table. ‘No native servant can deal with Ramses; Egyptians spoil their own children badly, and those who work for English people have been taught to indulge all members of the so-called superior race. Superior! It makes my blood boil when I hear such – ’


‘You are changing the subject,’ I warned, knowing his propensity to lecture on this topic. ‘We will find a man, then. A strong, healthy young man – ’


‘Like John. Do use your head, Amelia. Even if we could find a suitable person in Cairo – what about the journey out?’


‘Oh,’ I said.


‘It turns me cold with terror to think of Ramses running loose aboard ship,’ Emerson said – and indeed, his bronzed countenance paled visibly as he spoke. ‘Aside from the possibility that he might tumble overboard, there are the other passengers, the crew, and the ship’s engines to be considered. We could go down with all hands, never to be heard of again. Only a life preserver, floating on the surface…’


With an effort I shook off the dreadful vision. ‘That seems an exaggeration,’ I assured him.


‘Perhaps.’ Emerson gave me a look I knew well. ‘But there are other difficulties, Amelia. If Ramses has no attendant, he will have to share our cabin. Curse it, my dear, the trip lasts two weeks! If you expect me to forgo – ’


I raised a hand to silence him, for John had returned, carrying a bowl of brussels sprouts and beaming like the sun over the pyramids of Giza. ‘You have made your point, Emerson. I confess that problem had not occurred to me.’


‘Had it not?’ The intensity of Emerson’s gaze increased. ‘Perhaps I had better remind you, then.’


And he did, later that evening, in a most effective manner.


iii


We reached Chalfont on the next afternoon and were greeted by Evelyn herself. One look at her radiant face assured me of the correctness of my surmise, and as I gave her a sisterly embrace I murmured, ‘I am so happy for you, Evelyn.’


Emerson’s acknowledgment of the news was less conventional. ‘Amelia informs me you are at it again, Evelyn. I had hoped you were finished; you promised to come out with us once you had got this business of children over and done with; we haven’t had a satisfactory artist on a dig since you abandoned the profession, and it does seem to me – ’


Laughing, Walter interrupted him. ‘Now, Radcliffe, you ought to know that in these matters Evelyn is not solely responsible. Leave off abusing my wife, if you please, and come see my latest acquisition.’


‘The demotic papyrus?’ Emerson can be distracted from almost any subject by an antiquity. He released his affectionate grasp of Evelyn and followed his brother.


Evelyn gave me an amused smile. The years had dealt kindly with her; her fair beauty was as serene as it had been when I first met her, and motherhood had scarcely enlarged her slim figure. Her blooming looks reassured me, but I could not help but feel a certain anxiety; as soon as the gentlemen were out of earshot, I inquired, ‘You are certain this time that all is well? Perhaps I ought to stay with you for the remainder of the summer. If I had been here last time – ’


I had believed Emerson could not overhear, but his ears are abnormally keen on occasion. He turned. ‘Are you at it again, Amelia? The Egyptians may call you Sitt Hakim, but that does not qualify you to practise medicine. Evelyn will do much better without your dosing her.’


Having made this pronouncement, he vanished into the corridor that led to the library.


‘Ha,’ I exclaimed. ‘Now you know, Evelyn – ’


‘I know.’ Her arm stole round my waist. ‘I will never forget the day you restored me to life when I fainted in the Roman Forum. Your husband cannot spare you to nurse me, Amelia, and I assure you, there is no need. I am past the point where … That is, the dangerous period has …’


Evelyn is absurdly modest about these things. Since I consider motherhood a natural and interesting event, I see no reason for reticence. I said briskly, ‘Yes, the first three months were, for you, the period of risk. I conclude then that you will bear the child in December or January. Speaking of children …’


‘Yes, of course. You will be eager to see Ramses.’


She spoke in a hesitating manner, avoiding my eyes. I said coolly, ‘Has something happened to him?’


‘No, no, of course not. At least … The truth is, he is missing.’


Before I could pursue my inquiries, Emerson came bursting into the hallway where we stood. ‘Missing!’ he bellowed. ‘Peabody – Ramses has disappeared! He has not been seen since breakfast. Curse it, why are you standing there? We must search for him immediately.’


I caught hold of a marble pillar and managed to resist Emerson’s efforts to drag me towards the door.


‘Calm yourself, Emerson. I have no doubt a search is underway. You can do nothing that is not already being done. In fact, you would probably lose your way, and then everyone would have to look for you. It is not unheard of for Ramses to take himself off for long periods of time; he will return when he is ready.’


The last part of this calm and reasonable speech was lost on Emerson. Finding himself unable to budge me, he released his hold and rushed out of the door, leaving it open.


‘There is no cause for concern,’ Evelyn assured me. ‘As you said, Ramses has done this before.’


‘Ra-a-amses!’ Emerson’s voice is notable for its carrying quality. ‘Papa is here, Ramses – where are you? Ram-ses …’


I said to Evelyn, ‘I believe I could fancy a cup of tea.’


Tea is regarded, in these islands and elsewhere, as a restorative. It was in this light that Evelyn offered it, as she continued to reassure me as to Ramses’ safety. I was glad of the tea, for the long train ride had made me thirsty. If I had wanted a restorative, I would have asked for whisky and soda.


As I could have predicted, it was only a few minutes later that Emerson returned, with Ramses cradled in his arms. I studied the touching tableau with disfavour. Ramses was, as usual, incredibly dirty, and Emerson’s suit had just been sponged and pressed.


Trotting behind them came the large brindled cat we had brought from Egypt on our last expedition but one. She was Ramses’ constant companion, but unfortunately few of the admirable habits of the feline species had rubbed off onto her young owner. She threw herself down on the carpet and began cleaning herself. Ramses freed himself from his father’s hold and rushed at me without so much as wiping his feet.


His small and sticky person was redolent of dog, chocolate, straw (used straw, from the stables) and stagnant water. Having embraced me, and left liberal traces of his presence on the skirt of my frock, he stood back and smiled. ‘Good afternoon, Mama.’


Ramses has a rather prepossessing smile. He is not otherwise a handsome child. His features are too large for his juvenile countenance, especially his nose, which promises to be as commanding as that of his ancient Egyptian namesake. His chin, which is almost as oversized in proportion to the rest of his face, has the same cleft as his father’s. I must confess that Ramses’ chin softens me. I returned his smile. ‘Where have you been, you naughty boy?’


‘Letting de animals out of de traps,’ Ramses replied. ‘I t’ought your train was not coming till later.’


‘What is this?’ I frowned. ‘You are lisping again, Ramses. I told you – ’


‘It is not a lisp, Amelia.’ Evelyn hastened to defend the miscreant, who had turned to the tea table and was devouring sandwiches. ‘He pronounced his s’s perfectly.’


‘Some other speech defect, then,’ I replied. ‘He does it deliberately. He knows how it annoys me.’


Leaning against his father’s knee, Ramses stuffed an entire watercress sandwich into his mouth and regarded me enigmatically. I would have continued the lecture but for the arrival of Walter, breathless and perspiring. He let out a sigh of relief when he saw the boy.


‘So there you are, you young rascal. How could you wander off when you knew your mama and papa would be here?’


‘I t’ought …’ Ramses glanced at me. Slowly and deliberately he repeated, ‘I t’ought de train would be later den was de case. You must swear out a warrant against Will Baker, Uncle Walter. He is setting traps again. It was necessary for me to free de unfortunate captives dis afternoon.’


‘Indeed? I will see to it at once,’ said Walter.


‘Good Gad,’ I exclaimed loudly. Walter had once spanked Ramses (for tearing pages out of his dictionary), and now he too had succumbed to the imperious dictates of the miniature tyrant.


‘Language, Amelia, language,’ Emerson exclaimed. ‘Remember that young, innocent, impressionable ears are listening.’


At my suggestion Ramses retired to bathe and change. When he returned after a short interval he was accompanied by his cousins. It would have been difficult to deduce the relationship. Ramses’ cheeks of tan and mop of curly black hair resembled the colouring of residents of the eastern Mediterranean regions, while his cousins had inherited their mother’s fair hair and the sweet regularity of countenance of both parents. They are handsome children, especially Emerson’s namesake young Radcliffe. Raddie, as we called him, was then nine years of age, but looked older. (A few months of Ramses’ companionship has that effect on sensitive individuals.) The twins, Johnny and Willy, appeared to have suffered less, perhaps because there were two of them to share the tempestuous effect of Ramses’ personality. They greeted us with identical gap-toothed smiles and shook hands like little gentlemen. Then Ramses came forward with the fourth and (as yet) youngest of Evelyn’s children – a dear little cherub of four, with golden curls and wide blue eyes. The curls were somewhat dishevelled and the eyes were bulging, since Ramses had her firmly about the neck. Thrusting her at me, he announced, ‘Here is Melia, Mama.’


I freed the unoffending infant from his stranglehold. ‘I know my namesake well, Ramses. Give Aunt Amelia a kiss, my dear.’


The child obeyed with the grace all Evelyn’s offspring possess, but when I suggested she sit beside me she shook her head shyly. ‘T’ank you, Auntie, but if I may I will sit wit’ Ramses.’


I sighed as I beheld the look she turned on my son. I have seen the same expression on the face of a mouse about to be devoured by a cobra.


Evelyn fussed over the children, stuffing them with cakes and encouraging them to chatter about their activities; but I joined in the discussion between the men, which had to do with our plans for the autumn campaign.


‘You won’t be returning to Thebes, then?’ Walter asked.


This was news to me, and I was about to say so when Emerson exclaimed in exasperation, ‘Curse you, Walter, it was to be a surprise for Amelia.’


‘I don’t like surprises,’ I replied. ‘Not in matters concerning our work, at any rate.’


‘You will like this one, my dear Peabody. Guess where we are to excavate this winter.’


The beloved name halted the reproof hovering on my lips. Its use goes back to the early days of our acquaintance, when Emerson used my surname in an attempt to annoy me. Now hallowed by tender memories, it is a symbol of our uniquely satisfying relationship. Emerson prefers me to use his last name for the same touching reason.


So I said, humouring him, ‘I cannot possibly guess, my dear Emerson. There are dozens of sites in Egypt I am dying to dig up.’


‘But what do you yearn for most? What is your Egyptological passion, hitherto unsatisfied? What is it you crave?’


‘Oh, Emerson!’ I clasped my hands. In my enthusiasm I overlooked the fact that I was holding a tomato sandwich. Wiping the fragments from my hands, I went on in mounting rapture, ‘Pyramids! Have you found us a pyramid?’


‘Not one, but five,’ Emerson replied, his sapphire orbs reflecting my delight. ‘Dahshoor, Peabody – the pyramid field of Dahshoor – that is where I mean to dig. I intended it as a treat for you, my dear.’


‘You mean to dig,’ I repeated, my first enthusiasm fading. ‘Do you have the firman for Dahshoor?’


‘You know I never apply to the Department of Antiquities beforehand, my love. If certain other archaeologists learned where I wanted to excavate they would also apply, out of pure spite. I don’t mention names, but you know whom I mean.’


I waved this unwarranted slur upon Mr Petrie aside. ‘But, Emerson, M. de Morgan dug at Dahshoor last spring. As head of the Department of Antiquities he has first choice; what makes you suppose he will yield the site to you?’


‘I understand that M. de Morgan is more reasonable than his predecessor,’ said Walter, the peacemaker. ‘Grebaut was an unfortunate choice for the position.’


‘Grebaut was an idiot,’ Emerson agreed. ‘But he never interfered with ME.’


‘He was terrified of you,’ I exclaimed. ‘I recall at least one occasion upon which you threatened to murder him. De Morgan may not be so timid.’


‘I cannot imagine where you get such ideas,’ Emerson said in mild surprise. ‘I am a particularly even-tempered man, and to suggest that I would threaten the Director of the Department of Antiquities with physical violence – even if he was the most consummate fool in the entire universe – really, Amelia, you astonish me.’


‘Never mind,’ said Walter, his eyes twinkling with amusement. ‘Let us hope there will be no violence of any kind this season. Especially murder!’


‘I certainly hope not,’ said Emerson. ‘These distractions interfere with one’s work. Amelia suffers from the delusion, derived I know not whence, that she has talents as a criminal investigator – ’


‘I, at least, have cause to thank her for those talents,’ said my dear Evelyn quietly. ‘You cannot blame Amelia, Radcliffe; I was the unwitting cause of your first encounter with crime.’


‘And,’ Walter added, ‘on the second occasion you were the guilty party, Radcliffe – taking on the direction of an expedition plagued with mysterious disappearances and ancient curses.’


‘She tricked me into it,’ Emerson grumbled, glancing at me.


‘I don’t know what you are complaining about,’ I retorted. ‘It was a most interesting experience, and we made some valuable discoveries that season in the Valley of the Kings.’


‘But you were wrong about de identification of de tomb,’ said Ramses, turning to his father. ‘I am of de opinion dat Tutankhamon’s sepulchre is yet to be discovered.’


Seeing that an argument was about to ensue – for Emerson brooks criticism of his Egyptological expertise from no one, not even his son – Walter hastened to change the subject.


‘Radcliffe, have you heard anything more about the recent flood of illegal antiquities? Rumour has it that some remarkably fine objects have appeared on the market, including jewellery. Can it be that the tomb robbers of Thebes have found another cache of royal mummies?’


‘Your uncle is referring to the cave at Deir el Bahri,’ Emerson explained to Ramses. ‘It contained mummies of royal persons hidden by devout priests after the original tombs had been robbed.’


‘T’ank you, Papa, but I am fully acquainted wit’ de details of dat remarkable discovery. De cache was found by de tomb robbers of Gurneh near Thebes, who marketed de objects found on de mummies, enabling de den Head of de Antiquities Department, M. Maspero, to track dem down and locate de cleft in de cliffs where de –’


‘Enough, Ramses,’ I said.


‘Hmph,’ said Emerson. ‘To answer your question, Walter – it is possible that the objects you refer to come from such a collection of royal mummies. However, from what I have heard, they range widely in date; the most remarkable is a Twelfth Dynasty pectoral ornament in gold, lapis lazuli and turquoise, with the cartouche of Senusret the Second. It seems to me more likely that a new and more efficient gang of tomb robbers has taken up the trade, plundering a variety of sites. What vultures these wretches are! If I could lay my hands on them – ’


‘You have just now declared you will not play detective,’ said Walter with a smile. ‘No murders for Amelia and no burglaries for you, Radcliffe. Only an innocent excavation. Don’t forget you promised to look out for papyri – demotic papyri, if you please. I need more examples of that form of the language if I am to succeed with my dictionary.’


‘And I,’ said Ramses, feeding the last of the sandwiches to the cat, ‘wish to dig up dead people. Human remains are de indicators of de racial affiliations of de ancient Egyptians. Furdermore, I feel a useful study might be made of techniques of mummification down de ages.’


Emerson bent a tender look upon his son and heir. ‘Very well, Ramses; Papa will find you all the dead bodies you want.’




II
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THE voyage from Brindisi to Alexandria was without incident. (I do not consider the halting of the ship, at Emerson’s frenzied insistence, as truly an incident in Ramses’ career; as I told Emerson at the time, there was almost no possibility that the boy could have fallen overboard. Indeed he was soon found, in the hold, examining the cargo – for reasons which I did not care then, or at a later time, to inquire into.)


Except for this single error – which for John could not be blamed, since Ramses had locked him in their cabin – the young man performed well. He followed Ramses’ every step and scarcely took his eyes off the boy. He attended to the needs of Bastet, such as they were; the cat required far less attendance than a human child. (Which is one of the reasons why spinster ladies prefer felines to babies.) Ramses had not insisted on bringing the cat; he had simply taken it for granted that she would accompany him. The few occasions on which they had been parted had proved so horrendous for all concerned that I gave in with scarcely a struggle.


But to return to John. He proved to be one of Emerson’s more brilliant inspirations, and with my characteristic graciousness I admitted as much to my husband.


‘John,’ I said, ‘was one of your more brilliant inspirations, Emerson.’


It was the night before we were to dock at Alexandria, and we reclined in harmonious marital accord on the narrow bunk in our stateroom. John and Ramses occupied the adjoining cabin. Knowing that the porthole had been nailed shut and the key to the locked cabin door was in Emerson’s possession, I was at ease about Ramses’ present location and therefore able to enjoy my own, in the embrace of my husband. His muscular arms tightened about me as he replied sleepily, ‘I told you so.’


In my opinion this comment should be avoided, particularly by married persons. I refrained from replying, however. The night was balmy with the breezes of the Orient; moonlight made a silver path across the floor; and the close proximity of Emerson, necessitated by the narrowness of the couch on which we reclined, induced a mood of amiable forbearance.


‘He has not succumbed to mal de mer,’ I continued. ‘He is learning Arabic with remarkable facility; he gets on well with the cat Bastet.’


Emerson’s reply had nothing to do with the subject under discussion, and succeeded in distracting me, accompanied as it was by certain non-verbal demonstrations. When I was able to speak, I went on, ‘I am beginning to believe I have underestimated the lad’s intelligence. He may be of use to us on the dig: keeping the records of pay for the men, or even – ’


‘I cannot conceive,’ said Emerson, ‘why you insist on talking about the footman at such a moment at this.’


I was forced to concede that once again Emerson was quite correct. It was not the time to be talking about the footman.
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John proved a weak vessel after all. He was snuffling next morning, and by the time we reached Cairo he had a fully developed case of catarrh, with all the attendant internal unpleasantnesses. Upon being questioned he weakly admitted he had left off the flannel belt with which I had provided him, cautioning him to wear it day and night in order to prevent a chill.


‘Madness!’ I exclaimed, as I tucked him into bed and laid out the appropriate medications. ‘Absolute madness, young man! You disregarded my instructions and now you see the consequences. Why didn’t you wear your belt? Where is it?’


John’s face was crimson from the base of his sturdy throat to the roots of his hair, whether from remorse or the exertion of attempting to prevent me from putting him to bed I cannot say. Pouring out a dessert spoonful of the gentle aperient I commonly employ for this ailment, I seized him by the nose and, as his mouth opened in a quest for oxygen, I poured the medicine down his throat. A dose of bismuth succeeded the aperient, and then I repeated my question. ‘Where is your belt, John? You must wear it every instant.’


John was incapable of speech. However, the briefest flicker of his eyes in the direction of Ramses gave the answer I expected. The boy stood at the foot of the bed, watching with a look of cool curiosity, and as I turned in his direction he answered readily, ‘It is my fault, Mama. I needed de flannel to make a lead for de cat Bastet.’


The animal in question was perched on the footboard, studying the mosquito netting draped high above the couch with an expression that aroused my deepest suspicions. I had noted with approval the braided rope with which Bastet had been provided. It was one item I had not thought to bring, since the cat usually followed Ramses’ steps as closely as a devoted dog; but in a strange city, under strange circumstances, it was certainly a sensible precaution. Not until that moment, however, had I recognized the rope as the remains of a flannel belt.


Addressing the most pressing problem first, I said sternly, ‘Bastet, you are not to climb the mosquito netting. It is too fragile to bear your weight and will collapse if you attempt the feat.’ The cat glanced at me and murmured low in its throat, and I went on, now addressing my son, ‘Why did you not use your own flannel belt?’


‘Because you would have seen it was gone,’ said Ramses, with the candour that is one of his more admirable characteristics.


‘Who needs the cursed belts anyway?’ demanded Emerson, who had been ranging the room like a caged tiger. ‘I never wear one. See here, Amelia, you have wasted enough time playing physician. This is a temporary affliction; most tourists suffer from it, and John will get on better if you leave him alone. Come; we have a great deal to do, and I need your assistance.’


So adjured, I could only acquiesce. We retired to our own room, which adjoined that of the sufferer, taking Ramses (and of course the cat) with us. But when I would have turned towards the trunk that contained our books and notes, Emerson grasped my arm and drew me to the window.


Our room was on the third floor of the hotel, with a small iron-railed balcony overlooking the gardens of Ezbekieh Square. The mimosa trees were in bloom; chrysanthemums and poinsettias mingled in riotous profusion; the famous roses formed velvety masses of crimson and gold and snowy white. But for once the flowers (of which I am exceedingly fond) did not hold my gaze. My eyes sought the upper air, where roofs and domes, minarets and spires swam in a misty splendour of light.


Emerson’s broad breast swelled in a deep sigh, and a contented smile illumined his face. He drew Ramses into his other arm. I knew – I shared – the joy that filled his heart as for the first time he introduced his son to the life that was all in all to him. It was a moment fraught with emotion – or it would have been, had not Ramses, in an effort to get a better look, swarmed up onto the railing, whence he was plucked by the paternal arm as he teetered perilously.


‘Don’t do that, my boy,’ said Emerson. ‘It is not safe. Papa will hold you.’


With a visible sneer of contempt for human frailty the cat Bastet took Ramses’ place on the rail. The noises from the street below rose in pitch as travellers returning from the day’s excursions dismounted from donkeys or carriages. Conjurers and snake charmers sought to attract the attention, and the baksheesh, of the hotel guests; vendors of flowers and trinkets raised their voices in discordant appeal. A military band marched down the street, preceded by a water carrier running backwards as he poured from a huge jar in order to lay the dust. Ramses’ juvenile countenance displayed little emotion. It seldom did. Only a gentle flush warmed his tanned cheek, which was, for Ramses, a display of great excitement and interest.


The cat Bastet attacked her sleek flank with bared teeth.


‘She cannot have picked up a flea already,’ I exclaimed, carrying the animal to a chair.


But she had. I dealt with the offender, made certain it had been a solitary explorer, and then remarked, ‘Your notion of a lead was a good idea, Ramses, but this dirty rag will not do. Tomorrow we will purchase a proper leather collar and lead in the bazaar.’


My husband and son remained at the window. Emerson was pointing out the sights of the city. I did not disturb them. Let Emerson enjoy the moment; disillusionment would come soon enough when he realized he was destined to enjoy several days – and nights – of his son’s companionship. Ramses could not share the infected chamber where John reposed, and John was in no state to provide the proper degree of supervision. He was barely up to the job even when he was in the full bloom of health.


The burden would rest principally on me, of course. I was resigned. Clapping my hands to summon the hotel safragi, I directed him to help me unpack.
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We were to dine that evening with an old friend, Sheikh Mohammed Bahsoor. He was of pure Bedouin stock, with the acquiline features and manly bearing of that splendid race. We had decided to take Ramses with us – to leave him in the hotel with only the feeble John to watch over him was not to be thought of for a moment – but my misgivings as to his behaviour were happily unfulfilled. The good old man welcomed him with the gracious courtesy of a true son of the desert; and Ramses, uncharacteristically, sat still and spoke scarcely a word all evening.


I was the only female present. The sheikh’s wives, of course, never left the harim, and although he always received European ladies courteously, he did not invite them to his intimate dinner parties, when the conversation dwelled upon subjects of political and scientific interest. ‘Women,’ he insisted, ‘cannot discuss serious matters.’ Needless to say, I was flattered that he did not include me in that denunciation, and I believe he enjoyed my spirited defence of the sex of which I have the honour to be a member.


The gathering was cosmopolitan. In addition to the Egyptians and Bedouins present, there was M. Naville, the Swiss archaeologist, Insinger, who was Dutch, and M. Naville’s assistant, a pleasant young fellow named Howard Carter. Another gentleman was conspicuous by the magnificence of his dress. Diamonds blazed from his shirt front and his cuffs, and the broad crimson ribbon of some foreign order cut a swath across his breast. He was of medium height, but looked taller because of his extraordinary leanness of frame. He wore his black hair shorter than was the fashion; it glistened with pomade, as did his sleek little moustache. A monocle in his right eye enlarged that optic with sinister effect, giving his entire face a curiously lopsided appearance.


When he caught sight of this person, Emerson scowled and muttered something under his breath; but he was too fond of Sheikh Mohammed to make a scene. When the sheikh presented ‘Prince Kalenischeff,’ my husband forced an unconvincing smile and said only, ‘I have met the – er – hem – gentleman.’


I had not met him, but I knew of him. As he bowed over my hand, holding it pressed to his lips longer than convention decreed, I remembered Emerson’s critical comments. ‘He worked at Abydos with Amelineau; between them, they made a pretty mess of the place. He calls himself an archaeologist, but that designation is as inaccurate as his title is apocryphal. If he is a Russian prince, I am the Empress of China.’


Since Emerson was critical of all archaeologists, I had taken this with a grain of salt; but I must admit the prince’s bold dark eyes and sneering smile made a poor impression on me.


The conversation was largely confined that evening to archaeological subjects. I remember the main topic concerned the proposed dam at Philae, which in its original design would have drowned the Ptolemaic temples on the island. Emerson, who despises the monuments of this degenerate period, annoyed a number of his colleagues by saying the cursed temples were not worth preserving, even if they did retain their original colouring. In the end, of course, he added his name to the petition sent to the Foreign Office, and I do not doubt that the name of Emerson carried considerable weight in the final decision to lower the height of the dam and spare the temples.


His eyes twinkling merrily, the sheikh made his usual provocative remarks about the female sex. I countered, as usual, and treated the gentlemen to a lecture on women’s rights. Only once did a ripple of potential strife disturb the calm of the evening, when Naville asked Emerson where he would be digging that season. The question was asked in all innocence, but Emerson replied with a dark scowl and a firm refusal to discuss his plans. It might have passed off had not Kalenischeff said, in a lazy drawl, ‘The most promising sites have been allocated, you know. You ought not delay so long in applying, Professor.’
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