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  Students of the life and works of Mrs Amelia P. Emerson will be pleased to learn that the present Editor’s tireless research on the recently

  discovered collection of Emerson papers has yielded additional fruit. Certain excerpts from Manuscript H were included in the most recent volume of Mrs Emerson’s memoirs, and other excerpts

  appear here. The authorship of this manuscript has been determined; it was written by ‘Ramses’ Emerson, but additions in various hands suggest that it was read and commented upon by

  other members of the family. The collection of letters herein designated ‘B’ are signed by Nefret Forth, as she then was. Since the recipient of them is addressed only as

  ‘Dear’ or ‘Darling,’ the Editor was originally in some doubt as to this individual’s identity. She has decided to leave the Reader in doubt as well. Speculation is the

  spice of life, as Mrs Emerson might say.




  Newspaper clippings and miscellaneous letters are contained in a separate file (F).




  The present Editor feels obliged to add, in her own defence, that the journals themselves present a number of inconsistencies. Mrs Emerson began them as private diaries. At a later time she

  determined to edit them for future publication, but (as was typical of her) she went about it in a somewhat slapdash fashion and over a long period of time. Her methodology, if it can be called

  that, explains the anomalies, errors and anachronisms in the urtext itself. Eventually the Editor hopes to produce a definitive, thoroughly annotated edition, in which these inconsistencies will be

  explained (insofar as it is possible to explain the way in which Mrs Emerson’s agile mind operated).




  Of particular interest to Egyptologists will be Mrs Emerson’s description of the discovery of KV55, as the tomb found by Ayrton in January 1907 is now called. No proper excavation report

  was ever published, and the descriptions of the participants disagree in so many particulars that one cannot help suspecting the accuracy of all of them. It is not surprising that none of them

  mentions the presence of Professor Emerson and his associates. Mrs Emerson’s version, though certainly not free of bias, makes it clear that the Professor’s suggestions and advice were

  deeply resented by the excavators.




  Being only too aware of Mrs Emerson’s biases, the Editor has gone to the trouble of comparing her version with those of others. She is indebted to Jim and Susan Allen, of the Metropolitan

  Museum of Art, for making the unpublished manuscript of Mrs Andrew’s diary available to her; to Dennis Forbes, editor of KMT, for allowing her to peruse the galleys of his chapter on KV55

  from his forthcoming book, Tombs. Treasures. Mummies; to Mr John Larson of the Oriental Institute for answering innumerable questions about Theodore Davis and the storage jars; and to Lila

  Pinch Brock, the most recent excavator of KV55, for getting her into the place and telling her all about it.




  She (the Editor) has also read practically every book and article written about the tomb. The (extremely impressive) bibliography will be sent to Readers upon receipt of a SASE. She (the Editor)

  has come to the conclusion that Mrs Emerson’s description is the most accurate, and that she was, as she always was, right.
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  OPENING THE MOUTH OF THE DEAD




  

    Let my mouth be given to me. Let my mouth be opened by Ptah with the instrument of iron with which he opens the mouths of the gods.


  




  





  I
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  I was inserting an additional pin into my hat when the library door opened and Emerson put his head out.




  ‘There is a matter on which I would like to consult you, Peabody,’ he began.




  He had obviously been working on his book, for his thick black hair was dishevelled, his shirt gaped open, and his sleeves had been rolled above the elbows. Emerson claims that his mental

  processes are inhibited by the constriction of collars, cuffs and cravats. It may be so. I certainly did not object, for my husband’s muscular frame and sun-bronzed skin are displayed to best

  advantage in such a state of dishabille. On this occasion, however, I was forced to repress the emotion the sight of Emerson always arouses in me, since Gargery, our butler, was present.




  ‘Pray do not detain me, my dear Emerson,’ I replied. ‘I am on my way to chain myself to the railings at Number Ten Downing Street, and I am already late.’




  ‘Chain yourself,’ Emerson repeated. ‘May I ask why?’




  ‘It was my idea,’ I explained modestly. ‘During some earlier demonstrations, the lady suffragists have been picked up and carried away by large policemen, thus effectively

  ending the demonstration. This will not be easily accomplished if the ladies are firmly fastened to an immovable object such as an iron railing.’




  ‘I see.’ Opening the door wider, he emerged. ‘Would you like me to accompany you, Peabody? I could drive you in the motor car.’




  It would have been difficult to say which suggestion horrified me more – that he should go with me, or that he should drive the motor car.




  Emerson had been wanting for several years to acquire one of the horrid machines, but I had put him off by one pretext or another until that summer. I had taken all the precautions I could,

  promoting one of the stablemen to the post of chauffeur and making certain he was properly trained; I had insisted that if the children were determined to drive the nasty thing (which they were),

  they should also take lessons. David and Ramses had become as competent as male individuals of their age could be expected to be, and in my opinion Nefret was even better, though the men in the

  family denied it.




  None of these sensible measures succeeded in fending off the dreaded results. Emerson, of course, refused to be driven by the chauffeur or the younger members of the family. It had not taken

  long for the word to get round the village and its environs. One glimpse of Emerson crouched over the wheel, his teeth bared in a delighted grin, his blue eyes sparkling behind his goggles, was

  enough to strike terror into the heart of pedestrian or driver. The hooting of the horn (which Emerson liked very much and employed incessantly) had the same effect as a fire siren; everyone within

  earshot immediately cleared off the road, into a ditch or a hedgerow, if necessary. He had insisted on bringing the confounded thing with us to London, but thus far we had managed to keep him from

  operating it in the city.




  Many years of happy marriage had taught me that there are certain subjects about which husbands are strangely sensitive. Any challenge to their masculinity should be avoided at all costs. For

  some reason that eludes me, the ability to drive a motor car appears to be a symbol of masculinity. I therefore sought another excuse for refusing his offer.




  ‘No, my dear Emerson, it would not be advisable for you to go with me. In the first place, you have a great deal of work to do on the final volume of your History of Ancient Egypt.

  In the second place, the last time you accompanied me on such an expedition you knocked down two policemen.’




  ‘And so I will do again if they have the audacity to lay hands on you,’ Emerson exclaimed. As I had hoped, this comment distracted him from the subject of the motor car. His blue

  eyes blazed with sapphirine fire, and the cleft, or dimple, in his chin quivered. ‘Good Gad, Peabody, you don’t expect me to stand idly by while vulgar police officers manhandle my

  wife!’




  ‘No, my dear, I don’t, which is why you cannot come along. The whole point of the enterprise is for ME to be arrested – yes, and manhandled as well.

  Having YOU taken in charge for assaulting a police officer distracts the public from the fight for women’s suffrage we ladies are endeavouring – ’




  ‘Damnation, Peabody!’ Emerson stamped his foot. He is given to such childish demonstrations at times.




  ‘Will you please stop interrupting me, Emerson? I was about to – ’




  ‘You never let me finish a sentence!’ Emerson shouted.




  I turned to our butler, who was waiting to open the door for me. ‘My parasol, Gargery, if you please.’




  ‘Certainly, madam,’ said Gargery. His plain but affable features were wreathed in a smile. Gargery greatly enjoys the affectionate little exchanges between me and Emerson. ‘If

  I may say so, madam,’ he went on, ‘that hat is very becoming.’




  I turned back to the mirror. The hat was a new one, and I rather thought it did suit me. I had caused it to be trimmed with crimson roses and green silk leaves; the subdued colours considered

  appropriate for mature married ladies have an unfortunate effect on my sallow complexion and jetty-black hair, and I see no reason for a slavish adherence to fashion when the result does not become

  the wearer. Besides, crimson is Emerson’s favourite colour. As I inserted the final pin, his face appeared in the mirror next to mine. He had to bend over, since he is six feet in height and

  I am a good many inches shorter. Taking advantage of our relative positions (and the position of Gargery, behind him) he gave me a surreptitious pat and said amiably, ‘So it is. Well, well,

  my dear, enjoy yourself. If you aren’t back by teatime I will just run down to the police station and bail you out.’




  ‘Don’t come round before seven,’ I said. ‘I am hoping to be thrown into the Black Maria and perhaps handcuffed.’




  Not quite sotto voce, Gargery remarked, ‘I’d like to see the chap who could do it.’




  ‘So would I,’ said my husband.




  It was a typical November day in dear old London – gloomy, grey and damp. We had come up from Kent only the previous week so that Emerson could consult certain references

  in the British Museum. Our temporary abode was Chalfont House, the city mansion belonging to Emerson’s brother Walter and his wife Evelyn, who had inherited the property from her grandfather.

  The younger Emersons preferred their country estates in Yorkshire, but they always opened Chalfont House for us when we were obliged to stay in London.




  Although I enjoy the bustle and busyness of the metropolis, Egypt is my spiritual home, and as I breathed in the insalubrious mixture of coal smoke and moisture I thought nostalgically of clear

  blue skies, hot dry air, the thrill of another season of excavation. We were a trifle later than usual in getting off this year, but the delay, occasioned principally by Emerson’s tardiness

  in completing his long-awaited History, had given me the opportunity to participate in a cause dear to my heart, and my spirits soared as I strode briskly along, my indispensable parasol in

  one hand, my chains in the other.




  Though I had always been a strong supporter of votes for women, professional commitments had prevented me from taking an active part in the suffragist movement. Not that the movement itself had

  been particularly active or effective. Almost every year a Women’s Suffrage Bill had been presented to Parliament, only to be talked down or ignored. Politicians and statesmen had made

  promises of support and broken them.




  Recently, however, a breath of fresh northern air had blown into London. The Women’s Social and Political Union had been founded in Manchester by a Mrs Emmeline Pankhurst and her two

  daughters. Early in the present year they had decided – quite sensibly, in my opinion – to transfer their headquarters to the centre of political action. I had met Mrs Pankhurst on

  several occasions, but I had not made up my mind about her or the organization until the shocking events of October 23 had aroused my wholehearted indignation. Meeting peacefully to press their

  views and hopes upon Parliament, women had been forcibly ejected from that bastion of male superiority – bullied, pushed, flung to the ground, and arrested! Even now Miss Sylvia Pankhurst

  languished in prison, along with others of her sisters in the cause. When I got wind of the present demonstration I determined to show my support for the prisoners and the movement.




  In fact, I had been guilty of some slight misdirection when I told Emerson my destination was Downing Street. I feared he might become bored or apprehensive for my safety, and follow after me.

  The WSPU had decided instead to demonstrate in front of the home of Mr Geoffrey Romer, in Charles Street near Berkeley Square.




  Next to Mr Asquith, the Chancellor of the Exchequer, this individual was our most vehement and effective opponent in the House of Commons; he was an elegant and eloquent speaker, with an

  excellent classical education and considerable private wealth. Emerson and I had once been privileged to examine his superb collection of Egyptian antiquities. I had, as I felt obliged to do, made

  one or two pointed remarks on the subject of female suffrage, but it may have been Emerson’s even more pointed comments about the iniquities of private collectors that irritated Mr Romer. We

  had not been asked to come again. I quite looked forward to chaining myself to his railings.




  I had feared I might be late, but when I arrived on the scene I found matters in a shocking state of disorganization. No one was chained to the railings. People were standing about looking

  confused; at the other end of the street a number of ladies were huddled together, deep in conversation. Evidently it was a conference of the leaders, for I heard the familiar voice of Mrs

  Pankhurst.




  I was about to join them when I beheld a familiar form. It was that of a tall young man impeccably attired in striped trousers, frock coat and top hat. His deeply tanned complexion and heavy

  dark brows resembled those of an Arab or Indian, but he was neither. He was my son, Walter Peabody Emerson, better known to the world at large by his sobriquet of Ramses.




  Seeing me, he broke off his conversation with the young woman next to him and greeted me in the annoying drawl he had acquired when he had spent a term at Oxford reading classics with Professor

  Wilson, at the latter’s invitation. ‘Good afternoon, Mother. May I have the honour of presenting Miss Christabel Pankhurst, with whom I believe you are not acquainted?’




  She was younger than I had expected – in her early twenties, as I later learned – and not unattractive. Firm lips and a direct gaze gave distinction to her rounded face and dark

  hair. As we shook hands, with the conventional murmurs of greeting, I wondered how Ramses had got acquainted with her – and when. She had been smiling and rolling her eyes at him in a manner

  that suggested this was not their first meeting. Ramses has an unfortunate habit of being attractive to women, especially strong-minded women.




  ‘What are you doing here?’ I inquired. ‘And where is Nefret?’




  ‘I don’t know where she is,’ said Ramses. ‘My “sister,” to give her the courtesy title you insist upon, though it is not justified by legal proceedings or

  blood relationship – ’




  ‘Ramses,’ I said sternly. ‘Get to the point.’




  ‘Yes, Mother. Finding myself unexpectedly at liberty this afternoon, I determined to attend the present demonstration. You know my sympathy for the cause of – ’




  ‘Yes, my dear.’ Interrupting others is very rude, but it is sometimes necessary to interrupt Ramses. He was not as perniciously long-winded as he once had been, but he had occasional

  lapses, especially when he was trying to conceal something from me. I abandoned that line of inquiry for the moment and asked another question.




  ‘What is going on?’




  ‘You can put your chains away, Mother,’ Ramses replied. ‘The ladies have decided we will picket, and deliver a petition to Mr Romer. Miss Pankhurst tells me they will be

  distributing the placards shortly.’




  ‘Nonsense,’ I exclaimed. ‘What makes them suppose he will receive a delegation? He has never done so before.’




  ‘We have had recently a new recruit to the cause who is an old acquaintance of his,’ Miss Christabel explained. ‘Mrs Markham assures us that he will respond to her

  request.’




  ‘If she is an old friend, why did she not request an interview through normal channels instead of instigating this . . . Ramses, don’t slouch against that railing. You will get rust

  on your coat.’




  ‘Yes, Mother.’ Ramses straightened to his full height of six feet. The top hat added another twelve inches, and I was forced to admit that he lent a certain air of distinction to the

  gathering, which consisted almost entirely of ladies. The only other male person present was an eccentrically garbed individual who stood watching the discussion of the leaders. His long, rather

  shabby velvet cloak and broad-brimmed hat reminded me of a character from one of the Gilbert and Sullivan operas – the one that satirized the aesthetic movement and its languid poets. As my

  curious gaze came to rest on him, he turned and addressed the ladies in an affected, high pitched voice.




  ‘Who is that fellow?’ I asked. ‘I have never seen him before.’




  Ramses, who sometimes demonstrates an uncanny ability to read my mind, began to sing softly. I recognized one of the songs from the opera in question. ‘“A most intense young man, A

  soulful eyed young man, An ultra-poetical, super-aesthetical, out-of-the-way young man.”’




  I could not help laughing. Miss Christabel gave me a look of freezing disapproval. ‘He is Mrs Markham’s brother, and a sturdy defender of the cause. If you had deigned to attend our

  earlier meetings, Mrs Emerson, you would be aware of these facts.’




  She did not give me time to reply that I had not been invited to attend their earlier meetings, but marched off with her nose in the air. I had heard the young lady praised for her wit and sense

  of humour. The latter appeared to be in abeyance at the moment.




  ‘I believe they are about to begin,’ Ramses said.




  A rather ragged line formed, and placards were handed out. Mine read ‘Free the victims of male oppression!’




  A little crowd of spectators had gathered. A hard-faced man in the front ranks glared at me and called out, ‘You ought to be ’ome washin’ of your ’usband’s

  trousers!’




  Ramses, following behind me with a placard reading ‘Votes for Women NOW!’ replied loudly and good-humouredly, ‘I assure you, sir, the lady’s husband’s trousers are

  not in such sore need of laundering as your own.’




  We proceeded in a straggling line past the gates of Romer’s house. They were closed, and guarded by two blue-helmeted constables, who watched us curiously. There was no sign of life at the

  curtained windows of the mansion. It did not appear likely that Mr Romer was in the mood to accept a petition.




  As we turned to retrace our steps, Miss Christabel hurried up and drew Ramses out of the line. Naturally I followed after them. ‘Mr Emerson,’ she exclaimed. ‘We are counting on

  you!’




  ‘Certainly,’ said Ramses. ‘To do what, precisely?’




  ‘Mrs Markham is ready to carry our petition to the house. We ladies will converge upon the constable to the left of the gate and prevent him from stopping her. Could you, do you think,

  detain the other police officer?’




  Ramses’ eyebrows went up. ‘Detain?’ he repeated.




  ‘You must not employ violence, of course. Only clear the way for Mrs Markham.’




  ‘I will do my best’ was the reply.




  ‘Splendid! Be ready – they are coming.’




  Indeed they were. A phalanx of females, marching shoulder to shoulder, was bearing down on us. There were only a dozen or so of them – obviously the leaders. The two ladies heading the

  procession were tall and stoutly built, and both brandished heavy wooden placards with suffragist slogans. Behind them, almost hidden by their persons, I caught a glimpse of a large but tasteful

  flowered and feathered hat. Could the individual under it be the famous Mrs Markham, on whom so much depended? The man in the velvet cape, his face shadowed by the brim of his hat, marched at her

  side. The only individual I recognized was Mrs Pankhurst, who brought up the rear.




  They slowed their inexorable advance for neither constable nor sympathizer; I was forced to skip nimbly out of their way as they trotted past. Christabel, her face flushed with excitement,

  cried, ‘Now,’ as the marchers surrounded the astonished constable to the left of the gates. I heard a thump and a yelp, as one of the wooden placards landed on his helmeted head.




  His companion shouted, ‘’Ere now,’ and started to the defence of his friend. Ramses stepped in front of him and put a hand on his shoulder. ‘I beg you will remain where

  you are, Mr Jenkins,’ he said in a kindly voice.




  ‘Oh, now, Mr Emerson, don’t you do this!’ the officer exclaimed piteously.




  ‘You two are acquainted?’ I inquired. I was not surprised. Ramses has quite a number of unusual acquaintances. Police officers are more respectable than certain of the others.




  ‘Yes,’ said Ramses. ‘How is your little boy, Jenkins?’




  His voice was affable, his pose casual, but the unfortunate constable was gradually being pushed back against the railing. Knowing Ramses could manage quite nicely by himself, I turned to see if

  the ladies required my assistance in ‘restraining’ the other constable.




  The man was flat on the ground, tugging at the helmet which had been pushed over his eyes, and the gate had yielded to the impetuous advance of the delegation. Led by the two large ladies and

  the poetically garbed gentleman, it reached the door of the house.




  I could not but admire the strategy, and the military precision with which it had been carried out, but I doubted the delegation would get any farther. Already the sound of police whistles rent

  the air; running feet and cries of ‘Now, then, what’s all this?’ betokened the arrival of reinforcements. Mrs Markham had prevaricated or had been deceived; if Romer had agreed to

  receive a petition, this forceful stratagem would not have been necessary. The door of the mansion would surely be locked, and Romer was not likely to allow his butler to open it.




  Even as this thought entered my mind, the portal opened. I caught a glimpse of a pale, astonished face which I took to be that of the butler before it was hidden by the invading forces. They

  pushed their way in, and the door slammed behind them.




  Outside on the street, matters were not going so well. Half a dozen uniformed men had gone to the rescue of their beleaguered colleague. Laying rough hands upon the ladies, they pulled them away

  and actually threw several to the ground. With a cry of indignation I raised my parasol and would have rushed forwards had I not been seized in a respectful but firm grasp.




  ‘Ramses, let go of me this instant,’ I gasped.




  ‘Wait, Mother – I promised Father – ’ He extended one foot and the constable who had been coming up behind me toppled forwards with a startled exclamation.




  ‘Oh, you promised your father, did you? Curse it,’ I cried. But frustration and the compression of my ribs by the arm of my son prevented further utterance.




  The constable Ramses had tripped got slowly to his feet. ‘Bleedin’ ‘ell,’ he remarked. ‘So it’s you, Mr Emerson? I didn’t recognize you in that fancy

  getup.’




  ‘Look after my mother, will you, Mr Skuggins?’ Releasing me, Ramses began picking up prostrate ladies. ‘Really, gentlemen,’ he said, in tones of freezing disapproval,

  ‘this is no way for Englishmen to behave. Shame!’




  A temporary lull ensued. The men in blue shuffled their feet and looked sheepish, while the ladies straightened their garments and looked daggers at the constables. I was surprised to see Mrs

  Pankhurst and her daughter, for I had assumed they had entered the house with the other leaders of the delegation.




  Then one of the police officers cleared his throat. ‘That’s all very well, Mr Emerson, sir, but wot about Mr Romer? Those there ladies forced their way in – ’




  ‘An unwarranted assumption, Mr Murdle,’ said Ramses. ‘Force was not employed. The door was opened by Mr Romer’s servant.’




  At that strategic moment the door opened again. There was no mistaking the identity of the man who stood on the threshold. The blaze of light behind him set his silvery hair and beard aglow.

  Just as unmistakable as his appearance was the resonant voice that had earned him his reputation as one of England’s greatest orators.




  ‘My lords, ladies and . . . er, that is . . . your attention, please. I have agreed to hear the petition of my old friend Mrs Markham on condition that the rest of you disperse peacefully

  and without delay. Return your men to their duties, Sergeant.’




  Behind him I caught a glimpse of an exuberantly flowered hat before the door closed with a decisive bang.




  Mrs Pankhurst’s was the first voice to break the silence. ‘There, now,’ she said triumphantly. ‘Did I not assure you Mrs Markham would prevail? Come, ladies, we may

  retreat with honour.’




  They proceeded to do so. The mob, disappointed at this tame ending, followed their example, and before long the only persons remaining were my son and myself and a single constable, who drew the

  violated gates together again before stationing himself in front of them.




  ‘Shall we go, Mother?’ Ramses took my arm.




  ‘Hmmm,’ I said.




  ‘I beg your pardon?’




  ‘Did you observe anything unusual about . . .’




  ‘About what?’




  I decided not to mention my strange fancy. If Ramses had observed nothing out of the way I had probably been mistaken.




  I ought to have known better. I am seldom mistaken. My only consolation for failing to speak is that even if Ramses had believed me, the constable certainly would not have done, and that by the

  time I forced someone in authority to heed my advice, the crime would already have been committed.




  Darkness was complete before we reached the house, and a thin black rain was falling. Gargery had been looking out for me; he flung the door open before I could ring, and

  announced in an accusing tone that the other members of the family were waiting for us in the library.




  ‘Oh, are we late for tea?’ I inquired, handing him my parasol, my cloak and my hat.




  ‘Yes, madam. The Professor is getting quite restive. If we had been certain Mr Ramses was with you, we would not have worried.’




  ‘I beg your pardon for neglecting to inform you,’ said Ramses, adding his hat to the pile of garments Gargery held.




  If he meant to be sarcastic, the effect was lost on Gargery. He had participated in several of our little adventures, and had enjoyed them a great deal. Now he considered himself responsible for

  us and sulked if he was not kept informed about our activities. A sulky butler is a cursed inconvenience, but in my opinion it was a small price to pay for loyalty and affection.




  Taking Gargery’s hint, we went straight in without changing, and found the others gathered round the tea table. My devoted husband greeted me with a scowl. ‘You are cursed late,

  Peabody. What kept you?’




  None of us likes to be waited upon when we are en famille, so Nefret had taken charge of the teapot. She was wearing one of the embroidered Egyptian robes she preferred for informal wear,

  and her red-gold hair had been tied back with a ribbon.




  Strictly speaking, she was not our adopted daughter, or even our ward, since she had come of age the previous year and – thanks to my dear Emerson’s insistence on this young

  woman’s rights – was now in control of the fortune she had inherited from her grandfather. She had no other kin, however, and she had become as dear to Emerson and me as our own

  daughter. She had been thirteen when we rescued her from the remote Nubian oasis where she had lived since her birth, and it hadn’t been easy for her to adjust to the conventions of modern

  England.




  It hadn’t been easy for me either. At times I wondered why Heaven had blessed me with two of the most difficult children a mother has ever encountered. I am not the sort of woman who coos

  over babies and dotes on small children, but I venture to assert that Ramses would have tried any mother’s nerves; he was hideously precocious in some areas and appallingly normal in others.

  (The normal behaviour of a young boy involves a considerable quantity of dirt and a complete disregard for his own safety.) Just when I thought I had got Ramses past the worst stage, along came

  Nefret – strikingly pretty, extremely intelligent, and consistently critical of civilized conventions. A girl who had been High Priestess of Isis in a culture whose citizens go about

  half-clothed could not be expected to take kindly to corsets.




  Compared to them, the third young person present had been a refreshing change. A casual observer might have taken him and Ramses for close kin; he had the same brown skin and waving black hair,

  the same long-lashed dark eyes. The resemblance was only coincidental; David was the grandson of our foreman, Abdullah, but he was Ramses’ closest friend and an important part of our family

  ever since he had gone to live with Emerson’s brother. He was not much of a talker, possibly because he found it difficult to get a word in when the rest of us were present. With an

  affectionate smile at me he drew up a hassock for my feet and placed a cup of tea and a plate of sandwiches on a table at my elbow.




  ‘Your eyes look tired,’ I said, inspecting him. ‘Have you been working on the drawings for the Luxor Temple volume by artificial light? I told you over and over you should not

  – ’




  ‘Leave off fussing, Peabody,’ Emerson snapped. ‘You only want him to be ill so you can dose him with those noxious medicines of yours. Drink your tea.’




  ‘I will do so at once, Emerson. But David should not – ’




  ‘He wanted to finish before we left for Egypt,’ Nefret said. ‘Don’t worry about his eyesight, Aunt Amelia, the latest research indicates that reading by electric light is

  not harmful to one’s vision.’




  She spoke with an authority which was, I had to admit, justified by her medical studies. Acquiring that training had been a struggle in itself. Over the violent objections of its (male) medical

  faculty, the University of London had, finally, opened its degrees to women, but the major universities continued to deny them, and the difficulty of obtaining clinical practice was almost as great

  as it had been a century earlier. Nefret had managed it, though, with the help of the dedicated ladies who had founded a woman’s medical college in London and forced some of the hospitals to

  admit women students to the wards and the dissecting rooms. She had spoken once or twice of continuing her studies in France or Switzerland, where (strange as it may seem to a Briton) the prejudice

  against female physicians was not so strong. I believe that she was loath to leave us, however; she adored Emerson, who was putty in her little hands, and she and Ramses really were like brother

  and sister. That is to say, they were on the best of terms except when they were being rude to one another.




  ‘Why are you wearing those silly clothes?’ she now inquired, studying Ramses’ elegantly garbed form with contemptuous amusement. ‘Don’t tell me, let me guess. Miss

  Christabel Pankhurst was there.’




  ‘Not much of a guess,’ said Ramses. ‘You knew she would be.’




  ‘What does Miss Christabel have to do with Ramses’ attire?’ I inquired suspiciously.




  My son turned to me. ‘That was Nefret’s feeble attempt at a joke.’




  ‘Ha!’ said Nefret. ‘I assure you, dear boy, you won’t think it is a joke if you continue to encourage the girl. Men seem to find conquests of that sort amusing, but she

  is a very determined young woman, and you won’t get rid of her as easily as you do the others.’




  ‘Good Gad!’ I exclaimed. ‘What others?’




  ‘Another joke,’ said Ramses, rising in haste. ‘Come and keep me company while I change, David. We will talk.’




  ‘About Christabel,’ Nefret murmured in saccharine tones.




  Ramses was already halfway to the door. This last ‘joke’ was too much for him; he stopped and turned. ‘If you had been at the demonstration,’ he said, biting off the

  words, ‘you would have been able to observe my behaviour for yourself. I was under the impression that you meant to attend.’




  Nefret’s smile faded. ‘Uh – I had the chance to watch an interesting dissection.’




  ‘You were not at the hospital this afternoon.’




  ‘How the devil . . .’ She glanced at me and bit her lip. ‘No. I went for a walk instead. With a friend.’




  ‘How nice,’ I said. ‘That explains the pretty colour in your cheeks. Fresh air and exercise! There is nothing like it.’




  Ramses turned on his heel and stalked out of the room, followed by David.




  By the time we assembled for dinner, the two of them had made it up. Nefret was especially sweet to Ramses, as she always was after one of their arguments. Ramses was

  especially silent, as he seldom was. He left it to me to describe the demonstration, which I did with my customary vivacity and little touches of humour. However, I was not allowed to finish, for

  Emerson does not always appreciate my little touches of humour.




  ‘Most undignified and vulgar,’ he grumbled. ‘Striking constables on the head with placards, pushing rudely into a man’s house! Romer is an unmitigated ass, but I cannot

  believe that such behaviour serves your cause, Amelia. Tactful persuasion is more effective.’




  ‘You are a fine one to talk of tact, Emerson,’ I replied indignantly. ‘Who was it who tactlessly knocked down two constables last spring? Who was it whose tactless remarks to

  the Director of Antiquities led to our being refused permission to search for new tombs in the Valley of the Kings? Who was it – ’




  Emerson’s blue eyes had narrowed into slits, and his cheeks were becomingly flushed. He drew a deep breath. Before he could employ it in speech, Gargery, Nefret and David all spoke at

  once.




  ‘More mint jelly, sir?’




  ‘How is the History coming along, Professor?’




  Nefret addressed her question to me instead of to Emerson. ‘When are Aunt Evelyn and Uncle Walter and little Amelia expected? Tomorrow or the next day?’




  Emerson subsided with a grunt, and I replied sedately, ‘The following day, Nefret. But you all must remember not to call her “little Amelia.”’




  Ramses scarcely ever smiled, but his expression softened a trifle. He was very fond of his young cousin. ‘It will be difficult. She is a dear little thing, and a diminutive suits

  her.’




  ‘She claims that two Amelias in the family make for confusion,’ I explained. ‘I suspect, however, that what puts her off is the fact that your father is inclined to call me

  Amelia only when he is vexed with me. He generally uses my maiden name as a term of commendation and – er – affection. Now, Emerson, don’t glare at me, you know it is true; I have

  seen the poor child start convulsively when you bellow “Curse it, Amelia!” in that tone of voice.’




  Again Nefret intervened to prevent a profane utterance from Emerson. ‘Is it settled then that she is coming out to Egypt with us this year?’




  ‘She has won her parents over, with David’s help. Evelyn said his gentle persuasion was irresistible.’




  David flushed slightly and bent his head.




  ‘She is the only one of their children who is interested in Egyptology,’ I went on. ‘It would be a pity if she were prevented from developing that interest only because she is

  female.’




  ‘Ah, so that is how you got round them,’ Ramses said, glancing from me to his silent friend. ‘Aunt Evelyn would find that argument hard to resist. But Melia – Lia –

  is very young.’




  ‘She is only two years younger than you, Ramses, and you have been going out to Egypt since you were seven.’




  In my enjoyment of the pleasures of familial intercourse I had forgotten my odd foreboding. Yet, had I but known, Nemesis was even then almost upon us. In fact, he was at that very moment in the

  act of ringing the bell.




  We were about to rise from table when Gargery entered the dining room. His look of frozen disapproval warned me, even before he spoke, that he was displeased about something.




  ‘There is someone from the police to see you, Mrs Emerson. I informed him you were not receiving callers, but he insisted.’




  ‘Mrs Emerson?’ my husband repeated. ‘Not me?’




  ‘No, sir. Mrs Emerson and Mr Ramses were the ones he asked for.’




  ‘Curse it!’ Emerson jumped up. ‘It must have something to do with your demonstration this afternoon. Ramses, I told you to restrain her!’




  ‘I assure you, Father, nothing untoward occurred,’ Ramses replied. ‘Where is the gentleman, Gargery?’




  ‘In the library, sir. That is where you generally receive policemen, I believe.’




  Emerson led the way and the rest of us followed.




  The man who awaited us was no uniformed constable but a tall, stout individual wearing evening dress. Emerson came to a sudden stop. ‘Good Gad!’ he exclaimed. ‘It is worse than

  I thought. What have you done, Amelia, to warrant a visit from the assistant commissioner of Scotland Yard?’




  It was indeed Sir Reginald Arbuthnot, with whom we were well acquainted socially as well as professionally. He hastened to reassure my agitated spouse. ‘It is Mrs Emerson’s evidence

  that is wanted, and that of your son, Professor. The matter is of some urgency, or I would not have disturbed you at this hour.’




  ‘Hmph,’ said Emerson. ‘It had damned well better be urgent, Arbuthnot. Nothing less than cold-blooded murder would excuse – ’




  ‘Now, Emerson, you are being rude,’ I said. ‘It was good of Sir Reginald to come round himself instead of summoning us to his office. You ought to have deduced from his attire

  that he was called away from a dinner party or evening social event, which would not have eventuated had not the situation been serious. We were about to have coffee, Sir Reginald; take a chair, if

  you please, and join us?’




  ‘Thank you, Mrs Emerson, but I am rather pressed for time. If you could tell me – ’




  ‘Nothing is to be gained by haste, Sir Reginald. I expect the thieves have already got clean away with their loot. I trust Mr Romer was not injured?’




  Taking advantage of the thunderstruck silence that followed, I pressed the bell. ‘But I believe,’ I continued, as Gargery entered with the coffee tray, ‘that you would do

  better to take a glass of brandy, Sir Reginald. Exhale, I beg. Your face has turned quite an alarming colour.’




  His breath came out in a miniature explosion. ‘How?’ he gasped. ‘How did you – ’




  ‘I recognized the leader of the gang this afternoon – or thought I did. I concluded I must have been mistaken, since I had no reason to believe the individual in question was in

  England. However, your presence here suggests that a crime has taken place, and that that crime is connected with the demonstration this afternoon, since it was Ramses and I whom you wanted to

  interview. It requires no great stretch of the imagination to reach the only possible conclusion.’




  ‘Ah,’ said Sir Reginald. ‘The only possible . . . I think, Mrs Emerson, that I will take advantage of your kind suggestion. Brandy. Please!’




  Emerson, whose eyes had been the widest of all, turned and walked with slow, deliberate strides to the sideboard. Removing the stopper from the decanter, he splashed brandy generously into a

  glass. Then he drank it.




  ‘Our guest, Emerson,’ I reminded him.




  ‘What? Oh. Yes.’




  Sir Reginald having been supplied, Emerson poured another brandy for himself and retreated to the sofa, where he sat down next to Nefret and stared at me. Ramses, his countenance as blank as

  ever I had seen it, politely carried coffee to the others. Then he sat down and stared at me.




  They were all staring at me. It was very gratifying. Sir Reginald, having imbibed a sufficient quantity of brandy, cleared his throat.




  ‘Mrs Emerson, I came to inform you of a startling piece of news which reached me scarcely an hour ago, and you appear to know all about it. May I ask how you knew?’




  ‘I hope you don’t suspect me of being a member of the gang,’ I said, laughing.




  ‘Oh – well – no, certainly not. Then how – ’




  It is better not to commit oneself before one knows all the facts. I said, ‘I will be happy to explain, Sir Reginald. But first you had better tell the others precisely what happened this

  afternoon.’




  Mr Romer’s butler was the key witness, from whom the police had heard the story. He had not opened the door; in fact, his master had ordered him to lock it. He did not know how the lock

  had been forced. Caught off guard, he was overpowered by two heavy-set muscular women who had borne him to the ground and bound him hand and foot with ropes they took from their reticules. The

  other invaders had instantly fanned out into the back regions of the house. Not a word had been spoken; the procedure had been planned with the precision of a military operation.




  Lying helpless on the floor of the hall, he had seen a man wearing a long cloak and slouch hat bound up the stairs. Shortly thereafter another individual, whom he took to be his master, had

  descended the stairs and gone to the front door. Opening it, he had addressed those without in the words I have reported. It had been his master’s look, his master’s voice, his

  master’s very garments, but instead of coming to the aid of his unfortunate servant, the soi-disant Mr Romer had gone back up the stairs.




  For the next half hour, only voices and sounds of brisk activity told him of the whereabouts of the invaders. When they reappeared they were carrying luggage of all varieties, including a huge

  travelling trunk. The bearers were persons dressed in the livery of Mr Romer’s footmen, but their faces were not the ones of the footmen he knew. They began carrying the baggage out. They

  were followed by the man who looked like his master, now wearing Mr Romer’s favourite fur-trimmed overcoat. The woman with him was one of the intruders; she was dressed like a lady, in a long

  mantle and large flowered hat. Arm in arm they left the house, and the door closed behind them.




  It took the poor man over an hour to free himself. Creeping timidly and stiffly from room to room, he found the other servants locked in the cellar. The footmen were attired only in their

  undergarments. Mr Romer, bound to a chair in his library, was in the same embarrassing state of undress. The cabinets which had contained his lordship’s superb collection of Egyptian

  antiquities were empty.




  ‘In short,’ Sir Reginald concluded, ‘the individuals who had entered the house assumed the livery of the footmen and carried the trunks, which contained Mr Romer’s

  collection, to a waiting carriage. The constable at the gate suspected nothing. He actually helped the driver load the luggage into the carriage. As for the individual whom the butler took to be

  his master – ’




  ‘He was the man in the slouch hat and the cape,’ I said. ‘I blame myself, Sir Reginald, for not informing Scotland Yard at once. However, I hope you will do me the justice to

  admit that none of your subordinates would have believed me.’




  ‘Very possibly not. Am I to take it, Mrs Emerson, that you recognized this person, at a distance, and despite a disguise that deceived his lordship’s own butler?’




  ‘Not to say recognized,’ I replied: ‘The modern fashion of beards and moustaches affected by so many gentlemen makes an impostor’s task laughably easy. It was rather an

  indefinable sense of familiarity in his posture, his gestures – the same sense of familiarity that had struck me when I saw the individual in the velvet cloak and slouch hat. He is a master

  of disguise, a mimic of exceptional ability – ’




  ‘Amelia,’ said Emerson, breathing heavily through his nose, ‘are you telling us that this man was – ’




  ‘The Master Criminal,’ I said. ‘Who else?’




  Our first encounters with this remarkable individual had occurred when we were working in the ancient cemeteries near Cairo. Tomb robbing and the sale of illegal antiquities

  are of long standing in Egypt; the former profession has been practised since pharaonic times. However, during the early 1890s there had been a dramatic increase in these activities, and it was

  obvious that some genius of crime had taken over the iniquitous underworld of antiquities dealing. I should say that this conclusion was obvious to Emerson and me. Police officials are notoriously

  dim-witted and resistant to new ideas. It was not until we found Sethos’ secret headquarters that they were forced to admit the truth of our deductions, and even now, I am told, certain

  individuals deny that such a man exists.




  Though we had foiled several of Sethos’ most dastardly schemes, the man himself had always eluded us. It had been some years since we had last seen or heard of him; in fact, we had

  believed for a time that he was dead. Other miscreants, suffering from the same misapprehension, had attempted to take control of the criminal organization he had created. It now seemed evident

  that Sethos had rebuilt his organization, not in Egypt but in Europe – specifically, in England.




  I was in the process of explaining this to poor confused Sir Reginald when I was again interrupted. I had been expecting an outburst from Emerson, whose violent temper and command of bad

  language have won him the affectionate Arabic sobriquet of ‘Father of Curses.’ However, on this occasion the interruption came from Ramses.




  ‘Something told me by Miss Christabel Pankhurst, though without significance to me at the time, tends to substantiate your theory, Mother. Mrs Markham and her brother did not join the

  group until after we left London in June. A number of other “ladies,” friends of theirs, became active in the movement at the same time. They must have been the ones who entered the

  house with her. I was struck, at the time, by the fact that Mrs Pankhurst did not form part of the delegation.’




  ‘Yes, but . . . but . . .’ Sir Reginald stuttered. ‘All this is unsubstantiated, unproven.’




  ‘The proof,’ said my annoying offspring, anticipating me as he usually did, ‘is in the outcome. The thieves were not ordinary burglars; they were after Mr Romer’s

  antiquities, which form one of the finest private collections in the world. The Master Criminal specializes in Egyptian antiquities, and the notion of using a suffragist organization in order to

  gain entry to the house of a virulent opponent of votes for women is characteristic of Sethos’ sardonic sense of humour.’




  ‘But,’ said Sir Reginald, like a broken gramophone record, ‘but – ’




  ‘If it was Sethos you will never catch the bastard,’ said Emerson. It was symptomatic of his state of mind that he did not even apologize for bad language – to which, I must

  confess, we had all become accustomed. He went on, ‘But I wish you luck. Nothing would please me more than to see him in the dock. We have told you all we know, Sir Reginald. Hadn’t you

  better get at it instead of lolling around drinking brandy?’




  

    From Manuscript H


  




  Ramses opened the door of his room.




  ‘You knocked?’ he inquired in simulated astonishment. ‘Why this deviation from habit?’




  Nefret swept into the room, the full skirts of her negligee trailing like a royal robe, and flung herself down on the bed. ‘Don’t try to put me on the defensive, Ramses, I will not

  let you do it. How dare you spy on me?’




  Involuntarily Ramses glanced at David, who rolled his eyes and shrugged, indicating that he had no intention of getting involved in the argument.




  ‘An unprovoked and unwarranted accusation,’ Ramses said.




  His cool response only made Nefret angrier. Colour stained her cheeks. ‘The devil it is! You came sneaking round to the hospital to find out whether I was really there. Well, I

  wasn’t, was I?’




  ‘Evidently not.’




  They glared at one another. David decided it was time to intervene, before one of them said something really rude.




  ‘I am sure Ramses only went by to see whether you wanted to accompany him to the suffragist meeting. Isn’t that right, Ramses?’




  Ramses nodded. It was the best he could do; a spoken ‘yes’ would have stuck in his throat.




  ‘You needn’t have brought it up in front of Aunt Amelia and the Professor.’




  ‘You started it.’




  ‘By teasing you about Christabel?’ Nefret was never able to stay angry for long. The corners of her mouth quivered.




  ‘You know I don’t give a damn about the damned girl!’




  ‘Oh, dear, what an ungentlemanly thing to say. But she – ’




  ‘Don’t begin again,’ David exclaimed. He never knew whether to laugh or swear or sympathize when the two of them got into one of these exchanges; Nefret was one of the few

  people in the world who could make Ramses lose his temper, and David was probably the only person in the world who knew why. Hoping to distract them, he went on, ‘You came at an opportune

  moment, Nefret; we were discussing the reappearance of the Master Criminal, and Ramses was about to tell me what he knows of that mysterious individual.’




  Nefret sat up and crossed her legs. ‘I’m sorry, Ramses,’ she said cheerfully. ‘I shouldn’t have accused you of spying on me.’




  ‘No.’




  ‘It’s your turn to apologize.’




  ‘What for?’ He caught David’s eye and got a grip on himself. ‘Oh, very well. I apologize.’




  ‘All forgiven, then. I am glad I came, for I am dying of curiosity about Sethos. To be honest, I had come to think of him as . . . well, not exactly a figment of Aunt Amelia’s

  imagination, but an example of her tendency to exaggerate.’




  ‘Her fondness for melodrama, you mean.’ Ramses seated himself on the floor, Arab-style.




  Nefret grinned and took the cigarette he offered her. ‘Neither of us is being entirely fair, Ramses. Aunt Amelia doesn’t have to exaggerate. Things happen to her. She was

  holding something back, though. You can always tell because she looks you straight in the eye and speaks briskly and firmly. The Professor was concealing something too. What is the secret about

  Sethos that neither of them wants known?’




  ‘I have told you some of it.’




  ‘Bits and pieces. It was from him you learned the art of disguise – ’




  ‘That is not entirely accurate,’ said Ramses. ‘I fell heir to Sethos’ collection of disguises, after Father forced him to flee from his headquarters, but I had to reason

  out his methods for myself and improve on them.’




  ‘I beg your pardon,’ said Nefret.




  ‘Granted.’




  ‘Ramses,’ David began.




  ‘Yes. I have told both of you what I know of the man from my personal encounters with him. On all those occasions he was disguised, and very well, too; his impersonation of a crotchety old

  American lady was absolutely brilliant. At the end of that particular adventure he succeeded in abducting Mother, and held her prisoner for several hours. I don’t know what transpired during

  that interval. I doubt that even my father knows for certain. That is why the mere mention of Sethos maddens him so.’




  Nefret’s mouth hung open. ‘Good Gad,’ she gasped. ‘Are you saying he – she – they – ’




  ‘I doubt it,’ Ramses said coolly. ‘I have never known two people so attached to one another as my parents. It is very embarrassing at times,’ he added, scowling.




  ‘I think it’s beautiful,’ Nefret said with a fond smile. ‘No, Aunt Amelia would never be untrue to the Professor, but if she was in that evil man’s power –

  ’




  Ramses shook his head. ‘She would not have spoken of Sethos with such forbearance if he had forced himself on her. However, there is no doubt in my mind that he was in love with her, and

  it is possible that she felt a certain unwilling attraction for him. I saw the letter he sent her after we had got her back; he promised her he would never again interfere with her or anyone she

  loved. I suspect, though, that she and Father have encountered him again since. There were some very odd aspects about that business a few seasons ago – you remember, Nefret, when they went

  out to Egypt alone and we were staying with Aunt Evelyn and Uncle Walter.’1




  Nefret gurgled with laughter. ‘Do you remember the night we let the lion out of its cage? Uncle Walter was absolutely furious!’




  ‘With me,’ Ramses said. ‘Not you.’




  ‘It was your idea,’ Nefret pointed out. ‘Well, never mind. But the villain in that case wasn’t Sethos, it was somebody else. I forget his name.’




  ‘It is difficult to keep track of all the people who have tried to murder Mother and Father,’ Ramses agreed. ‘This villain was a chap named Vincey, and since Father shot him

  during their final encounter, we may reasonably conclude he was guilty of something. Father doesn’t kill people if he can avoid doing so. But I still think Sethos was involved in that

  business, in a manner I can’t explain.’




  Nefret scowled. ‘It’s ridiculous, the way we have to piece things together from bits of miscellaneous information. Why do Aunt Amelia and the Professor try to keep information from

  us? It’s dangerous, for them and for us. Uninformed is unarmed!’




  She gestured vehemently, sprinkling the floor with ashes. Ramses removed the cigarette from her hand and extinguished it in the bowl they used for a receptacle. Its original function had been to

  contain potpourri. His mother knew he smoked, though he seldom indulged in her presence, since she disapproved. He knew he did it because she disapproved. David did it because he did, and

  Nefret did it because he and David did.




  ‘I wonder if Sethos knew she would be there this afternoon,’ David said.




  ‘I am convinced he did not know,’ Ramses said. ‘Mother had had very little to do with the WSPU, and her decision to attend this particular demonstration was made on the spur of

  the moment.’




  ‘He must have seen her there, though.’




  ‘It is difficult to overlook Mother.’ They exchanged knowing smiles, and Ramses went on, ‘However, by the time she arrived it was too late to cancel the operation. No, David,

  I’m certain the encounter was accidental. He’ll be careful to stay out of her way hereafter.’




  He fell silent. After a moment, Nefret said, ‘What does he look like? She’s a good observer; if she spent so much time alone with him, she ought to have noticed

  something.’




  ‘Not a great deal. His eyes are of an indeterminate shade; they can appear black, grey or hazel. The colour of his hair is unknown, thanks to his skilful use of wigs and dyes. The only

  facts of which we can be relatively certain are his height – a trifle under six feet – and his build, which is that of a man in the prime of life and excellent physical condition.

  Though he speaks a number of languages, Mother is of the opinion that he is an Englishman. Not very useful, you must admit.’




  ‘Yet she recognized him tonight,’ Nefret said.




  ‘That was odd,’ Ramses admitted. ‘I would think she had invented it, but for the fact that something unquestionably struck her at the time. She started to ask me if I had

  noticed anything unusual, and then thought better of it.’




  ‘You didn’t?’




  ‘I had not seen the fellow for years, and – ’




  ‘That’s quite all right, my boy, you needn’t make excuses. Six feet tall, in excellent physical condition. . . Hmmmm.’




  ‘Just what are you suggesting?’ Ramses demanded, stiffening.




  She put a slim hand on his shoulder. ‘Calm yourself, my boy. I assure you I meant no insult to Aunt Amelia. But if she was attracted to him, however unwillingly, the counter reaction will

  be even stronger.’




  ‘What counter reaction?’ David asked.




  Nefret gave him a kindly smile. ‘You don’t know much about women, either of you. A woman may forgive a man for abducting her, and she certainly will not blame him for falling in love

  with her. What she will never forgive is being made to look like a fool. That is what Sethos has done to Aunt Amelia.’




  ‘I wish you wouldn’t spout aphorisms,’ Ramses grumbled. ‘You sound like Mother.’




  ‘That is not an aphorism, it is a simple fact! Don’t you see – the way Sethos used the suffragist movement struck a blow at a cause dear to Aunt Amelia’s heart. It will

  give fresh ammunition to those male supremacists who claim women are too naive and childlike to deal with the real world. The WSPU will be mercilessly ridiculed for admitting a pack of criminals

  into their ranks – ’




  ‘That isn’t fair,’ Ramses protested. ‘Sethos has deceived the keenest criminal investigators.’




  ‘Fair, unfair, what difference does that make to the press? And just wait until some enterprising journalist discovers Aunt Amelia was there. “Mrs Amelia P. Emerson, the noted

  archaeologist and amateur detective, attacked a constable who was attempting to prevent a gang of thieves from entering the house!”’




  ‘Oh dear,’ David exclaimed, paling visibly. ‘They wouldn’t!’




  ‘She didn’t actually attack the fellow,’ Ramses mused. ‘But it wasn’t for want of trying. Oh dear indeed. Could we find an excuse to leave town for a few days, do

  you think?’




  





  II
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  I am a rational individual. My emotions are under firm control at all times. Being only too familiar with the lies and exaggerations of

  journalists, I knew what to expect from those villains once the story of the robbery got out. I was prepared for the worst and determined not to lose my temper.




  Nor would I have done if the Daily Yell, London’s most prominent proponent of sensational journalism, had not printed a letter from Sethos himself. It had been sent to the newspaper

  in care of Kevin O’Connell, who was an old acquaintance of ours. At times I considered Kevin a friend. This was not one of those times.




  ‘For once,’ Emerson remarked somewhat breathlessly, as I struggled to free myself from the steely arms that had wrapped round me, ‘I must come to O’Connell’s

  defence. You could hardly expect him to refrain from printing . . . Curse it, Peabody, will you please put down that parasol and stop squirming? I will not allow you to leave the house while you

  are in this agitated state of mind.’




  I daresay I could have got away from him, but I would not have got far. Gargery stood before the closed door, arms outstretched and frame stiff with resolve; Ramses and David had been drawn to

  the scene by Emerson’s shouts and my indignant expostulations, and I entertained no illusions as to whose side they were on. Men always stick together.




  ‘I do not know why you are behaving in such an undignified manner, Emerson,’ I said. ‘Let me go at once.’




  Emerson’s grip did not relax. ‘Give me your word you will come along quietly.’




  ‘How can I not, when there are four of you great bullies against one poor little woman?’




  Gargery, who is not especially large or muscular, swelled with pride. ‘Aow, madam – ’ he began.




  ‘Mind your vowels, Gargery.’




  ‘Yes, madam. Madam, if you want that reporter thrashed you should leave it to the Professor, or to me, madam, or Bob, or Jerry, or – ’




  Emerson cut him short with a gesture and a nod. ‘Come along to the library, Peabody, and we will discuss this calmly. Gargery, pour the whisky.’




  A sip of this curative beverage, so soothing to the nerves, restored me to my customary self-possession. ‘I suppose you have all read the letter,’ I remarked.




  Obviously they had, including Nefret, who had kept prudently out of the way until then. David said timidly, ‘I thought it a very gentlemanly and graceful gesture. An apology,

  even.’




  ‘A cursed impertinence, rather,’ Emerson exclaimed. ‘A jeer, a sneer, a challenge; rubbing salt in the wound, aggravating the offence – ’




  ‘He has a pretty turn of rhetoric,’ said Ramses, who had taken up the newspaper. ‘“The honourable and upright ladies of the suffragist moment – a movement with

  which I am in complete sympathy – cannot be blamed for their failure to anticipate my intentions. The police of a dozen countries have sought me in vain. Scotland Yard – ”’

  He broke off and looked critically at Nefret. ‘You find it amusing?’




  ‘Very.’ Nefret’s laughter is quite delightful – soft and low pitched, like sunlit water bubbling over pebbles. On this occasion I could have done without the pleasure of

  hearing it. Catching my eye, she attempted to contain her mirth, with only partial success. ‘Particularly that sentence about being in sympathy with the suffragist movement. Considering that

  one of his lieutenants is female, one must give him credit for living up to his principles.’




  ‘What principles?’ Emerson demanded, conspicuously unamused. ‘His reference to your Aunt Amelia proves he is no gentleman.’




  ‘He referred to her in the most flattering terms,’ Nefret insisted. She snatched the paper from Ramses and read aloud. ‘“Had I known that Mrs Emerson would be present, I

  would not have proceeded with my plan. I have greater respect for her perspicuity than for that of all Scotland Yard.”’




  Emerson said, ‘Ha!’ I said nothing. I was afraid that if I unclenched my jaws I would use improper language. Ramses looked from me to Nefret.




  ‘What do you think, Nefret?’




  ‘I think,’ said Nefret, ‘that Sethos does not know much about women either.’




  It gave me a certain mean satisfaction to find that Sethos had foiled Scotland Yard as effectively as he had fooled me. The inquiry had come to a dead end after Mr

  Romer’s carriage and horses were discovered in a livery stable in Cheapside. The individual who had left it was described, unhelpfully, as a bearded gentleman. The carriage had been

  empty.




  I was in receipt of a courteous note from Mrs Pankhurst wishing me bon voyage and hoping she would have the pleasure of seeing me again after I had returned from Egypt in the spring.

  Apparently she blamed me for the unpleasant publicity. A most unreasonable attitude, since it was not I who had been taken in by Mrs Markham and her ‘brother,’ but of course it would

  have been beneath my dignity to point this out. I forgave Mrs Pankhurst, as was my Christian duty, and did not respond to her message.




  The press surrounded the house, demanding interviews. I was determined to have a little chat with Kevin O’Connell, but it would have been impossible to admit him without arousing the

  competitive spirit of his fellow villains, so Ramses and Emerson smuggled him into the house after dark, through the coalhole. He was still rather smudgy when Emerson brought him to the library and

  offered him a whisky and soda.




  I was at a loss to understand Emerson’s remarkable forbearance with regard to Kevin, whom he had always regarded as an infernal nuisance, but I had come round to his point of view; if

  Kevin had withheld the letter, Sethos would have sent copies to other newspapers. I therefore accepted Kevin’s effusive apologies with only a touch of hauteur.




  ‘Indeed, Mrs Emerson, me dear, I’d never have allowed the letter to be published if I had known you would take it badly,’ he protested. ‘It seemed to me a gentlemanly and

  graceful – ’




  ‘Oh, bah,’ I exclaimed. ‘Never mind the excuses, Kevin, I admit that you had little choice in the matter. However, the least you can do to make amends is to tell us everything

  you know about that impertinent missive.’




  ‘I can do better than that.’ Kevin took an envelope from his breast pocket. ‘I brought the original.’




  ‘How did you manage to get it back from Scotland Yard?’ I asked.




  ‘By bribery and corruption,’ said Kevin with a cheeky grin. ‘It is only on loan, Mrs E., so make the most of your time. I assured my – er – friend that I would

  return it to him before morning.’




  After perusing the letter I passed it on to Emerson. ‘We might have known Sethos would leave no useful clue,’ I said in disgust. ‘The paper is of the sort that can be purchased

  at any stationer’s. The message is not even written by hand, but on a typewriting machine.’




  ‘A Royal,’ said Ramses, looking over his father’s shoulder. ‘It is one of the latest models, with a ball bearing one-track rail – ’




  ‘That is a safe pronouncement, since none of us can prove you wrong,’ I remarked with a certain degree of sarcasm.




  ‘I believe I am not wrong, though,’ said my son calmly. ‘I have made a study of typewriting machines, since they are already in common use and will eventually, I daresay,

  entirely replace – ’




  ‘The signature is handwritten,’ David said, in an attempt, no doubt, to change the subject. Ramses does have a habit of running on and on.




  ‘In hieroglyphs,’ Emerson growled. ‘What an incredible ego the man has! He has even enclosed his name in a cartouche, a privilege reserved for royalty.’




  Kevin was beginning to show signs of impatience. ‘Forgive me, Mrs E., but I promised my confederate I would get this back to him by midnight tonight. He would be the first to be suspected

  if it were missing and then I might lose a valuable source of information.’




  There were still a few confounded reporters hanging about the following day, when we expected Evelyn and Walter. Having dispatched the carriage to the railway station in order to meet the train,

  we waited for an appropriate interval; Emerson then emerged, picked up a reporter at random, carried him across the street into the park, and threw him into the pond. This served to distract the

  rest of the wretches, so that Evelyn, Walter, and Lia, as I must call her, were able to enter the house unassaulted.




  Walter declined tea in favour of whisky and soda, but his reaction to the affair was less outraged than I had feared it would be. As he remarked to his wife, ‘We ought to be accustomed to

  it, Evelyn; our dear Amelia makes a habit of such things.’




  ‘You cannot blame this on Amelia,’ Evelyn said firmly.




  ‘I can,’ said Emerson, brushing at the muddy splashes on his boots and trousers. ‘If she had not taken it into her head to participate in that demonstration – ’




  ‘I would have joined her had I been in London,’ said Evelyn. ‘Come now, Emerson, she could not possibly have anticipated that that – person – would be

  involved.’




  ‘We must give her that,’ Walter agreed, with an affectionate smile at me.




  ‘It must have been frightfully exciting,’ said little Amelia (whom I must remember to call Lia).




  She was so like her mother! Her smooth skin and soft blue eyes and fair hair recalled happy memories of the young girl I had found fainting in the Forum that day in Rome so long ago. But this

  young face, thank Heaven, was blooming with health, and the graceful little form was sturdy and straight.




  Nefret gave her a warning look. ‘Don’t get your hopes up, dear. Sethos made it clear that the encounter was accidental and that he would have avoided it had he been able. It will be

  a dull season, I assure you, with no exciting adventures.’




  ‘Quite right,’ said David.




  ‘Absolutely,’ said Ramses.




  ‘A very dull season,’ I agreed, ‘if Emerson means to go on with his boring work in the Valley. I wonder that you have put up with it so long, Emerson. It is insulting to us

  – us, the finest excavators in the profession – allowed only to clear tombs other archaeologists have abandoned as unworthy of interest. We might as well be housemaids, cleaning up

  after our betters.’




  Emerson interrupted me with a vehement remark, and Walter, always the peacemaker, interrupted Emerson, asking him how much longer it would be before we departed. I leaned back in my chair and

  listened with a satisfied smile. I had turned the conversation away from the dangerous subject. Evelyn and Walter would never allow their beloved child to accompany us if they believed there was

  danger ahead. Nor, of course, would I.




  It was on the following morning that I received another communication from Mrs Pankhurst, inviting me to an emergency meeting of the committee that afternoon.




  Nefret had taken Lia to the hospital with her, and the boys had gone to the British Museum with Walter. Emerson had announced at breakfast that he meant to work on his book and must not be

  interrupted. I had looked forwards to a long quiet day with Evelyn, who is my dearest friend as well as my sister-in-law, but after brief consideration I decided I must attend the meeting. Although

  Mrs Pankhurst made no reference to her earlier note, I took the present invitation to be in the nature of an olive branch. It was quite a businesslike epistle, brief and to the point.




  Evelyn, as ardent a suffragist as I, agreed I ought to turn the other cheek for the good of the cause, but I felt I must decline her suggestion that she accompany me.




  ‘This is a business meeting, you see, and it would not be proper to bring a stranger, especially in view of the fact that I am not a member of the committee. Perhaps they mean to propose

  me this afternoon. Yes, that seems quite likely.’




  Evelyn nodded agreement. ‘Will you tell Emerson of your plans, or shall I, when he emerges from his lair?’




  ‘He is rather like a bear when he is disturbed,’ I agreed with a laugh. ‘But I suppose I had better do so. He doesn’t like me to go off without informing him.’




  Emerson bent over his desk, attacking the page with vehement strokes of his pen. I cleared my throat. He started, dropped the pen, swore, and stared at me.




  ‘What do you want?’




  ‘I am going out for a while, Emerson. I felt obliged to mention it to you.’




  ‘Oh,’ said Emerson. He flexed his cramped hands. ‘Where are you going?’




  I explained. Emerson’s eyes brightened.




  ‘I will drive you in the motor car.’




  ‘No, you will not!’




  ‘But, Peabody – ’




  ‘You have work to do, my dear. Besides, you were not invited. This is a business meeting. I must do a few errands first, and you know how you hate going to the shops with me.’




  ‘One excuse is sufficient,’ said Emerson mildly. He leaned back in his chair and studied me. ‘You wouldn’t lie to me, would you, Peabody?’




  ‘I will show you the letter from Mrs Pankhurst if you don’t believe me.’




  Emerson held out his hand.




  ‘Really, Emerson,’ I exclaimed. ‘I am deeply hurt and offended that you should doubt my word. The letter is on the desk in my sitting room, but if you want to see it you can

  just fetch it yourself.’




  ‘You are taking the carriage, then?’




  ‘Yes. Bob will drive me. Why the interrogation, Emerson? Are you having premonitions?’




  ‘I never have premonitions,’ Emerson growled. ‘All right, Peabody. Behave yourself and try not to get in trouble.’




  Having mentioned errands, I felt I must perform a few, since I never lie to Emerson unless it is absolutely necessary. They took some little time, and the early dusk was falling when I directed

  Bob to take me to Clement’s Inn, where the Pankhursts had taken lodgings.




  Fleet Street was filled with omnibuses, carriages, vans and cycles, each vehicle looking for a break in the traffic. Motor cars darted ahead of all rivals whenever opportunity served, the

  roaring of their engines adding to the din. Our progress was slow. When one particular delay prolonged itself, I looked out of the window and saw a positive tangle of vehicles ahead. The core of

  the obstruction appeared to be a coster’s barrow and a hansom cab, whose wheels had become entangled. The owners of both were screaming insults at one another, other drivers added their

  comments, and from somewhere behind us the impatient operator of a motor car sounded a series of frantic blasts on his horn.




  I called to Bob. ‘I will walk from here. It is only a few hundred yards.’




  Opening the door – with some difficulty, since a railway delivery van had pulled up close on that side – I started to get out.




  My foot never touched the pavement. I had only a flashing glimpse of a hard, unshaven face close to mine before I was passed like an unwieldy parcel from the grasp of the first man into the even

  more painful grip of a second individual. Initially I was too astonished to defend myself effectively. Then I saw, behind the second man, something that informed me there was no time to lose. The

  back doors of the van were open, and it was that dark orifice towards which I was being carried.




  The situation did not look promising. I had dropped my parasol, and my cries were drowned by the incessant hooting of the motor car. As the fellow attempted to thrust me into the interior of the

  van, I managed to catch hold of the door with one hand. A hard blow on my forearm loosened my grip and wrung a cry of pain from my lips. With a violent oath the villain gave me a shove and I fell,

  striking the back of my head rather heavily. Half in and half out of the van, giddy and breathless, blinded by the hat that had been tipped over my eyes, I gathered my strength for what I knew must

  be my final act of resistance. When hands seized my shoulders I kicked out as hard as I could.




  ‘Damnation!’ said a familiar voice.




  I sat up and pushed the hat away from my eyes. The darkness was almost complete, but the streetlights had come on, and the powerful lamps of a motor car silhouetted a form I knew as well as I

  had known that beloved voice.




  ‘Oh, Emerson, is it you? Did I injure you?’




  ‘Disaster was avoided by a matter of inches,’ said my husband gravely.




  He pulled me out of the van and crushed me painfully to him, completing the destruction of my second-best hat.




  ‘Is she all right?’ The agitated voice was that of David, perched atop a cart that had drawn up behind us. Ignoring the curses of the driver he jumped down, accompanied by a rain of

  cabbages, and hastened to Emerson’s side. ‘Professor, hadn’t we better get her away at once? There may be more of them.’




  ‘No such luck,’ Emerson grunted. Scooping me up into his arms he bent over and peered under the van. ‘They’ve got clean away, curse them. I should have hit that bastard

  harder. It is your fault, Peabody; if you had not winded me with that kick in the – ’




  ‘Radcliffe!’ Though the voice was distorted by emotion and want of breath, I knew the speaker had to be Walter; no one else employs Emerson’s detested first name.




  ‘Yes, yes.’ Tightening his grasp, as if he feared I would slip away from him, Emerson carried me towards the motor car. It was our motor car. Behind the wheel, watching with mild

  interest, was my son, Ramses.




  ‘Premonition be damned,’ said Emerson. ‘It was cold hard reason that informed me you had been guilty of a serious error in judgement.’




  ‘In fact,’ said Evelyn, ‘it was I who convinced you, was it not?’




  At one time she would not have ventured to contradict him, but (with my encouragement) she had learned to stand up for herself – not only with Emerson but with her husband, who had been

  rather inclined to patronize her. Emerson quite enjoyed her independent manner. His scowling face relaxed into a smile.




  ‘Let us say, my dear Evelyn, that your doubts confirmed my own. After dismissing Peabody so cavalierly, Mrs Pankhurst was not likely to – ’




  ‘Oh, curse it,’ I exclaimed. ‘You had no such suspicions or you would have attempted to prevent me from going.’




  Emerson said, ‘Have another whisky and soda, Peabody.’




  He had bundled me into the motor car, leaving Bob to extricate the carriage – not so difficult after all, since the entwined vehicles had untangled themselves with a quickness that might

  have struck some as highly suspicious. The railway van formed a new obstruction, however. Its driver had disappeared, and so had the individual Emerson had struck senseless. This annoyed him a

  great deal, for, as he remarked, when he knocked people down he expected them to stay down.




  When we stopped in front of Chalfont House we were set upon by our agitated friends, including Nefret and Lia, who had returned from the hospital too late to join the rescue expedition. They

  pulled me out of the vehicle and passed me from one pair of loving arms to the next – including those of Gargery, who was inclined to forget his station when overcome by emotion. The other

  servants contented themselves with shouting ‘Hurrah!’ and embracing one another. We then retired in triumph to the library.
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