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1.
Tom Wishart gingerly returned his teacup to the bedside table, slumped back into the pillows and pulled the patchwork quilt back up under his chin. He stared wistfully past his precious Macintosh Plus computer and out of the low bedroom window towards the village green, contemplating just how much his life had changed in the last six months.
Spring had finally arrived at High Beauchamp, a small friendly hamlet of perhaps a hundred souls on a wooded hilltop in the Chilterns. A place he’d called home for just four months, four freezing months.
The winter had been hard, not least because he hadn’t yet mastered the cottage’s antiquated central heating system. To date he’d only been able to make it work properly in just two rooms, the kitchen and the small box bedroom directly above. He didn’t really understand plumbing. The narrow galley kitchen was too small for a TV or his bulky computer, so he’d taken up semi-permanent residence in the spare bedroom since New Year’s Eve, three days after he moved in. 1989 was going to be a year of change he thought, not least because he had finally decided to contact a plumber.
In truth the temperature in the cottage was not helped by the geography of High Beauchamp – positioned at the end of a chalky promontory, the village was arranged around an oblong-shaped plateau, central to which was the long narrow village green. ‘High B’ as the locals liked to call it, was surrounded by woods that sheltered it from high winds in winter, but also shielded much of the village from sunlight the rest of the time. Across the green was Beauchamp Hall, a relatively modest but attractive 16th century manor house with tiered south-facing gardens which got the best of the sunshine in summer.
But it was his home now, the polar opposite of his life as an aspiring novelist in London.
But that proved to have been a bit of a disaster. Ten years of false starts, partially written manuscripts and umpteen meetings with literary agents had ultimately achieved very little. Sure he’d had a few commissions for magazine and newspaper articles, but it was freelance and hardly what you might call a career. Perhaps the highlight of his career to date was coming third in an anarchic poetry competition, with a composition he optimistically called The 15 Word Novel:
He nipped for milk
She laid in bed
Back to his wife
He went instead
He was very pleased with the £20 cheque he received, but that had been the closest he had got to having a real novel published.
After that he had done a lot of what he’d liked to call ‘research’ and started many projects, but written almost nothing meaningful in the last three years. He was on the dole and had really begun to drift.
Throughout that period he’d been living with his girlfriend Lizzie in her cosy second floor flat in Kilburn, but that relationship had nosedived spectacularly last October - she’d unceremoniously called time on it with a tearful, yet wholly accurate speech that went something like:
“You spend your life in the sodding pub with a bunch of sodding no-marks banging on about some sodding hairy cretin called Ian Botham, and the only sodding writing you’ve done lately has been signing on. And you treat me like your personal sodding bank and this place like a hotel. And this is my flat Tom, I pay the rent. You contribute nothing. You don’t even do the washing up anymore. Well I have enough Tom. Absolutely enough. I can’t take it any more. I’ve been making excuses for you since we first met. You’ve given up on yourself Tom, and I think it’s time I gave up on you too. I still love you but we can’t do this anymore. You just need to sod off. I have to get on with my own sodding life.”
Sodding was Lizzie’s default expletive.
And he had no response to that speech, nothing but a resigned nod. It was heartbreaking, but nothing less than he’d deserved. She was absolutely right, he’d taken her for granted and become a feckless twat.
To be honest he’d always been pretty irresponsible, and it wasn’t as if Lizzie wasn’t aware of that.
He’d met her during his second year at Coventry Polytechnic. He’d been a gregarious, somewhat reckless English student, cushioned from the realities of the real world by his relatively wealthy, if almost permanently absent, parents. By contrast Lizzie Finch had been a quiet, unassuming, slightly plump fresher from Canvey Island studying accountancy.
They came from two utterly different worlds, two worlds that hardly seemed to be on a collision course.
Yet one night Dr Feelgood played at the Nelson Mandela Bar at the Students Union, and the presence of her local band had completely transformed Lizzie. Tom and his gaggle of sniggering friends had all noticed her, dancing alone like a mad thing. Long black sweaty hair stuck to her face, thick-rimmed glasses, head back screaming out the lyrics at the top of her voice. And she’d shimmied across the floor mirroring Wilko Johnson’s infamous duck walk.
Tom had a habit of comparing almost everyone he met with stars of the stage and screen, and thought this kooky girl looked a bit like Sally Gleeson from Bless This House. This was a good thing.
He wondered why he’d not noticed her around the place before. And afterwards, when he’d breezed over with two pints of snakebite, her green eyes had blown him away. He’d never met anyone with green eyes before.
Their first ever conversation went something like this:
Tom: (very drunk, screaming above the din) Here you, I bought you something, my name’s Tom.
Lizzie: Er, thanks.
Tom: I hope you don’t mind but after all of that dancing I thought you might need a drink.
Lizzie: Er, thanks.
Tom: And to be honest I couldn’t stop myself, I think you’re an amazing dancer.
Lizzie: Er, thanks.
Tom: In fact you’re not only an amazing dancer, I think you’re extremely sexy. In fact I’d love to give you one.
Lizzie: Would you…
Tom: (interrupting) Too right I would!
Lizzie: …keep on eye on my handbag, I’m desperate for a pee.
Tom: Oh, er, sorry...don’t be long
---
Despite that dreadful opening gambit Lizzie was highly amused - she’d certainly noticed him in her first few weeks in Coventry. The tall, confident curly-haired blonde boy with the lopsided grin. And he was the first boy at Poly she fancied that had showed any real interest in her. After that they were inseparable.
At Poly Tom’s focus had not been on his studies but on sport, albeit he demonstrated very little actual talent. His enthusiasm compensated to a degree, but he had little finesse. He’d had a fairly undisguised ‘career’ played right back for the Poly 3rd XI, but he’d been unanimously voted the football club’s social secretary, something he was rather proud of.
His teammates particularly loved the fact that at every corner they defended he’d cheerfully announce that he’d ‘got the lighthouse’. He’d sidle up to the opposition’s tallest player, then invariable be unable to stop ‘the lighthouse’ win the header. They nicknamed him ‘Tom The Lighthouse’ and even clubbed together on his 19th birthday to buy him a cable knit jumper, fisherman’s cap and a duffle coat with wooden toggles - all of which they got from the local Oxfam shop.
The reason he wasn’t overly bothered about his degree was that he’d long since decided to become one of the greatest novelists of his generation. He’d always known he could write, it was just a matter of time before he would be discovered and lauded. To him being a student was all about independence, an independence he’d come to enjoy after his parents had moved to the Middle East the previous year because of his Dad’s job.
Lizzie on the other hand was incredibly determined and studious. She saw excitement in numbers where Tom saw it in words. They were an odd couple. Tom’s mates had even organized a sweepstake the morning after the Dr Feelgood gig, thinking it wouldn’t last beyond a week, yet the pair had been together for the best part of 13 years.
That seemed to be all over now. She’d done well getting a high paid job in the City and had supported and encouraged him unconditionally. Until then. He’d broken her.
Unlucky 13.
But oddly he knew it wasn’t over. As far as he was concerned he and Lizzie were destined to be together.
He’d always regarded himself as something of a fatalist – everything happened for a reason, good, bad or indifferent. It meant that he could throttle back and relax. As far as he was concerned you had little control over how your life would unfold, you just need to go with the flow. Being dumped by Lizzie after all that time was traumatic, but merely a minor blip, he was comfortable with the notion that whatever would be would be. He was an eternal optimist.
So despite what Lizzie had said he still regarded himself as her boyfriend. Despite everything he was sure he’d rescue the situation. Fate had brought them together and fate would keep them together.
And just two days after Lizzie’s speech fate played its hand once more - he heard the news that his 89 year-old Great Aunt Rita had passed away. She’d actually died the same evening that Lizzie had given him the heave-ho.
At the funeral at the small Norman church in her beloved ‘High B’ he found out that her name was really Margarita, which he loved, she’d kept that a secret for most of her life. He liked secrets.
Not long after he was contacted by her solicitor and discovered she wanted him to have Silas Cottage and all its contents, along with her savings, all £12,000 of it. And, as it turned out, her 20 year-old pale blue Morris Minor Clubman.
That was kismet he thought, no mistake.
-----
He yawned and stared at the bedroom ceiling. His thoughts wandered once more to his Auntie Rita. He’d been thinking about her recently almost as much as he had about Lizzie.
Rita Millet had been a lively yet slightly eccentric soul and had lived at Silas Cottage her entire life. As a child Tom had been fascinated by the mysterious Auntie Rita, despite the fact that he and his parents didn’t go see her that often. Petite, bright-eyed and never out of a floral pinny, Rita seemed amazingly charismatic and more than a little eccentric. And crucially, like Tom, she loved cricket.
He remembered that, when he was about eight year old, she taught him how to play a hook shot on the village green. She’d given him an ancient, chestnut brown cricket bat that was really far too big and heavy for him, but it made him feel like a grown man. He’d loved that. And he’d found it amusing that the lower part of the blade was tightly bound with string. That seemed plain odd to young Tom.
At Rita’s funeral, as the Parish priest spoke warmly about cherishing memories of those who had passed away, something came back to him with absolute clarity – her reference that day on the green with Rita and someone called The Scythe.
‘Ooh good shot! The Scythe would have been proud of that!’ she’d exclaimed every time he hit the tennis ball beyond her reach. ‘Who’s the Scythe Auntie Rita?’ he’d asked, to which she beamed, ‘Oh, only the greatest batsman that ever lived, that’s all!’
He’d never heard of The Scythe before, so figured he couldn’t have been that famous or good at cricket. Maybe he was just somebody she knew in the village or had read about in a novel. Or maybe she was just a little bit bonkers, Tom’s Dad Ronnie had always referred to her a ‘Nutty Rita’.
He’d asked his parents about The Scythe on the journey home, and they’d never heard of him either. Tom hadn’t given it too much thought since. 
Tom had seen even less of Rita after he was about ten, his Dad had got a job in Aberdeen, working for an oil company and the family had moved up there, lock stock and barrel. On reflection it would perhaps be more appropriate to say lock, stock and oil barrel, as back in 1965 the burgeoning petrochemical industry paid top dollar for experienced engineers like Ronnie Wishart.
Scotland was a long way from the Home Counties in those days, it really did feel like another world. In fact the last time he’d seen Auntie Rita was when they’d travelled down in 1969 to his Grandmother Joan’s funeral at St Albans, where ‘Nutty Rita’ had looked even smaller and far older than he’d remembered. And it was the only time he’d ever seen her not wearing a pinny.
Tom was naturally confused as to why Rita had left him everything she had – they’d hardly been close. And he’d not seen her for the best part of twenty years. But who could argue with fate?
He had also been vaguely aware of another relation who lived near High Beauchamp, a distant cousin and chicken farmer called Freddie Dawson, though he never remembered meeting him. For some reason Tom had assumed that Freddie and Rita were probably close.
But her Will had been pretty specific, ‘My cricket-loving young nephew Tom Wishart is to have Silas Cottage and everything in it, together with whatever I have in the bank and my car’. A house and her savings and Freddie wasn’t even mentioned. Whatsmore he hadn’t been at her funeral either.
After moving in he had asked about Freddie at the pub, and been told that, despite living just at Happe Hill Farm near the top of the one road up to the village, Freddie had always kept himself to himself. Someone in the pub referred to his farm as Chicken Auschwitz and everyone had laughed.
So there he was in her chilly house, tucked up in bed late on a Friday afternoon wearing two jumpers and two pairs of socks. He’d arrived with just two suitcases of clothes, a battered soft leather briefcase his parents had bought him for his 21st birthday, his Macintosh computer and that duffle coat with the wooden toggles.
He really didn’t have too much else, as Lizzie had quite rightly pointed out, the flat and pretty much everything in it was hers. But thankfully Rita’s cottage had everything he needed. He found it exactly as she’d left it, right down to the bone china teacups, lace curtains and black and white TV. He’d neither changed nor rearranged very much - in fact her clothes were still in the bedroom wardrobe and her jewellery box sat undisturbed on the dressing table. He didn’t feel ready to make it his own yet, he still regarded everything as Rita’s, like he just visiting her and she gone out to get their tea.
But he was sure that fate had landed him in this cottage for a very specific reason - surely this was a ‘writer’s retreat’, the perfect environment in which to knuckle down and write his breakthrough novel, away from all the distractions and bright lights of London. And hadn’t his literary hero George Orwell retreated to the secluded Isle of Jura to write Nineteen Eighty-Four? The signs were good.
That was certainly how he regarded himself now, the tortured genius detached from normal life. He felt more like a novelist than he ever had in London, and whatsmore he calculated that Rita’s money would keep him going for at least a year.
He had a single mission, to prove to Lizzie that he was worthy of her, that he wasn’t a complete deadbeat.
She still wasn’t speaking to him. Of course he still loved her, and he was convinced it was mutual, but he’d long since accepted the idea that she’d ditched him for his own good. Oddly he treasured the absence of any communication, it was a good plot line. He was going to write that scintillating bestseller and win back the girl. His girl. That was the plan anyway.
If only he could think of a story.
Still the weekend ahead should prove to a welcome distraction, his old Poly friend Brendan ‘McTwit’ McGonigle would be arriving in a couple of hours. Bren had also been in the football team, but unlike Tom he was actually very good, in fact he was exceptional. He’d even had a trial with Norwich City but he’d collided with a goalkeeper in training on his first day there and broken his ankle quite badly. And that was pretty much the end of his footballing career.
Tom hadn’t seen the old scallywag Bren since he’d arrived in the village. Bren had generously offered him his sofa in Chelmsford during the gap between Kilburn and High Beauchamp, so it would be good to have his friendly face around again.
And maybe Bren might have heard from Lizzie since he’d last seen him - the three of them had been as thick as thieves at college not least because, despite his Irish sounding name, Brendan was actually from Southend on Sea. He’s always bragged that he ‘understood Essex girls’. She thought he was a charming idiot and he loved the fact she saw right through him.
Bren would be his first proper visitor at Silas Cottage.
He should really get out of bed and get ready. 



2.
Brendan hadn’t arrived that night, but rocked up mid-morning on the next day. Tom found him standing on the doorstep in jeans and grubby T-shirt, suit carrier over his shoulder and wearing a soppy grin on his face.
Tom stood in the doorway, still in his dressing gown.
‘You were supposed to be here last night Bren,’ he grunted, ‘what happened this time?’
‘Oh Wishers, you simply won’t believe it,’ he beamed.
Typical McTwit. The truth was that odd things always happened to Bren, sometimes really very odd. It was part of his appeal. Who else could get a brand new Ford Sierra company car one day and have a tree fall on it the next? Who else could have an unhealthy obsession with Jethro Tull’s seed drill only for it to come up in his history finals? Who could move house four times and always live at number 41? And who else could have bedded three sisters in quick succession without any of them cottoning on? Only the ever-jovial, lantern-jawed Brendan McGonigle.
‘Well come in and tell me all about it you halfwit, it’s ruddy freezing out here.’
Tom took him through to the living room, where the remains of his breakfast lay abandoned on the table, alongside a spread of the morning’s papers. He darted into the kitchen put the kettle back on and returned to his friend who was having a good look around.
‘This is a nice old place Tommy Boy, and I’m loving the chintzy wallpaper.’
‘It’s an old lady’s house remember Bren. I haven’t done very much to it but I like it, it’s got a nice little garden out the back with some fruit trees and a little shed. It’s all quite idyllic really.’
Bren seemed to have lost interest in the cottage already. Perhaps he’d just been being polite.
‘Got any scoff Tommy? I’m absolutely starving.’
‘Not before you tell me the precise details of your latest escapade,’ grinned Tom expectantly.
‘Well, here’s the thing. As you know since I’ve had this job selling these adult incontinent pants I’ve got to meet loads of nurses. I mean, a ridiculous amount of them. And the secret to my sales success is my presentation, I get a bunch of them in a room, run through the technical stuff, crack some funnies to gauge the temperature and finish off with my pièce de résistance, I put the pants on over my suit trousers and ask the prettiest one, as long as she isn’t earing a wedding or engagement ring mind, up to the front to help me take them off. After that it’s dead easy to ask them out for a drink.
‘And it seems to work best on a Friday night, and the further away from home the better. You go out, get sloshed then innocently reveal you’ve had too much to drive home and haven’t booked a hotel room. Well last night I was, as you know, in Bristol. Whacking great big hospital too, the Bristol Royal Infirmary. So, I did my routine and what do you know - a pair of them, two cheeky Irish girls, asked ME out for a drink after their shift! I mean, how often does that happen?
‘Anyway all I’m prepared to say is that this morning one cooked me a full breakfast whilst the other one hand washed my apple-catchers.
‘Honestly Tommy Boy, if you weren’t trapped in this museum and needed entertainment I’d still be there!’
Tom raised an eyebrow, ‘Don’t flatter yourself McTwit, I don’t need you at all.’
‘Course you do Wishers, I’m your lucky charm! Now, what have you got to eat?’
Tom turned back toward the kitchen and paused, ‘Oh I can’t be bothered, you drink your tea whilst I go get changed, then we can bugger off to the pub for lunch. Sound like a plan?’
‘My favourite sort Tommy Boy, my favourite sort!’
-------
The Beauchamp Arms, commonly known as ‘The Beau’, was a five-minute walk away, at the eastern end of the green, adjacent to the Norman church St Germanus The Martyr. The 16th Century pub, like most building in the village, was a low-beamed affair and featured two bars, both with lovely views down the long village green. It also had a half a dozen small but delightfully quaint bedrooms and operated as a B&B. Given the location, well off the beaten track, all sources of income were precious.
But by all accounts the pub was a thriving business, and would often be rammed during the summer months. It was an extremely popular stop off for ramblers who travelled the criss-cross of public footpaths around the Chilterns and for day-trippers looking for a slice of old England. And it had an excellent reputation for food, as Tom had come to appreciate. He also liked the photos that adorned the walls, depicting various views of the village and villagers through the ages – they made the place feel very homely.
The landlord was a man with the unusual name, Didier Bretodeau, who had owned the place for almost ten years. Despite visiting the pub most days, Tom had yet to meet him. Dids, by all accounts quite a character, had been away in France for the last six months or so where he also ran a successful gîte business.
Tom and Brendan walked into the lounge bar of the Beau at precisely 12 o’clock and were greeted from behind the bar by Did’s pretty daughter Emma.
‘Hello Tom, a pint of the usual?’ she twinkled, ‘and what would your handsome friend like, a Babycham?’ Emma had worked behind the bar for a couple of years and was far from shy.
Brendan smiled and leaned onto the bar. ‘Hi I’m Bren,’ he breathed seductively, which Tom thought sounded slightly sinister. ‘I’ll have whatever Tom’s having, and please have one yourself.’
Emma smiled sweetly, ‘So, that’s two Toads and I’ll have a lemonade thank you very much.’
As Emma turned and bent down to collect some pint glasses from behind her, Tom was suddenly aware of a huge figure wearing a red checked lumberjack shirt emerging from the pub kitchen to his left. A mountain of a man with thick black hair flecked with grey and a heavy moustache. Bernard Bresslaw thought Tom, only taller.
‘Ah,’ he boomed, ‘this must be Rita’s nephew Tom the novelist, Emma has told me all about you. I’m so sorry to hear about Rita, she had a lot of friends in this village.’ There was no hint of a French accent, hardly surprising as Dids was born just a few miles away in Wycombe.
‘Thank you, I’ve certainly got the impression that Rita was quite well-know and much loved around here,’ said Tom. ‘And for the record I’m not really a novelist just yet, but working on it. I guess you must be Didier, how were things in France?’
‘Well, you know how it is, to build a business you must invest, so I’ve been back to the old country refurbishing two old barns for you English to rent in the summer. And please call me Dids or Diddy, pretty much everybody does.’
‘You don’t sound very French,’ piped up Brendan, whose eyes until then had been following Emma closely.
Tom looked at Bren in slight disbelief - Bren could always be counted on for speaking without engaging his brain. Didier grinned, he’d obviously fielded this question many times before.
‘Well my young friend I come from a long line of Huguenots who fled Catholic persecution over three hundred years ago. They might not want us over there but we still like to thing of ourselves as French, even my lovely daughter Emma here.’
‘Oh stop it Dad, I’m just grateful you didn’t call me Fifi, Emmanuelle or something equally embarrassing.’
‘Your mother wouldn’t let me, as you well know, God rest her soul.’
‘Well that makes sense I suppose,’ continued Bren chummily, pretending that he’s not been eyeing Emma’s pretty buttocks intently, but knowing full well that he’d been rumbled, ‘we are a nation of mongrels after all, aren’t we?’
A stifled laugh came from behind them.
‘He’s a funny man isn’t he Father,’ called the landlord in a slightly louder voice to ensure he could be heard by the man beyond, ‘and we always like characters at the Beau.’
Father Dick Nagle, the slightly aged priest at St Germanus, sat in one of the bay windows. Tom recognised him from Auntie Rita’s funeral service, he was everything you might expect a local parish priest to be. He looked a lot like Donald Pleasence. He was the only other person in the bar. Father Nagle was a Saturday lunchtime regular remembered Tom, where he liked to enjoy a half or two whilst composing his Sunday sermon.
‘We certainly do Diddy, we certainly do.’
Sensing the opportunity to change the subject Tom was quick to ask Farther Nagle if he’d like another drink. ‘No thanks Tom, this is my second half of Toad and I really should get back. I’ve much to do this afternoon, a vicar’s work is never done, even in a tiny Parish like ours.’ 
With that he rose, placed a trilby on his balding head and made for the door. As he opened it a rather distinguished and well-dressed couple of pensioners stood in the doorway, Mr and Mrs Denly-Moffat. The former was carrying a small valise, which looked tiny in his huge hands.
‘Good day Dicky, I trust all is well?’ asked Gerald Denly-Moffat.
‘It will be once I have written tomorrow’s sermon Gerald, I have some thoughts about how I can drum up some more support for the Roof Repair Fund which I must commit to paper with all haste.’
‘In which case I’ll not stand in your way Dicky, I’m sure we both anticipate a rousing and impressive homily tomorrow.’ 
With that he held the door open and the vicar scurried out.
Easily over six feet tall with a decidedly military bearing, Gerald was quite an imposing figure thought Tom. He had a full head of steel grey hair, square shoulders and wore a dark blue blazer with some sort of regimental tie. Despite his obvious age he appeared fit and athletic. Tom thought he resembled the gravelly-voice actor Jack Hawkins.
Penny Denly-Moffat was no less impressive. Perhaps a little younger than her husband, she had high cheekbones and large friendly eyes. She was quite trim, and Tom supposed she had probably been a great beauty in her youth. She was still pretty good-looking now. He figured Virginia McKenna was most likely to play her in a film.
‘Now then Didier my old sausage, good to see you’re finally back! Two G&Ts if you’d be so kind,’ announced Gerard as he approached the bar. ‘And you’ll be delighted to hear we’ve found some more photos, really old ones that I’m prepared to loan to you for the pub.’
‘Greetings GDM and hello Penny, still looking beautiful I see. And how was your winter in the Bahamas? I haven’t seen you since, what, September?’
‘Yes, it was wonderful as ever thank you Didier,’ said Penny bashfully, ‘can’t you tell by the tan?’ And what a tan she had, thought Tom, she had a deep and healthy glow. The Denly-Moffats, who owned the beautiful Beauchamp Hall, certainly had a rather aristocratic air about them. 
Didier looked back to Gerald.
‘Yes of course, GDM I’m always interested in more local photos for the walls, what do you have this time?’
Gerald carefully lifted a small leather valise onto the bar, then reached into an inside pocket for a pair of half moon glasses.
‘Well it appears our housekeeper Mrs Mizon found some photos of Sir Cyril’s magnificent cricket team whilst we were away.’
‘That sounds very exciting, but first let me first get you your drinks.’
Tom was instantly interested (it was cricket-related after all) and carefully edged down the bar to get a closer view. Brendan’s attention meanwhile returned to Emma, who’d placed their pints on the bar. The pair were engaged in mumbled small talk and smiling. Bren was, as ever, utterly distracted by an attractive girl.
GDM undid the case’s leather buckles to reveal the contents, a number of framed sepia photos. Tom could see the top one featured a team photo of 18th century cricketers, all flannels, striped blazers and bushy moustaches.
‘This,’ announced GDM, with no little pride as he held up the large framed photo for all to see, ‘is Sir Cyril Denly-Moffat’s famous Gentlemen Of Lucknow cricket team which was, according to the annotation, was taken in 1876.’
Tom was spellbound. The sepia photo did indeed look quite magnificent.
‘And see here Didier,’ as he pointed at a chap seated in the middle of the front row with a particularly big moustache wearing a straw boater and sporting a huge cravat, ‘is old Sir Cyril himself, and there to his right, that grey haired old fella with the long beard is the legendary Scythe, Silas Millet.’
‘The Scythe!’ exclaimed Tom involuntarily, ‘you have a photo of the Scythe?’
GDM turned slowly towards the interloper, who he seemed to have only just noticed.
‘Yes The Scythe, a true great of English cricket. A big hitting batsman and pioneer of round armed swing bowling. Why is he of interest to a young chap like you? Are you a cricketing aficionado?’
‘Well yes I do love my cricket, but I’d hardly call myself an expert. However I remember my Great Aunt Rita made reference to him once, but I’d never heard of him before or since.’
‘Ah well it’s hardly surprising Rita spoke about him young man, he was her grandfather.’
Tom felt his jaw drop. Gerald paused and pointed again at the photo.
‘And look here, you are clearly one of Silas Millet’s descendants, I’d say you share the same nose. You should ask Rita about him, she’ll have many tales to tell.’
‘I’d love to sir, but I’m afraid she passed away a few months ago.’
‘Rita’s dead?’ exclaimed Jenny, ‘Oh that’s terrible news. She was such a lovely lady, albeit somewhat eccentric. When did she pass away?’
‘At home in early October, seems her heart just gave out. The postman discovered her, it seems she been dead for a day or two, It was all very tragic really. But we were assured that it would have been very quick and quite painless, which is something I guess. I’m Tom Wishart, her great nephew, she left me her cottage and I’ve been living there since just before Christmas.’
‘Oh how awful, how did we not know about Rita Gerald?’
‘Well we only arrived home last night dear,’ said Gerald, raising a sympathetic eyebrow. He then turned his gaze back to Tom. ‘Now then young man, in Rita’s absence I feel duty bound to tell you all I know about Silas, should you be interested.’
‘Yes,’ gulped Tom, ‘I most certainly would.’



3.
Gerald and Tom retreated to the window table vacated by Father Nagle and spent the next couple of hours talking intently. During that time a number of hikers had arrived for a pie and a pint, and a cheerful babble of conversation filled the pub. It was a very jovial atmosphere. Bren remained at the bar chatting with Emma and Penny.
Meanwhile Tom had made some remarkable discoveries:
a) Silas Millet was originally from Battle in Sussex and moved to High Beauchamp in 1873 at the age of 50 to take up the position of verger at St Germanus The Martyr.
b) Colonel Sir Cyril Denly-Moffat, ancestor of GDM and veteran of the 1857 Relief of Lucknow, had retired from the army and returned from India to the family seat in 1872. Thereafter he had started his own cricket team, as was the fashion amongst the then cricket-obsessed gentry.
c) Silas had been enticed out of retirement by Sir Cyril and became the team’s star all-rounder.
d) Sir Cyril had gambled heavily on his team against touring invitation sides, and had made a small fortune before both he and Silas passed away in 1878. The cricket team had quickly folded thereafter.
‘So you see Thomas,’ ventured Gerald, ‘you and I have something of a connection.
‘Sir Cyril, God bless him, was an irreverent gambler and Silas was his ace up the sleeve as it were. We Denly-Moffats have always had an eye for a profit.’
‘I’m stunned,’ said Tom, ‘all this time and I didn’t have a clue, Auntie Rita never said that much about him.’
‘I’m quite surprised about that dear boy, your Aunt Rita idolized her grandfather, and she never failed to tease me about how much money he’d made for our family.’
‘Well I’ve been planning to write a novel, but I can’t help but think I need to write a biography.’
‘What a capital idea Thomas, I think that would be a very worthy enterprise.’
Diddy then rang last orders.
‘Gerald dear, I think we should be getting along.’
They both looked up to see Penny perched on a bar stool beside the very attentive, and slightly tidily Brendan, who’d been enjoying the Toad a little too much.
‘We’re due at the theatre this evening with the Davies-Lowes, and you and I really ought to go home to change.’
‘Oh of course my darling,’ said Gerald, rising from his seat, ‘I’d clean forgot. Thomas, it’s been quite the pleasure, and please do come see me at the Manor if I can be of any assistance with your new project. I’m sure we have plenty of information about the Gentlemen of Lucknow, old scorebooks and the like which I think you’d find very interesting. And if I were you I’d also talk to Father Nagle, I’m sure he could scour the Parish records and tell you something of Silas’s role as verger here.’
Then, much to Tom’s surprise, he gracefully chassed across the bar and proffered his elbow to his glamorous wife.
‘Come my dear, let us away.’
‘Oh Gerald, you’re such a treasure,’ she tittered. She’d had at least four G&Ts herself. ‘And Mister McGonigle, you’ve been such charming company, and thank you but I don’t think I’ll be needing any of your, er, undergarments.’
Bren looked slightly bemused.
‘What’s that my darling?’ asked Gerald, casting a suspicious glace at Brendan.
‘Oh nothing my dear, nothing at all. Brendan has been a perfect gentlemen.’
‘Ah, well, that’s fine then. Didier, it’s a delight to see you, and I look forward to seeing those new photos up on your walls.’
The landlord nodded appreciatively, ‘I trust we’ll be seeing you soon Gerald.’
‘You certainly will my good man, you can count on it.’
With that the Denly-Moffat left the pub.
‘When are we going to eat Tommy Boy, I’m so hungry I could eat a scabby child.’
‘That can wait a minute Bren, I want to know what the hell have you been talking to Mrs Denly-Moffat about? Surely not those bloody pants of yours?’
‘It’s not my fault Tommy,’ protested Brendan, ‘she asked me what I did for a living. And I think she definitely got the wrong end of the stick if she thought I was recommending them to her.’
‘Once a salesman, always a salesman McTwit. You’re completely incorrigible.’
‘Too late for a hot meal I’m afraid gents, we closed the kitchen twenty minutes ago as we didn’t think anyone else was eating,’ announced Diddy, ‘Emma’s off duty now, but I’m sure I can rustle you up some ham sandwiches if you’d like. They are pretty hearty, big doorsteps with a homemade mustard relish.’ 
Tom and Brendan exchanged glances. ‘That would be terrific, thanks Diddy,’ said Tom, ‘we’ll take them home with us.’
‘Excellent, just give me a few minutes. And I trust we’ll see you both again this evening, when I can highly recommend Emma’s winter menu, she’s quite a cook.’
----
On returning to the cottage they made a pot of tea and retreated to the living room to eat their sandwiches. Tom was ecstatic. After all this time he finally had a subject to write about, something that was close to his heart, something he felt needed to be shared.
‘Don’t you see Bren, this is exactly what I’ve been waiting for. Silas was a well-known character in his day, but nobody seems to know about him now. He’s perfect material for me, I have a personal connection, I really think I can do this.’
‘Well, Tommy Boy as I’ve always said, write about what you know, not what you think you know. The only issue I can see is that you don’t really know very much about this bloke.’ 
This was true, Tom still knew very little about the man. If only Rita was still here, he needed far more information. Then he had a moment of inspiration.
‘Bren, if Aunt Rita was so obsessed with Silas, then surely she’d have kept so mementos and whatnot, don’t you think? I know she used to have a really old cricket bat because I used to play with it, I’m sure it must have been his.’
‘Yes I guess so,’ mumbled Brendan through a mouthful of sandwich.
‘So, where do you think she’d keep that sort of stuff? It’s got to be the loft hasn’t it, and I’ve not been up there yet! Bren, we need the ladder!’
‘Love it Tommy, and it would be good to work up a sweat, this cottage is bloody freezing.’
Twenty minutes later, sandwiches eaten, Tom was balancing atop a ladder in the main bedroom underneath the loft hatch. The hatch, which was about three feet square, was a little stiff, but Tom finally managed to open it by arching his back up and pushing with his legs. He didn’t think this was a great sign, he couldn’t see how Rita would have managed this. Maybe she’d not been up here for years, it wasn’t exactly easy.
With the hatch now open Brendan passed him up a torch and Tom shone it into the darkness. The loft appeared quite empty, and the partly planked flooring was covered in a thick layer of dust. Tom gritted his teeth and pulled himself inside properly, steadied himself on a roof joist and stood up. He swung the torch around slowly and noticed an old Bakelite light switch on the chimneybreast beside to the open loft hatch.
He carefully shuffled over and tried the switch.
Two clear 100-watt light bulbs, hanging loosely from the central room beam, suddenly blinked into life and the loft was now brightly illuminated. The majority of the loft was indeed empty, but at one end, behind the loft opening, there was a neat stack of three cardboard boxes.
‘How you doing up there?’ Brendan’s voice echoed up from below.
‘Well there’s some interesting looking stuff up here, a few boxes up against the wall. I’m just about to go check them out.’
‘Well may I suggest you pass them down and we can go through them together? I can’t have you having all the fun.’
Tom thought that this would probably be the best idea. He was worried that, being something of a clumsy oaf, he’d put his foot through the floorboards before too long if he stayed up there, a situation not much helped by the four pints of Toad he’d had at the Beau.
‘Right you are mate, that sounds like a plan.’
Before Tom passed the boxes down he had a quick peak inside each. Most had things wrapped in old newspaper and didn’t look like they’d been touched for a considerable time. He carefully carried each back to the open hatch and passed them down to Brendan.
As he descended the stepladder he suddenly noticed something far more promising. On top of Rita’s elaborate Victorian wardrobe was a long oblong-shaped black box with silver fittings. It had not have been visible when standing in the bedroom.
‘Well would you look at that,’ gasped Tom.
‘What is it?’ enquired Brendan.
‘I think it’s an old cricket coffin.’
Now they might be onto something.
Half an hour later Tom and Brendan stood in the living room with the boxes arranged around the floor. The cricket coffin had been rather heavy, and had proved to be a bit of a pain getting down the stairs.
‘You should start with that big bastard first,’ advised Brendan, ‘it looks the most promising. I’ll go through the boxes from the loft, to see what else I can find.’
Tom agreed. The sheer weight of the coffin suggested it might be pretty full. He knelt down in front of the box and flicked open the two large metal clasps simultaneously. He took a deep breath and lifted the lid.
He immediately recognised the old cricket bat, which was laid on top of an assortment of cricket clothing and equipment.
‘Wow, I remember this! That’s got to have been Silas’s.’
He held the bat carefully, gently caressing the string bindings on the blade and briefly remembered that bright summer’s day on the green with Rita. Why had she not shared more about him?
He passed the bat to Brendan whose first action was to sniff it, and returned to the coffin.
There were a pair of ancient canvas cricket pads with exposed vertical cane struts. They had certainly seen better days. Beneath these were: a gory looking jockstrap; a large cable knit jumper with two large holes in the back; a set of moth eaten cream flannels with a stripy tie belt still in the trouser loops; an old pair of batting gloves, which were split exposing their horsehair stuffing; a cracked and very stiff pair of wooden soled leather cricket boots, which could be no more than size six; a number of misshapen and decaying cricket balls; an old fashioned pink and light blue quartered cricket cap, with the badge stitched on the front panel with the embroidered legend ‘Gentlemen of Lucknow’. Tom put the cap on and arranged the other items around him of the living room floor, and Brendan inspected each in reverential silence.
There was still yet more in the coffin.
The bottom half revealed a number of scorebooks, match programmes for the curiously named ‘William Clarke’s All-England Eleven’, fragile newspaper cuttings mentioning Silas and various bits of paper including handwritten notes, receipts and letters – all cricket related. It was a gold mine.
‘This is brilliant Bren. Rita appears to have kept a lot of memorabilia relating to Silas’s career. There’s going to be some great references in here for the biography, but it’ll only be a start, I guess I’m going to have to go to Sussex at some point to find out about his childhood and whatnot. Have you found anything interesting in the other boxes Bren?’
‘No not much really, some old crockery a few bits of object d’art, but nothing about Silas as yet. But to be honest I’m not really surprised, I don’t think she kept anything valuable to her in the loft, I mean, it wasn’t exactly easy to get into and she was a pretty old lady. I don’t think she’d have been up there for ages.’
‘I think you might be right.’
‘Was there anything else on top of that wardrobe Tom?’
‘No nothing.’ But then a thought struck him. ‘But if she had been unable to get up into the loft maybe she kept her precious things downstairs, perhaps inside the wardrobe itself.’
‘Surely you’d have seen something in there before now?’
‘No not really, I’ve only ever opened it the once and when I saw all of her clothes hanging there I just closed it again, I felt like I was intruding somehow.’
‘Well maybe we should go have a proper look now,’ ventured Brendan.
The pair left everything where it was and rushed back upstairs to the bedroom. They stood in front of the wardrobe briefly before Tom stepped forward and opened the doors. The rail was full of ladies clothing but beneath, at the bottom of the wardrobe behind a row of shoes, were two large felt hatboxes.
‘They look interesting Wishers.’
They certainly did. They removed them and placed them side-by-side on the bed.
‘OK, you open that one and I’ll open this,’ suggested Tom, ‘and let’s hope for the best.’
‘Fair enough,’ said Brendan, ‘let’s have a countdown. 5-4-3-2-1…open!’
Each peered quizzically into their respective boxes.
Brendan immediately understood what his held – a treasure trove of personal documentation, notebooks and certificates. On top was a folded sheet of yellowing paper that quietly crackled when he unfolded it. It was a handwritten Millet family tree.
‘Jesus, look at this Tom, seems your aunt was really interested in her ancestry, this goes all the way back to Silas’s parents, Obadiah and Mary Millet. It appears that they were originally from Hythe in Kent. And she’s typed out a little biography for some of the people in this notebook here. That’s going to be useful for your book. What have you got in yours?’  
Tom’s box contained a package, loosely wrapped in brown greaseproof paper. Tom picked it out and examined it carefully. One end had come open and he could see inside were two leather-bound books. He wondered what they could be.
‘What are they Tommy?’ enquired Hugh.
‘I’m not entirely sure, Bren, but they look like they might be important. Let’s take everything back downstairs and take a proper look.’
Back in the living room Tom cleared a space at one end of the long dining room table and Brendan put his box on a spare chair and spread out the family tree. Tom placed his hatbox to his left and removed the curious package once again. He took a deep breath and peeled back the rest of the greaseproof paper. He placed the two books on the table in front of him and carefully opened the first.
It was quickly apparent that this was not a book or a diary, but a handwritten journal. On the first page was a title, in a very flowery hand. It read:
Bishop Odo of Bayeux
An Account of My Investigations.
S Millet Esq.
Underneath this was a further notation:
This journal is an account of my investigation into the mellifluous Bishop Odo, plunderer of Anglo-Saxon riches and enemy of all England, to discover the true extent of his crimes against the good people of Albion.
What the bloody hell was this?
‘Bren, when you were doing English history up at Cov did you ever come across someone called Bishop Odo?’
Brendan picked his head up from the family tree and pulled a face.
‘Bishop Odo?’, he closed his eyes and concentrated hard. ‘Hmm, let me see. I think that would probably be Odo the Bishop of Bayeux, half-brother to William The Conqueror. I think he was the bloke that actually commissioned the Bayeux Tapestry. What I do remember is that when William died he tried, unsuccessfully, to help William’s oldest son Robert Curthose overthrow his younger brother and chosen heir William Rufus. When that failed I seem to remember that Odo went off on the First Crusade to Palestine with Curthose but died somewhere on the way. And I think he even had designs on becoming Pope. Why do you ask?’ 
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Neither Tom nor Brendan had any interest in going back to the pub. They spend the entire evening focused on the two journals, drinking the cans of Double Diamond Tom had stocked up on. Brendan had put the box containing the personal documents to one side, as they agreed to take a journal each and scribble notes on the A4 pads that Tom had produced from a drawer.
The plan was to go through each journal carefully, swap, then share their combined findings before deciding what to do next. It was as if they’d been returned to their student days, but back then they’d never approached any task with quite as much enthusiasm and diligence.
They only broke off only once to warm up a family-sized Fray Bentos steak and kidney pie Tom had bought especially for Bren’s visit - to remind them of their days in their permanently cold student digs. They ate it on the sofa with the plates on their knees, not wishing to disturb the paperwork on the table.
Both found the journals about Bishop Odo utterly spellbinding.
The first, full from cover to cover ran from about 1860 to 1873 when Silas had moved to High Beauchamp. The second ran from then until Silas’s death in 1878.
At first Tom thought that Silas was researching Odo for some sort of book about the Norman Conquest (Tom felt an immediate affinity with him, perhaps this writing lark was genetic), but it quickly became clear that Silas was doing more than that, he was looking for something specific.
He was looking for clues.
As far as Tom could work out Silas had started the writing the first journal when he’d found out something curious about Odo. At that time Silas worked at Battle Abbey in some capacity, which made sense as a lot of the information he was looking at would have been stored there, and of course he was living in Sussex at the time.
It was about 11pm before they’d finished and began comparing notes. From these they made a new list, picked out the events that Silas seemed especially interested in. The consolidated list ran as follows:
 
	Bishop Odo and his younger brother Robert de Burgo, the Count of Mortain were both half-brothers to William the Conqueror, and seemed to have played a big part in the Norman Conquest and Battle of Hastings. The three of them could be seen together in the Bayeux Tapestry where Odo and Robert were depicted siting either side of William.
	Odo was indeed thought to have commissioned the Bayeux Tapestry, and whilst scholars regarded it as a significant historical document, Silas felt that it wasn’t a true reflection of what had actually gone on – he thought Odo was an arch politician and was doing his best to curry favour and earn influence with William.
	Despite being a Bishop, Odo had probably played a part in the actual fighting in 1066, appearing in the tapestry wielding a long wooden club called a baculum. Curiously Silas had done a number of drawings of this, perhaps trying to elicit some additional significance in it. Or maybe he fancied himself as an artist.
	Odo and his brother Robert were not only very close they were incredibly ambitious. Robert seemed to have followed his big brother everywhere. Quite a double-act.
	A few years after the victory Odo was made Earl of Kent and was granted vast swathes of land across the South East of England, which made him the second biggest landowner after the new King.
	According to the Doomsday Book at one point he held 184 Lordships in Kent and held manors in 12 other counties which gave him an income of £3,000 a year, an extraordinary amount of money back then, equivalent to around £3m, and he was the richest tenant-in-chief in the new Kingdom.
	Robert had been granted a significant amount of land too, mainly Cornwall.
	Odo was a greedy man, not just for power but also for wealth. Whilst in charge he used every opportunity to make money for himself. Silas believed him to be utterly ruthless - in fact Silas obviously regarded him as a real villain, plundering land, gold and other valuables from local Anglo-Saxon nobleman.
	Whenever William returned to Normandy Odo had been the de facto regent, a position he’d pretty much abused at every opportunity. Silas also wrote that he thought William was becoming very wary of his half-brother.
	Obviously Odo wasn’t married, but Robert had married well, his wife was called Matilda and she was the daughter of Roger de Montgomerie, who went on to become the 1st Earl of Shrewsbury. This was clearly a political union as the Montgomeries were major landowners in Normandy and Roger had been a close ally of King William before the invasion. Silas had surmised that Odo would have been behind this marriage, ensuring his brother married into money and influence.
	Matilda’s uncle Gilbert de Montgomerie had been part of Robert’s entourage in England, but had disappeared from all the records in about 1076. Silas had been very interested in Gilbert.
	Robert appeared to be proficient in every duty William assigned him. He was very religious yet he didn’t seem like a nice man. Silas had found records of him beating his wife back home in Normandy, for which he had to pay a significant penance. He was not known as a man of great wisdom – in fact a later chronicler, William of Malmesbury, described Robert as a man of ‘stupid dull disposition’.
	In 1076 Odo was put on trial by his arch rival Lanfranc, the Italian-born cleric William had installed Archbishop of Canterbury (probably to keep Odo in check thought Silas). Odo had been charged with defrauding the King and the Church. The trial took place at Penenden Heath in Kent. After the three-day trail Odo was forced to return the valuables he’d stolen from the Anglo-Saxons. Silas had taken a real interest in this trial and its aftermath, and had clearly had access to lots of related documentation, if his notes were to be believed. A number of the Anglo-Saxons complained to William that what they received little back from Odo, only a fraction of what had been taken.
	In 1082 Odo was charged, convicted and imprisoned for having planned an independent military expedition to Italy (half of which was then under Norman control). It was thought that he had not only ambitions to grab new lands for himself, but that he even wanted to become Pope too. William (who was no angel himself) was greatly disturbed by Odo’s behaviour, and actually arrested Odo himself to ensure he didn’t try to resist or talk his way out of the situation.
	In 1087 William I was on his deathbed in France, and Odo’s brother Robert pleaded to have Odo released from prison, and to punish him by divesting him of his titles and lands in England - with the odd exception the obscure hamlet of Hapleigh.
	Odo went on to align himself with William’s eldest son, Robert, Duke of Normandy, know to historians as Robert Curthose. Curthose had been disinherited by William in favour of Robert’s younger brother William Rufus - William II of England and had then tried to seize the crown of England for himself in 1088.
	Odo and his brother Robert de Burgo had apparently drummed up support amongst Norman-friendly English barons, whilst across the channel Curthose planned to put transport his army over to England to support the rebellion. However, bad weather kept Robert’s army in Normandy and William Rufus defeated Odo after a six-week siege of Pevensey Castle. The coup failed. Odo was stripped of his English titles and lands and he and his brother Robert were banished to Normandy.
	After Odo’s banishment all of his and Robert’s lands were reassigned to other Norman noblemen, and Silas identified the village of Hapleigh in particular, which was gifted to loyal Norman nobleman Hugh de Beauchamp. Given its lofty geography, this village was later renamed High Beauchamp.
	Robert had died in mysterious circumstances in 1090. Silas was convinced that his wife Matilda’s family, the Montgomeries, had had something to do with it – that it was connected to the death of Gilbert.
	Odo later joined the First Crusade with Robert Curthose, but died in Palermo on the way to Palestine in 1097. Bren had been right about that.
	And lastly there was a riddle, something that Silas was very excited about. He’d seemingly found an old book with a reference to a letter that included a reference to ‘Odo’s Fist’. The basic translation from Norman French was:

A rich man will be

He who prises away

The riches to be found

In Odo’s fist 

It made no sense to either of them.
But at the end of the second book Silas had clearly made a significant breakthrough regarding the riches referred to in the riddle. The last entry read:
12th
August 1878
I have unravelled the legend of Odo’s Fist! Gilbert’s riddle has been solved. Robert was such a fool! I must be careful to proceed hereafter with great prudence and cunning, many arrangements must be made before I can secure my fortune. Monies must be realised and purchases made with the assistance of The Grand Man. I must resign my position immediately. I will return to this journal to detail my triumph.
‘So, what do you think we’ve got here then Tommy?’ whispered Brendan after they’d sat staring intently at the new list for a further ten minutes.
‘Well,’ said Tom, looking blankly out of the window, ‘at first I thought it was like some sort of history project, but it’s more than that. It seems obvious to me that what we have here is a cross between an Agatha Christie whodunit and an episode of Shoestring. We have a set of clues, but no smoking gun as it were. But Silas was onto something and I’m sure it’s about money.’
He paused.
‘To me the most interesting thing is this court case at Penenden Heath in 1076. Odo’s been on the take, then he’s rumbled by a rival, tried, is found guilty and is ordered to return what he’s stolen. But from the records that Silas found no one seems very happy with the outcome. And he investigated that bit pretty thoroughly.
‘But Odo is no mug Bren. And there’s clearly a big difference between what he stole and what he returned, Silas thinks was only a really small proportion of it. Sure he gave the land back, but the valuables, they were a different kettle of fish, I think he did his best to keep them. So what happened to them? Had Odo really spent it all? I’m sure he claimed he did but he hadn’t actually stolen just money, he’d stolen, from what I can gather, gold, silver, garnets and other jewels. So what did he do with all that?
‘I can’t help but think he’s squirreled it away somehow - he seems cunning enough. He probably smuggled it back to Normandy somehow…or perhaps not.’
Tom paused again, and turned to Brendan.
‘Remember, and the end of the first journal Silas finds out that the village of Hapleigh, once part of Odo’s landholdings, is actually High Beauchamp? And what does he do? He moves here as the verger. What does that tell us Bren? It tells us that somehow Silas had made a connection between this missing loot, this village and that blasted riddle.
‘Yes, he suddenly up sticks and moves here because he thought there was something valuable in the village that only he knows about, and in the 1878 he finally solves the riddle. It says so here in his last entry, the one about Gilbert. Don’t you see Bren, Silas actually found a precious Anglo-Saxon hoard, and if Odo had anything to do with it it would it all probability be huge!’
‘Bloody hell Tommy, I think you might be onto something. But hang on, wouldn’t we have heard about that, wouldn’t there be a museum here or something? In fact if it was half as big as you think wouldn’t it be in the British Museum and on every school curriculum?’    
‘ You’re right Bren. So tell me, from that family tree you found when does it say Silas passed away?’
‘Erm, let me see, 20 September 1878. Why do you ask?’
‘Well the last entry is dated 12 August. So just about six weeks after his last entry he was dead. I don’t think anyone knows about the find, I think he died with his secret. And it’s up to us to find this hoard all over again.
‘We’ve got to find out more about what he was up to between those dates. I think we need to have a chat with Father Nagle to see if there’s anything about Silas in the Parish records, he was the verger after all. And we need to find out who this Grand Man was.’
‘That’s all very well for you Tommy, but I’ve got to go back to work on Monday.’
‘Oh of course, I forgot. Well I think I need to make as much use of you while you’re here – tomorrow I think we need to have a little chat with our Parish priest.’
‘OK, that sounds like a plan. But right now I’m banjaxed. Where am I sleeping tonight?’
‘Oh right yes fine. You’re in the old girl’s room. There are loads of blankets and a big eiderdown on the bed, you’ll need the lot, it’s freezing in there.’
‘Don’t I know it. I’m going to add something to tomorrow’s ‘to do’ list Wishers, I’m going to bleed your sodding radiators!’
And with that Brendan picked up his suit carrier from the hall and made his way upstairs.
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There was far more to Father Nagle than met the eye.
On the surface he was a quiet parish priest who had been at vicar at St Germanus The Martyr for the best part of 30 years, but in reality he was a highly intelligent man with a fascinating past. Parishioners appreciated his studious nature and brilliant sermons, but none had any knowledge of his early life.
Born in 1920 to an Irish professor of Humanities at Cambridge University and a French mother, Richard ‘Dicky’ Nagle had always been athletic and excelled at rugby and rowing. After a private education he’d gone up to Cambridge to study history at King’s College and secured a First in 1940. He’d already won a Blue, having taken part in the 1938 Boat Race, albeit in the losing crew. He had planned to follow his father into an academic career, but he, like many of his generation, had had his world turned upside down by World War Two.
With a French mother it was unsurprising that he was fluent in the language, and this, together with his intelligence and physical prowess, had attracted the attention of the security services who trawled the elite universities for talented individuals. He was a perfect candidate for the newly formed Special Operations Executive (SOE), more often referred to in security circles as The Baker Street Irregulars. He joined after graduation, becoming one of earliest recruits of F Section, the group that focused on operations in occupied France.
After years of specialist explosives and weapons training Dicky was dropped into Normandy in late 1943 as commander of a three-man Operation Jedburgh team. Their job was to conduct a shadow war, in preparation for D-Day. During the training he had adopted a nom de plume for extra security, as far as his colleagues were concerned he was Captain Dick Meredith.
His team’s mission had been to liaise with local French Resistance groups in and around the ancient city of Caen and to disrupt German communications across all of Normandy – cutting telephone lines, gathering intelligence about troop movements and generally making a bloody nuisance of themselves. He often reflected that this pre-invasion work was absurdly dangerous but he was surprised how oblivious he had been to it all, it was a great and just adventure and he had loved every minute of it. Perhaps there was another factor, he’d met and fallen in love with a beautiful brown-eyed, raven-haired resistance fighter named Simone Harel. Two young people thrown together by circumstance, both living life on the edge.
But on D-Day itself the grim realities of war became all too apparent. In order to help the break out of the Caen sector, Allied air forces had bombed the city very heavily. They had dropped leaflets advising the 60,000 inhabitants to leave earlier that morning, but only a few hundred had taken heed. Over 800 civilians lost their lives over the next 48 hours as the bombers laid waste to the city. The dead including Dicky’s two SOE colleagues, Lieutenant Paddy Harland and radio operator Sergeant Archie Hackworth. The three of them, along with Resistance members, had been trying to evacuate one of the city’s hospitals.
Thereafter Dicky and Simone had joined the Défense Passive, a civil defence organisation, and did their best to help move the wounded and displaced to shelter in the tunnels at a medieval stone quarry to the south of the city. They, along with 15,000 other inhabitants had spent the best part of a month underground.
It had been harrowing period, and the awful things Dicky had witnessed during these weeks had affected him badly. And the bombing continued. By the time the city was liberated in early July over 1,150 people had been killed and the population had been reduced to a mere 17,000. The indiscriminate destruction of the once beautiful city had provoked considerable resentment amongst the locals, Dicky amongst them. He understood that in war dreadful things happened, but felt that this relentless area bombing had gone too far. They were killing the people they were trying to liberate. He had begun to question the role he’d played in it all.
Thereafter he’d done his best to disappear from official sight, not wishing to take any further part in the war. And things got worse.
And at Christmas 1945 he lost Simone.
Not to a bomb or a bullet, but to something worse. Much worse. It was another man. Her childhood sweetheart and long assumed dead fiancé Pierre Sachs had unexpectedly returned to Normandy.
A committed trade unionist and passionate anti-fascist since his teens, Pierre had served in the International Brigades during the Spanish Civil War and been wounded at the disastrous Battle of Ebro in 1938. After that war was lost he’d returned to France as something of a social outcast and had, under an assumed name, immediately joined the French Foreign Legion. 
In 1942 Simone had heard rumours that he was missing presumed dead after the Battle of Bir Hakeim in North Africa. Unbeknownst to everyone he had again been badly wounded and this time taken prisoner. He was transported to an infamous Italian POW camp, Campo 78 at Sulmona with prisoners of many nationalities. He’d escaped in September 1943 during a mass breakout, and joined local partisans to continue the fight against Fascism until the liberation of Italy. Thereafter he made it back to England, and eventually returned to France, a broken, yet triumphant man. And he was back to marry his one true love.
Despite her love for Dicky, Simone felt she had no choice. Pierre was still recovering from his injuries and needed her. She felt she owed him a debt on honour. She could not refuse him, he’d been fighting the fascists longer that she had. Dicky understood, but was heartbroken. And when he had news that the SOE had been disbanded in January 1946 he took it as a sign that that phase of his life was over. He was now an avowed pacifist.
He returned to England and joined an Anglican seminary. He never returned to France.
---
Father Nagle had retuned to the small vicarage next to the church after the 11.30am service, delighted that his sermon on the importance of community and consequently the Roof Repair Fund had been so well received. He had raised another £46 in donations. He was over half way to the target of £6,000, with only £2,641 to go. He planned to spend the rest of the afternoon in spiritual contemplation, reading scripture and listening to some Debussy and Mahler.
He was due to retire in September and had been wondering what he might then do with himself thereafter. He had of late regained his enthusiasm for studying history, in particular that of his beloved church and High Beauchamp itself. Perhaps that was something he could devote himself to.
His Sunday afternoons were invariable quiet, as his housekeeper Mrs Bull would travel into nearby Aylesbury to spend the day with her sister. Frankly he did enjoy being alone, she did rather fuss over him.
He was surprised then to hear a knock at the door, and even more surprised to see the two scruffy men on his doorstep. They looked like they had not slept.
‘Ah Mr Wishart, to what do I owe the pleasure?’ he asked Tom congenially.
‘I hope you don’t mind the intrusion Father, but I’m looking to find out more about my great-great grandfather Silas Millet who I believe was the verger here in the 1870s,’ offered Tom, ‘Gerald suggested that there might be something in the church records about him.’
‘Well that does sound intriguing, I’m sure I can help you. And I see you have your amusing friend with you too. Do please come in gentlemen, would you like some tea?’
‘That would be lovely, thank you. Oh and this is my friend Brendan, Brendan McGonigle.’
‘A fine Irish name Mr McGonigle, I’m half Irish myself you know. Now do come in both of you.’
Father Nagle took them through to his lounge, pointed them at a large Chesterfield and made his way to the kitchen, an excursion into Mrs Bull’s domain. He returned ten minutes later balancing a huge tray, which the boys helped him unload onto the coffee table - a pot of tea, three china cups, a small jug of milk, sugar and a plate full of Fig Rolls. Happy that his guests were comfortable he settled back into his armchair beside the fireplace, cup of tea in hand.
‘Now gentlemen tell me precisely what you need from me.’
Tom wriggled forward on the sofa whilst Brendan dived into the Fig Rolls.
‘Well Father Nagle it’s like this. As you know I’ve not long moved into my great aunt’s cottage.’
‘Margarita was a great loss to us all Tom, but we’re delighted you’ve come to live amongst us,’ interrupted the priest, ‘but please, do go on.’
‘Well, it turns out that Margarita’s grandfather, my two-time grandfather, Silas Millet moved to the village in 1873 to become the verger. He wasn’t here too long as he died in 1878. But I’m given to understand that before he died he had actually resigned as verger. I think that’s quite odd because I don’t think he was in ill health or anything like that. I’m interested to know exactly why. Is that the sort of thing we’d be able to find out?’
‘Hmm, well, I don’t see why not. I’m sure there will be information pertaining to Mr Millet in the records. It seems all my predecessors were absolutely meticulous when it came to documenting every aspect of village life, and I’m sure I can find a reference the matter.
‘You did say that he died soon after didn’t you? Maybe he was ill and resigned to spend his final days in the loving embrace of his family. Perhaps there will be a note regarding a stipend or collection from the diocese, that sort of thing wasn’t uncommon back then.’
‘Oh that’s brilliant Father, when do you think you might be able to do that?’
‘You’re very keen young man, what’s the rush?’
‘Forgive me. Well, it seems that Silas was quite a famous cricketer in his day and I’m researching for a book about him, I’m just keen to gather as much information as possible.’
‘A famous cricketer? How fascinating. That’s very commendable Tom to celebrate his life in such a way, I’m sure that would be a very interesting read. But why are you so keen to find out about his tenure here?’ 
‘To be honest Father we have stumbled upon something strange about Silas and his reason for moving here. We think he took the job of verger with an ulterior motive, High Beauchamp held a particular fascination for him.’
‘Oh really!’ Father Nagle’s interest was immediately pricked. He tried hard to conceal his own excitement. He put down his tea and leaned towards Tom, ‘That’s very intriguing young man, I’d be more than happy to do some research for you. I’m very keen on the history of this village you know and have already done some work on the subject.’
‘Are you a bit of a history buff then Father?’ asked Brendan.
‘A little.’
‘So it’s a hobby of yours?’
‘Well not really, I actually got a first in history at Cambridge, but that was a long long time ago, before the war you know.’
‘Gordon Bennett, I think you’ve trumped me there! I did my degree at Coventry Poly.’
‘History is history, no matter where you study Brendan.’
Father Nagle smiled sweetly at Brendan then returned his gaze to Tom, who was looking sheepish, as though he was concerned he had somehow said too much.
‘Would you be prepared to give me a clue as to his motives? If I knew in advance it might easier to elicit related information from the Parish records.’
Tom paused. What should he say? But then what harm could it be to share something with this genial vicar. He decided to go for it.
‘Father Nagle, have you ever heard of someone called Odo?’
‘Well the only one I can recall is Odo, the Bishop of Bayeux, the brother of William The Conqueror. As it happens I actually know quite a bit about him. He commissioned the church here after the Battle of Hastings. St Germanus was a popular Norman saint.’
Tom was stunned.
‘And I’ve another surprise for you Tom. Obviously you know your aunt is buried here, but I think that Silas is in our churchyard too, along with a few other members of the Millet family. Were you aware of that?’
‘I certainly wasn’t,’ confirmed Tom, ‘but I’d love to see the graves.’
‘Well once we’ve finish our tea we can have a stroll around the churchyard.’
‘Splendid. Thank you Father,’
‘Oh no need to always call me Father Tom, you can call me Dicky if you wish.’
Tom felt quite uncomfortable about that. As far as he was concerned priests were like teachers, it seemed wholly inappropriate for them to actually have first names. He’d be sticking with Father Nagle.
---
Many of the older headstones in the churchyard were badly weathered and covered in lichen. Some leaned alarmingly too. Father Nagle led them to the furthest corner, to a row of five headstones along the low flint wall.
‘This is the old Millet family plot, the oldest ones are to the left,’ explained Father Nagle. ‘There was no room for Margarita here I’m afraid. As you know she is buried at the other end of the churchyard.
Tom read out the information on the tombstones whilst Brendan produced a pencil and scrap of paper from his back pocket and began to take notes.
The first read:
Silas
Obadiah
Millet
1826 – 1878
Esther Millet
1842 – 1895
The second:
Colour Sergeant Maurice Silas Millet
1868 – 1900
Rose Millet (nee Fanstone)
1874 – 1937
The third:
Mary (Millet) Dawson
1866 – 1922
Frank Edward Dawson
1866 – 1934
The fourth, a military headstone:
Pte Harry Dawson
2nd Ox and Bucks Light Infantry
1895 – 1917
And the fifth:
Archibald Frank Dawson
1916 – 1965
Hilda (Cooper) Dawson
1920 - 1963
‘I guess we need to go back to Rita’s family tree to see all the connections,’ suggested Tom when they’d finished. ‘And you did say that she’d written notes against them all didn’t you Bren?’
‘Yes, with little biographies too.’
‘Excellent, that’ll be our next task then.’ He turned to Father Nagle. ‘When do you think you’ll be able to go through those Parish records Reverend?’
‘Oh I daresay I can start this afternoon Tom, I hadn’t much else planned really. They are all in the basement of the church, I’m sure I can find something about Silas down there.’
‘When do you think we can meet again?’ asked Tom.
‘Let’s say Wednesday, my Wednesdays are usually very quiet. Come over for some lunch, I’m sure Mrs Bull can prepare us some sandwiches and her speciality, Lemon Drizzle cake.’
‘I’ll be on your doorstep at noon precisely. Right Bren we must get off, thank you for your time Father and the tea, much appreciated.’
And with that they shock hands with Father Nagle and headed back off across the green to the cottage.
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Brendan spread the family tree out on the table and they both poured over it. He was the first to speak.
‘So Silas’s father Obadiah was born in 1793 and married a Mary Cooper in 1824. They had four children, Silas, Arthur, Jane and Eliza, but the younger three all died in childhood. Very sad that. Silas was born in 1826 and married Esther Brownlow in 1865 when he was 39 or so, which was pretty late in life I guess.’
‘Maybe he was too busy playing cricket up until then, if he was as famous as we’re given to believe he’d have been much in demand,’ offered Tom.
‘Maybe so. Anyway, Silas and Esther had three children, Mary in 1866, Maurice in 1868, and Sarah in 1871, all born in Battle.
‘They moved to High Beauchamp in 1873 as we know, and Silas died here in 1878. The eldest, Mary married a Frank Dawson in 1889, and they had just one son Harold, in 1895. Harold married Winifred Briscoe in 1915, joined the army and he died in 1917 in the Great War, but not before having a son himself, Archibald in 1916. Archie evidently stays in the village and eventually married a Hilda Jones in 1938, the same year as their son Freddie was born, so maybe that was a shotgun job. Anyway Freddie never married, and as we know he still lives on the farm. And all of the Dawson’s are buried at St Germanus.
‘Silas and Esther’s second child Maurice married a Rose Fanstone in 1894 and their only child, Auntie Rita, was born in 1899. Maurice was clearly in the army and died in 1900 aged just 32.
‘The youngest child of Silas and Esther was your great grandmother Sarah who married Hubert Wishart in 1896 and we know they went to live in London. They had your grandfather Arthur in 1898, who then married your granny Joan in 1926 and your dad Ronnie was born in 1930. Correct?’
‘Yes, that all makes sense. So let’s put some more flesh on the bones, what have you got on the individual biographies Bren?’
‘Well I know she didn’t write notes for everyone, just her grandparents, parents, and siblings.’
‘OK, so what do you have?’ 
Brendan pulled out the file containing Rita’s biographies from the box and they sat side by side to read her carefully typewritten notes.
Obadiah Millet – 1793-1841
Born 29 November 1793 at Hythe in Kent, died in Hythe 12 January 1841 (aged 48). Only child. Profession: Farmworker. A pious and religious man, was verger at his local church, St Leonard’s in Hythe in later years. Married Mary Cooper, 26 June 1824 at St Leonard’s. They had
four children, Silas (born 1826), Arthur (born 1828 died 1829 aged 1 year three months), Jane (born 1830 died 1838, aged 8) and Eliza (born 1831, died 1836, aged 5). The three children died of consumption. Mary died in 1856 (aged 50) in Battle and they are all buried at St Leonard’s.
Silas Millet – 1826-1878
Born 24 April 1826 at Hythe in Kent, died 20 September 1878 at High Beauchamp, Buckinghamshire (aged 55). Married Esther Brownlow (1845-1895) 27 May 1865 at St Mary The Virgin, Battle. Three children: Mary (1866-1922); Maurice (1868-1900); and Sarah (1870-1939). Noted professional cricketer, played for Worthing Cricket Club, the County of Sussex and in William Clarke’s famous touring All-England Eleven. Retired 1866, but played again for The Gentlemen of Lucknow XI in High Beauchamp 1873-1878. Profession: Farmworker 1842-1865; verger at St Mary The Virgin, Battle, Sussex 1865-1873; verger at St Germanus The Martyr, High Beauchamp 1873-1878. Lived at White Cottage, High Beauchamp 1873-1878 (later renamed Silas Cottage). Purchased Happe Hill Farm 1878.
Mary Millet (1866-1922)
Born 11 May 1866 at Battle, Sussex, died 13 May 1922 at High Beauchamp, Buckinghamshire. Married Frank Dawson (farmer) 17 August 1890 at St Germanus The Martyr, one child, Harry Dawson (1895-1917). Took over Happe Hill Farm 1900 (on death of Maurice).
Maurice Millet (1868-1900)
Born 20 February 1868 at Battle, Sussex, died 23-24 January 1900 - Spion Kop Natal South Africa (aged 31). Married Rosie Fanstone (1874-1937) at St Germanus The Martyr, 23 June 1894. Occupation: Middlesex Regiment, British Army 1886-1900, rank at death, Colour Sergeant. One daughter,
Margarita, born 23 January 1899.
Sarah Millet (1871-1939)
Born 2 October 1871 at Battle, Sussex, died 1 September 1939 at Barnet, Middlesex (aged 68). Married Hubert Wishart, 9 May 1896, St Germanus The Martyr, High Beauchamp. Children: Gordon (born 1896, died 1896, 2 months old); Arthur (1898-1942, aged 44, Merchant Navy, North Atlantic). Arthur married Joan Hill in 1926 and had one son Ronnie in 1930.
The one fact that shocked them both was the fact that Silas had bought Happe Hill Farm in 1878, the year that he died.
‘Interesting stuff, don’t you think Bren? OK let’s focus on Happe Hill Farm, it can’t be a coincidence that he bought that the year he died, and let’s not forget his last entry in the journal, what was it ‘monies must be realised and purchases made with the assistance of The Grand Man’? I can’t help think its all connected.’
‘Agreed, the whole timing thing seems really important.’
‘So,’ continued Tom, ‘Silas buys a farm the year he dies, and also plans to resign as verger. His father Obadiah had been a farm worker, as was he too, so perhaps he had always wanted to be a farmer? But the key thing here is how he was able to buy it all of a sudden, I can’t imagine a verger in a small parish church would be able to afford to buy a farm, even if he was being paid to play cricket by the local bigwig. We need to find out more about the purchase, who he bought it from and how much he paid. But I’m not altogether sure how to do that.
‘Now then, when Silas died the farm seemed to have gone to Maurice, I guess because he was the only son, but he was only 10 at the time, so should we assume somebody else actually worked the farm?’
‘Yes that seems logical to me,’ agreed Brendan, ‘and maybe that was the Dawson family, given that Freddie lives their now and Mary Millet married Frank Dawson. Frank would only have been, what 12 years old when Maurice died, so perhaps it’s not unreasonable to suppose that he was the tenant farmer’s son. And in 1890, when Frank was 24 he married the oldest Millet girl Mary who was the same age so maybe they were childhood sweethearts. But perhaps Frank has always had an eye on the farm. Clearly Maurice wasn’t that interested in it as he joined the army in 1886 four years earlier, when he would have been 17 or 18.’
‘I think you’re right Bren, I think Frank Dawson was a young man with a plan.
‘So after Maurice dies in the Boer War his big sister Mary Dawson gets the farm and Frank is sitting pretty. After all if we’re right they’ve got a pretty decent claim on it, and the Dawsons had been running it for 20-odd years. They’re a bit of a shoe-in aren’t they?
‘Whatsmore Rita is only a baby then and it must have been a pretty difficult time for her Mum Rosie. We have to assume that they were living with Maurice’s widowed mother Esther in this cottage too, and we know Rita always lived here and the pair of them are buried side by side in the churchyard.
‘I think we can read between the lines and surmise that Rita didn’t really like the Dawsons as they got the farm when her Dad died, when maybe she thought it should have been left to her. I think she bore a grudge about that for her entire life, hence she excluded Freddie, the only surviving Dawson, from her Will. It’s only a theory, but what do you think?’
‘I think that’s quite feasible Tommy,’ agreed Brendan. ‘We’ve got to assume that something like that happened, you know how families in small villages can be at each other’s throats and bear grudges for decades. Maybe you need to go talk to Freddie Dawson about the farm, he might be the only person alive who knows the real history.
‘But the thing that seems especially interesting to me is this - after Silas died none of them were exactly rich. True they had the cottage and the farm, but they weren’t exactly living the Life of Riley. Maurice runs off to join the Army as soon as he can, Mary marries a local farmer and takes the farm, and Sarah marries and moves away. I’m not at all sure any of them knew about the hoard, nor indeed how or why Silas bought the farm in the first place. I mean, he must have found something, how else did he pay for the farm? Does that make sense to you?’
‘Yes! That seems like the logical conclusion, only Silas knew about the hoard,’ Brendan paused and took a deep breath, ‘which also presents the possibility that it is still out there somewhere…’
‘And,’ continued Tom calmly, ‘it’s got to be in or near this village, but we don’t or why or where. But we’ve got to try and find it Bren, we’ve just got to.’
‘Well it’s going to have to be mainly you from here on in mate, I’ve got to go back to work again tomorrow remember, so I’m not going to be around very much am I?’
‘Oh Bugger, of course.’
‘But think of it this way Tommy Boy, I’m sure Silas would prefer you to find this hoard rather than anyone else. It’s almost like your inheritance.’
Tom was thinking much the same.
‘Right, enough of this Bren, I think we need a change of scenery. Let’s to go to the pub for something to eat, we’ve been surviving on scraps all bloody weekend.’
‘I’m up for that Tommy, and I wouldn’t mind seeing that Emma again. If she cooks as well as she looks I’m going to be making lots of excuses to come back and see you.’
‘I thought as much. Right, get your coat, and don’t forget your wallet!’
---
When they got to the pub it was early evening and just getting dark, but they were delighted to see a decent crowd in there. The pub always got pretty busy on a Sunday evening - people were such creatures of habit, a pint or two before the working week kicked off again.
Tom noticed the Denly-Moffats sitting at a corner table eating and they waved cheerfully. The two friends ordered food (two lamb stews with dumplings), two pints of Toad and made their way over.
‘Mind if we sit with you?’ asked Tom.
‘Not at all young man, please join us,’ answered Gerald, gesturing towards two empty chairs. ‘How have you been getting on with your research on Silas?’
‘Well funnily enough we’ve found out rather a lot, but there’s plenty more to do yet. Actually you might be able to help us Gerald, Silas kept a journal and at one point makes mention of the Grand Man, I suspect it was someone local. Any idea who that might have been?’
‘I most certainly do Tom,’ exclaimed Gerald, ‘that would have been Sir Cyril, everyone used to call him the Grand Man of Beauchamp.’
‘Ah, that’s interesting. And what do you know about Happe Hill Farm?’
‘Freddie Dawson’s farm? It was once part of the Denly-Moffat estate, but I’m not sure when or why it changed hands. The truth be told Sir Cyril wasn’t a very successful gambler and he sold off a lot of the estate over the years to pay off gambling debts don’t you see.
‘But The Gentlemen of Lucknow cricket team was his last great money-making scheme which apparently worked very well. I think his personal estate was worth something like £250,000 when he died, with the house, grounds and about 400 acres. My grandfather Henry Denly-Moffat was most grateful for that, but of course this was all before Inheritance Tax, so the State didn’t require quite so much in death duties back then, not like when grandfather died. Since then we’ve had to put tenant farmers on most of the land so all we’ve really got now is the house and gardens. And the Crown of King Hengist obviously, a great family treasure.’
‘The Crown of King Hengist?’ queried Tom, ‘what on Earth is that?’
‘Oh well it is subject to much conjecture Thomas. Hengist was part of an Anglo-Saxon legend, which has it that he and his brother Horsa were Germanic mercenaries who led an Angle, Saxon and Jutish invasion of South East England back in the 5th Century on behalf of Vortigem, King of the Britons. Many believe that this invasion was the beginning of Anglo-Saxon England. It’s also said that Hengist established the Kingdom of Kent, and if that could be proved the crown we have would be worth considerably more.’
‘How on Earth did it come into Sir Cyril’s possession?’ asked Brendan.
‘Ah well that’s not very clear,’ confessed Gerald, ‘he was quite a secretive old boy. But the best guess is that he acquired it at the gaming tables not long before he died. It’s all shrouded in mystery you see, which does help with the actual provenance.
‘But what we do know is that the gold work, designs and jewels in it are from the correct period, so even without a proven connection with Hengist it’s still worth a pretty penny. The British Museum are mightily fond of it, and its been on display there off and on for many years now.’
Not for the first time that weekend Tom was almost speechless. An Anglo-Saxon crown from the Kingdom of Kent had been right here in the village, and he couldn’t help but think that Silas may have found it then used it as collateral to buy the farm. Could this all really be happening?
Tom finally found his voice.
‘Gerald, is there any way that there is some documentation in your possession that relates to the sale of Happe Hill Farm?’
‘Well, yes, there maybe. I suppose I can look back through the estate records to see if there’s anything there. Or maybe you’d like to come over to the house one day and have a look through yourself?’
‘That would be wonderful, if that’s OK. You wouldn’t mind?’
‘Not at all, that would be a splendid idea.’ offered Penny. ’In fact since Gerald retired I’ve been forever looking for things for him to occupy his mind. I’ve tried to get him interested in golf, gardening and even philately, but to no avail, All he’s ever interested in is game shooting and the affairs of his old regiment. A little investigation into the family records would be a wonderful distraction, don’t you think my dear?’
“If you say so darling, I suppose I might enjoy looking through the books. But Tom, why the sudden interest in Happe Hill Farm?’
‘Well Gerald, I’ve every reason to think that it was Silas who bought it from Sir Cyril.’
‘Well I never. How the blazes could he afford to do that?’
‘That’s a question I’ve been asking myself all afternoon Gerald.’
With that Emma arrived with the stew and the little group settled into a more conventional conversation for the rest of the evening, covering topics ranging from the disappearance of Dirty Den in EastEnders, falling unemployment and the Satanic Verses, through to Frank Bruno’s loss to Mike Tyson and the forthcoming Ashes series in England.
All had enjoyed the relaxed badinage, until the Denly-Moffats decided to call it a day around 9.30pm. Gerald wrote down his phone number on a beer mat before he left and insisted that Tom called him whenever he liked. Tom and Brendan stayed until about 10pm before they also said their farewells to Diddy and Emma (Brendan obviously lingered a little longer than necessary with her) then made their way back around the green to the cottage.
‘Tea Bren?’
‘No thanks mate, I think I’ll go to bed, it’s been a right old weekend and I’m utterly knackered.’
‘I know what you mean, the whole Silas thing has been exciting, but also mentally exhausting.’
‘Well yeah there’s that, but I was thinking more about those two filthy Irish birds down in Bristol. They literally chased me around the sodding bedroom they did.’
Brendan winked and they both fell about laughing.
‘You’re like a bloody disease McGonigle, you truly are! Just wait until I see your Mum.’
‘I can’t help it Wishers, it's the way I’m wired!’
With that Brendan sloped off up to bed, leaving Tom to rearrange all of the paperwork they’d been through into neat piles so he could revisit them again in the morning. As he did so he reflected on the events of the previous two days. It had been an extraordinary weekend, something quite unexpected and completely at odds with the relatively placid four months he’d spent in the village.
Yet here he was, suddenly working on a complex historical mystery that felt very personal. He was utterly thrilled yet strangely intimidated by. What if he couldn’t solve it? One thing was certain - it had all the hallmarks of a brilliant novel. He resolved one thing - if he couldn’t track down the hoard he could always write a book about The Scythe. As far as he was concerned it was a win-win situation.
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By the time Tom woke the next morning Brendan was long gone. When he had finally gone down stairs for his ritual breakfast of tea and toast he found a note on the dining room table:
Tommy,
Well, what a weekend. I never expected it to be quite like that. And not one word about Lizzie – that was probably the most unexpected thing!  I’d assumed you’d be banging on about her the whole time. No worries, good to see you’ve got her out of your system. You’re going to be fine Wishers, now you’ve got something to get your teeth into.
Hope to be back before too long, hopefully before your birthday. You can always phone me, I have one of those answerphones at home now.
Right, off to Birmingham, if I can find the A41!
Bren
PS. Hands off Emma, I think she might fancy me!
Lizzie. How peculiar. He hadn’t thought about her once in the last couple of days. But Bren had been wrong, she was far from ‘out of his system’ - she was central to everything - the motivation to write a book, prove his worth, and win her back. He smiled at the prospect of telling Bren that everything was back on with Lizzie.
Maybe he’d unveil her on his birthday. That was a few weeks off yet, but maybe he should invite them both down for the weekend and have a bit of a reunion party. That idea appealed to him. But that would mean doing a lot of work on Lizzie in the meantime, and the only way he could do that was to have convinced her that he’d changed, and that would be far from easy. Actions not words he thought, yet words would be the means of his rehabilitation. He liked that anomaly too. But there was plenty of work to be done between now and any possible reconciliation.
He wondered what Lizzie was up to.
---
At that moment Lizzie was sitting on a tube train on her way to work. She had had an interesting weekend, one she’d rather forget.
Her life had changed immeasurably since she had asked Tom to leave. At first she experienced relief, the months before had hardened her attitude to him, he was unfocused, lazy and complacent.
Years before, when he first announced that he was going to become a novelist, she was delighted – he was intelligent, funny and full of ambition, and she was confident that if he could somehow bottle all of those qualities and commit them to paper he would successful. And that would be the springboard to a more interesting and rewarding life for them both. She secretly loved the idea of being the girlfriend of published author - it was in complete contrast to her controlled and methodical career.
They had always enjoyed the fact that they were so different in so many ways, giving credence to the concept that opposites attract. She knew that they’d always be OK even when they’d first got together at Polytechnic, everyone thought it would be a brief and catastrophic relationship, but somehow deep down they both knew that there was a fundamental connection between them, that somehow they complemented each other perfectly. She thought they’d be together forever.
But as the years went by the harsh realities of the literary world had slowly chipped away at Tom’s confidence, and he became increasingly desperate to write his breakthrough novel. She had seen how the pressure was eating away at him, and how he became wracked with self-doubt. But she had stayed steadfast, supporting and him in any way she could, gently encouraging him to persist. It was the one thing he wanted to achieve in his life - and if he was happy, she would be too. As far as she was concerned that was the very essence of love.
However as the years passed their relationship had started to change in many subtle ways. Where she had once been the willing accomplice the balance had slowly shifted. She had always been comfortable being the main breadwinner, but as she rose steadily through the ranks at the bank she began to doubt whether he actually had the necessary drive anymore. As she had grown more successful and confident she had begun to question his motivation, and wondered if he had unconsciously given up on his career. Was he merely going through the motions? She had gone forward, and he had gone backwards.
He had begun to consider increasingly ludicrous subject matter, writing feverishly for weeks before grinding to a halt, brooding, disconsolate and distracted. He would even forbid her to mention the projects he had been so enthusiastic about only weeks before, or growl at the TV when a drama came on with a storyline he claimed to have been thinking about writing himself. She sensed a growing paranoia, which made her feel uncomfortable.
And she would increasingly arrive home late from work to either find a hastily scribbled note saying he had gone to the pub with so-and-so, or to find him asleep on the sofa surrounded by empty beer cans. It wasn’t that he was a drunk - he was a social butterfly, but that he was patently avoiding writing. He was sleepwalking through life.
But she still loved him. Despite the cumulative frustrations she had about him, he was still that curly-haired comic from Poly. That spirit still remained within him, but it was being gradually eroded. She began to hate the way that his writing obsession was slowly eating away at him, that he couldn’t admit that the ‘big novel’ might not actually ever happen. It was damaging him. And she was sure he didn’t have a Plan B.
So she decided on drastic action, the kill or cure approach. She’d been quietly composing her speech in her head for weeks, and when she’d arrived home that evening to find him watching Emmerdale Farm in his Y-Fronts it just spilled forth - an unfiltered stream of consciousness.
And he had said very little in response. He had just nodded as if he’d been expecting it for months. She had retreated to the bedroom and he had slept on the sofa. He was still there when she’d left for work but gone by the time she’d got back. He’d left a short note:
Lizzie,
I needed that. I deserved that. Thank you. I hope one day to be back in your life, but not until I’ve earned it. I’m off to stay with Bren. If you need to get in touch with me let him know.
I’ll never love anyone like I love you. I’m sorry I have been such an unrelenting idiot.
Tom
She’d cried. Not for him but for herself. They’d been together forever, though thick and thin. What had she done?
As she waited at Baker Street for her connecting train to Liverpool Street she remembered what she’d done in the following few weeks. She’d thrown herself into her work even more feverously than before, to the extent that on one occasion had been ordered to go home by her boss. In her free time she had completely redecorated the flat, making it more feminine and clutter-free. She was pretending to make a new start, but in her heart of hearts that prospect terrified her.
And then there was Alistair. Bloody Alistair.
Alistair Ray had worked in her department for the last year or so. From the moment he’d started she knew that he fancied her. She’d liked that, but only in the sense that it made her feel attractive. And maybe it was because she was effectively his boss, that she was unobtainable. He was a typical ‘rugger-bugger’ City type, mid-twenties, barrel-chested and ambitious. Perhaps he saw her as a challenge, she was the uptight career girl and he wanted to dazzle her with his physical prowess and supposed sexual magnetism. And that she’d be able to help him with his career in some way.
He wasn’t a bad looking bloke, but not really her type. All slicked-back hair and red braces. She had done nothing to encourage him, far from it, she’d done everything she could to ensure their relationship remained a strictly professional one.
But at the office Christmas party she’d weakened. Of course drink played a major part in her capitulation, but she couldn’t deny that she’d let him briefly grope her in the photocopying room. She was shocked that he’d got his hand up her skirt and into her panties within seconds, knocking her glasses off in the process. But she’d only herself to blame - she’d given him the opportunity. He’d snorted like a caged animal, promising to do all sorts to her, but she’d fought him off and made her escape. Thankfully he’d been pretty smashed too.
For the next few weeks he was in hot pursuit, leaving cryptic notes on her desk and trying to pinch her bum unobtrusively whenever the opportunity arose, whether it be in the lift, kitchen or corridor.
And then on Friday she’d accepted an invitation out for a few drinks after work with the girls. It was her colleague Gabrielle’s birthday. It was at the pub at the end of the road near the office and, predictably, Alistair and a few of the boys were there too. She’d tried to ignore him, but after a few bottles of Rioja the rest of the girls drifted off home she found herself in his company.
‘So Lizzie, how about it then,’ he’d whispered into her ear, ‘you and me, making the beast with two backs?’
He may have thought he was charming around the office, but at heart he was an oaf.  But he was persistent.
‘Come on darling,’ he continued, all Paco Rabanne and hair gel, ‘my flat’s just round the corner. We could be in and out, so’s to speak, within minutes. No one would ever know.’
And for some reason she said ‘Yes’. Sod it, what the heck she thought, she needed a seeing to, it had been way too long. She was a modern girl, and this was what modern girls did wasn’t it?
Ten minutes later she was bent over the small dining room table in Alistair’s flat, knickers round her ankles and skirt over her head. He was moaning and groaning behind her, talking to himself as he gripped her hips and banged away frantically. Romantic it wasn’t.
‘Talk dirty to me Specky.’
‘Excuse me?’
‘Ooh you naughty librarian you, you’re loving it aren’t you?’
‘I’m what?’
‘Oh yeah, yeah, yeah!’
And with that he shuddered to a climax. After a moment, and a couple of final thrusts and grunts he pulled away and removed his condom with a snap.
‘That was beautiful darling, I’ve been wanting to do that for ages.’
Lizzie removed herself from the table, pulled up her knickers and brushed herself down.
‘Did you just call me ‘Specky’?’
‘Sorry darling?’
‘You just called me ‘Specky’.’
‘Did I?’
‘Yes you did.’
‘Oh sorry, I don’t know why I said that.’
‘No you’re not. Is that what you think of me, the Specky girl from the office?’
‘No darling. Er, well yes, I suppose I do. You’re a right bit of crumpet though.’
Lizzie was instantly regretting the whole episode.
‘I’m sorry but this was a mistake Alistair. This isn’t going to happen again.’
‘Sorry?’
‘No I’m sorry, this should never have happened. I don’t know what I was thinking.’
‘Are you sure, I thought it was brilliant.’
‘Well I didn’t. As far as I’m concerned this didn’t happen, and you’re not to tell anyone about it, not even your mates at the rugby club.’
‘Oh Specky don’t say that!’
‘Don’t call me ‘Specky’ you moron.’
‘But…’
‘But nothing. This is the end of it. You’re not to say anything to anyone. Agreed?’
‘Well I suppose so.’
‘There’s no suppose about it. If I hear anything about me and you from anyone around the office I’m going to make your life at work a bloody misery.’
‘You wouldn’t do that!’
‘Yes I would.’
‘OK, OK this goes no further. But if you ever fancy doing it again I’d be up for it.’
‘Well get that idea out of your head. This was a one-off performance, never to be repeated. OK?’
‘OK’.
After that Lizzie had gone straight home, opened a bottle of red wine and cried on the sofa. What had she been thinking? Alistair was no Tom, the only man she’d ever been with before. Oh Tom, Tom, Tom, what have I done? Alistair was nothing like Tom. She still loved Tom and she hated Alistair. Alistair was only half the man Tom was, and in every sense too. God, what was work going to be like on Monday morning? She couldn’t bear the thought.
She’s spent the weekend gloomily plodding around the flat. She wanted everything to go back to how it was before, to have Tom back and everything on an even keel. But she’d turfed him out, and her life was now a bigger mess than his.  
She was a little late arriving at work, for the first time ever. The lack of sleep had been telling. As she entered reception she took a deep breath and hoped Alistair had kept his mouth shut, but wasn’t sure he could be trusted. She didn’t even want to see him but knew he, or the consequences of Friday night’s episode, could not be avoided.
She had warned him that she’d make his life hell but she didn’t know how she would do that. It would be petty and vindictive, and not in her character at all. She didn’t want to do that either, the consequences would upset the office dynamics, the professional atmosphere she had worked desperately hard to create.
No, it would be her working life that would be made hell, she was under no illusion about that. He had power over her now, and she couldn’t trust him to behave. And it was hardly a formal disciplinary issue, shagging the boss. She knew that sort of thing happened all the time of course, but she’d always stayed well clear of that. They had been consenting adults after all. It was an unbearable situation. Overnight she’d thought seriously of quitting, to find another position at another bank and start over. But she really didn’t want to do that, being the new girl in a male-dominated industry was no fun, whatever your position and salary.
As she reached the big open plan office she cautiously scanned the room, heart on mouth, but couldn’t see Alistair.
She got to her desk and began to settle in when she became aware of someone standing behind her. Please God please don’t be Alistair. That was not how she wanted to start the week.
‘Morning Lizzie,’ said Gabrielle breezily, ‘did you hear about Alistair Ray?’
‘What about him?’ she snapped.
‘There was a message on the answer phone this morning, it seems he broke his leg playing rugby on Saturday. And it was pretty nasty too, he even lost consciousness apparently, poor devil. But obviously he’s going to be off for months so we need to work out how we’re going to cover all of his work. Mr Rigby is absolutely insistent that the work on the new reconciliation project is completed on schedule.’
She found herself smiling to herself, remembering how Tom always banging on about trusting in fate.
‘Oh I think we’ll manage fine without him, don’t you?’
---
At that precise moment Tom was sipping his tea and staring at the piles of documents he’d arranged on the table the previous evening.
It was time to consolidate the information and plan a strategy, a way to ensure that he directed his energies prudently. He simply could not afford to repeat the mistakes of the past, the distractions he thoughtlessly submitted to in London, distractions that had derailed every book project he’d had in the past.
Time to create a new crib sheet.
Tom spent the next few hours carefully sifting through all the information he had and for simplicity put a table together. Finally it read:

So, the action list had some clear actions:
 
	See Gerald about the estate records
	Visit Freddie on the farm
	Visit Battle to see what he might dig up (metaphorically)
	Catch up with Father Nagle

Tom decided to see Gerald and Freddie today, take a trip down to Battle in Rita’s old Morris Minor tomorrow, and see Father Nagle on Wednesday as they had arranged. He figured that by Thursday morning he’d have enough information to start to put together the basic structure his novel – he was convinced that if he did that he’d have the best chance of working out where this story was going.
The first thing on the agenda was to call Gerald, who promptly invited him over to the manor house for lunch at 1pm. Perfect. Which meant that he had a couple of hours to kill in the meantime, so he decided to take a walk down to Happe Hill Farm to see if he could find Freddie. How hard could it be, they were related after all. Tom was sure that if he explained to Freddie that he was working on a family tree he should be able to get the information he was after.
He put Rita’s family tree in the brown leather folio case Lizzie had bought him a few Christmas’s ago, together with a notebook and a couple of Biros. As he walked across the green to the road leading out of the village he decided to make a quick detour to the village shop – who in their right mind could resist the disarming qualities of a packet of Viscount biscuits? Freddie would be putty in his hands. Well, that was the plan.
---
Freddie Dawson sat in silence in his kitchen, head in hands. The egg business was bad, really bad. He’d been out on his delivery round and it had taken him less than an hour. It used to take three. The business had still to recover from Edwina Currie’s salmonella fiasco and Freddie, with his small battery operation was at the very bottom of the food chain. But what could he do? He just had to plough on and hope for the best. ‘Plough’ he mused, if only he was that sort of farmer. No Happe Hill was poultry only, what else could he do with three acres on a steep North-facing hillside? He was 51 and had no other career options - it was eggs or nothing.
He’d been up early feeding the chickens, cleaning out their runs and collecting and boxing eggs, and then out on his round. He came back with half his load. Who was going to buy these eggs? Were they going to go to waste? The same question had been rattling around his head since Christmas The supermarkets didn’t even know he existed, and orders from his local customers had dropped off a cliff, down over 60 per cent. All since that stupid Tory bint had opened her lying gob last December. God he hated her.
His father Archie had started the business in 1938 after selling most of their land to focus on chickens, and the war had made him a relatively rich man. The farm had also meant he was excused military service – his was essential war work. He’d joined the local Home Guard, but enjoyed telling everyone that he really fought the Nazi menace with his flock of Rhode Island Reds.  
When his father passed away in 1965 Freddie had taken over the business and muddled along happily for years. But then supermarkets elbowed their way into the equation and now ‘Eggwina’ had kicked him in the nuts. It was all turning to shit.
Freddie had always been a bit of a loner. He had always been short and fat, and before he went bald he was ginger. The small ginger kid with wonky teeth. Genetics had not been kind, and neither had his schoolmates. But his focus was always helping his Dad run the business. And with both parents dead by the time he was 27 and the chickens to look after, he hadn’t time for close friends. It was no surprise then that he’d never had a girlfriend either.
Not that he didn’t dream of having a wife. In fact he loved the idea of being married. But who wants to live on a smelly chicken farm? He could never quite get rid of the sight whiff of chicken manure and he was very self-conscious about it.
Of course being the egg man meant that he delivered to many local business and did have dealings with the ladies who worked at cafes, restaurants, pubs and independent shops in the area – but he couldn’t imagine any of them ever being interested in him romantically. Naturally they all knew ‘Fred The Egg’ and would often wave at him in his bright yellow van whenever he passed, but it never went any further than that. And he’d convinced himself he didn’t really have the social skills to develop any meaningful relationships. When he thought about it longer he realized that he was married, married to the farm. And now that was falling apart.
Things had to improve. And soon.
---
Rounding the hairpin corner at the brow of the plateau, Tom trudged down the only road to the village. The gradient was far more noticeable on foot than in the car, and Tom understood that this narrow twisting access would have made High B a prized defensive position in ancient times. To his right, on the steeper side of the approach loomed the three large grassy hillocks, positioned line astern like great ships of the line, the largest of which was known, oddly, as Happe Hill. He’d have thought them man-made barrows if he didn’t know any better. They were a peculiar geographical anomaly. He knew that beyond these was Freddie’s farmhouse.
As he made his way down the curling track to the property Tom heard the chickens well before he saw the row of traditional poultry sheds, laid out beneath the hillocks to shelter them from the wind. He was impressed - they looked neat, clean and well maintained. He also saw Freddie’s bright yellow Commer Van with ‘Fred The Egg’ emblazoned down the side. Tom smiled to himself - Freddie’s van demonstrated the sort of self-effacing humour that he always appreciated in others. He double-checked that he had Rita’s family tree in his folio, hoping it would be of interest to Freddie, took a deep breath and knocked on the door.
At first there was no reply, maybe he was out in the sheds. He knocked again. This time he heard some movement inside. The door opened and there stood Freddie, dressed in a dirty blue overall. A bit Arthur Mullard thought Tom, no question.
‘Hello, you looking for some eggs?’ Freddie’s accent seemed to be a bit West Country, but Tom had come to recognise it as the traditional rural Buckinghamshire dialect.
‘Well yes I wouldn’t mind some, but I’m more interested in having a chat with you.’
‘Are you a bailiff or somesuch?’
‘Good Lord no, I’m actually your cousin, Tom Wishart. Our Great-Grandmothers were sisters.’
‘Are you the lad who lives at Mad Rita’s place then?’
‘Yes, that’s me, she left it to me in her Will.’
‘The old cow left me nothing, but I guess you know that already.’
‘Yes, I was quite shocked to hear that.’
‘I wasn’t.’
With that the conversation stalled. Complete silence. Tom wasn’t sure about what would happen next.
‘So what do you want then?’ asked Freddie.
‘Well I was wondering whether I could have a little chat with you about the farm. I know our great-great-grandfather Silas originally bought it and I wanted to know a little more about him as I’m writing a book.’
‘You’re writing a book?’
‘Yes, about Silas’s life as a cricketer.’ Tom knew it was technically a lie, but only a white one.
‘Ah yes The Scythe. Well I guess so, but I’m not sure I know very much about him, except that he had a reputation as a grumpy bastard when he was the verger up at the church. But I expect you’d like to come in for a cup of tea or something?’
‘That would be lovely. I bought some biscuits, if that’s OK,’ offered Tom, digging into his folio for the evidence.
‘Viscounts,’ grinned Freddie, ‘my favourites. Follow me.’
---
Freddie led Tom through the hall and around a corner to the large, very traditional farmhouse kitchen. It had everything you might expect to see, the huge blackened range, a big Welsh dresser, and even a flight of ducks on the wall. There was also an old double-barreled shotgun, hung above the kitchen door.
‘What’s the shotgun for Freddie, an heirloom?’
‘No, Old Bess is for the foxes. You got hens, you’re gunna get foxes. Them’s the enemy.’
‘Of course, I didn’t think.’
Freddie grunted and filled the blue and white china teapot with hot water. Tom produced the biscuits and family tree from his case and spread the latter out on the kitchen table.
‘That looks interesting,’ said Freddie. ‘Milk and sugar?’
‘Just milk please.’
Freddie placed Tom’s tea next to him them settled down himself to look at the document. Tom explained the basic details about the tree and the idea he had about writing about Silas’s cricketing past.
‘Well, that all looks correct to me. I don’t know much about Silas to be honest, Dad did say that he was a miserable sod by all accounts. You see my grandfather died at Passchendaele when my Dad was less that a year old and his grandmother, Mary Millet died a few years later. All I know is what my Dad told me, and he got all he knew from my Granny Winnie.’
‘Ah that’s interesting. Winnie knew Mary then?’
‘Yes, she did, they lived here together with Dad when he was young. Granny said that Mary was very nice, but I know she’d had a big falling out with Rita way back, seems Rita thought the farm should be hers. She and Rita didn’t talk too much after that.’
‘Ah, I’d guessed as much, that’s why Rita didn’t leave you anything in her Will, which is a shame as the whole farm ownership thing had nothing to do with you. I had assumed that the farm was originally owned by Rita’s Dad Maurice, but that when he died it went to Mary and Frank Dawson.’
‘That’s correct my boy, and quite rightly too, we Dawsons have been working this farm since 1879.’
Tom was pleased, his theory was confirmed. And he liked Freddie, a no-nonsense plain-talking man, once you’d got past the gruff exterior.
‘So did you see very much of Rita, I mean you only lived down the road from her for the best part of 50 years.’
‘Of course, I used to see her from time to time, but she always blanked me, she refused to even acknowledge my existence. And I’ll tell you something else, there was a time when I used to get the odd crank call and nasty letters in the post with the words cut out of the local paper. I knew it was her but I chose to ignore it, she was, you know, a bit batty.’
‘You can’t be serious! How did you know it was her?’
‘Oh that was easy,’ explained Freddie. ‘First was the fact that the message was always pretty much the same, ‘That’s not your farm Dawson!’ or ‘Get off my land!’ and even ‘Your hens don’t like you!’ and secondly she always took the cuttings from our local Parish newsletter. I always recognised the typeface of the word Dawson, it was from the little ad I used to put in there. She was absolutely crackers.’
‘Jesus Christ. The expression ‘my giddy Aunt’ comes to mind. It’s really sad that she did that. Did you ever think of reporting her?’
‘In the beginning yes, but in the end I decided it was pointless. Well, she was just a harmless old thing wasn’t she.’
It was time to change the subject and dig a little deeper about the farm. He thought he’d start with an easy question.
‘Has it always been a chicken farm Freddie?’
‘Good Heavens no, when the family first moved here it was a sheep farm. Sheep didn’t mind living on the shady side of a hill you see.’
‘But isn’t it a bit small for sheep farming?’ asked Tom.
Freddie chuckled. ‘Well it used to be a sheep farm, and quite a big one too, about 50 acres all told I believe. But my Dad could see there was no money in that, so when he took over in ’38 he sold off most of the land and invested in chickens. Very clever man my Dad.’
So the farm was pretty big when Silas bought it thought Tom. Interesting, it must have cost even more than he’d supposed.
‘So how much did Silas pay for it then?’
‘Oh I’ve had no idea, but it would have been a pretty penny. As far as I understand he got it off of the old Colonel up at the Hall, the Colonel was a wily old bugger by all accounts so I can’t imagine he gave it away.’
‘Yes it’s odd isn’t it,’ agreed Tom.
Tom decided to change track, he’d probably said too much on that subject and didn’t want Freddie to think that was the only reason he’d come round. He remembered their exchange on the doorstep, and Freddie’s reference to the bailiffs. 
‘So how’s business these days Freddie?’
‘Bloody terrible as I’m sure you can imagine. That ignorant Tory cow Currie has buggered everything up with that bollocks about salmonella. My eggs are perfect, I’ve got some lovely birds and they’re all good layers. But right now I can barely give them away.’
‘In which case I’ll take a dozen today, and I’ll put an order in for more every other day.’
‘Well that’s a very nice gesture Tom, much appreciated. And I’m glad you decided to call in on me, you’re a good man. It’s such a shame that our families went off in different directions.’
‘I couldn’t agree more Freddie we should definitely see a bit more of each other. Do you ever get up to the Beau?’
‘Oh I’m not really one for drinking, gives me a right headache it does. I’m pretty much teetotal you know.’
‘Well that’s a shame, I’m in there quite a lot. I’m sure you’d be welcome.’
‘Well that’s as maybe, but I’m not too sure about some of the regulars. I’m not daft Tom, I know they call this place Chicken Auschwitz.’
Tom didn’t know quite what to say.
‘What do they think I do down here?’ growled Freddie, ‘line my hens up and bark orders at them?’
Tom still didn’t know what to say.
Then a grin appeared across Freddie’s face. ‘Don’t worry Tom, I know they mean no real harm, God knows they’ve all been eating Dawson eggs for decades!’ and he roared with laughter.
Tom joined in, but got the impression that Freddie didn’t burst into laughter all that often.
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Tom spent the next couple of hours in Freddie’s company, which included a short tour of the farm and poultry sheds. The chickens seemed perfect happy and flocked towards Freddie as soon as they went inside. His face had lit up - Tom had rarely seen a man so immersed in his job. And the more he came out of his shell the more Tom liked him. He couldn’t help but think that Rita had missed out too, Freddie was a very decent fellow.
Freddie promised to drop his eggs off later that day as they said their farewells. It was 12.45pm and Tom needed to get up the Beauchamp Hall for lunch with Gerald.
As he trudged back up the hill Tom collected his thoughts. Firstly he couldn’t believe that Rita had been such a crackpot, I mean what sort of person does that sort of thing? One thing was for certain - she regarded the ownership of the farm as a great slight on her father’s memory. There was no doubt that she had remained incredibly bitter about it all, and had had developed a great animosity towards the Dawson family. No wonder Freddie wasn’t in the Will! But now he could do something to readdress that, if the hoard was on Freddie’s farm he, as the landowner, would be entitled to 50 per cent of the proceeds. That prospect made Tom feel rather good.
But the second issue was far more important. When Silas had acquired the farm it had been much larger than Tom had imagined, and he was even more convinced that he’d got it in exchange for Hengist’s golden crown. But he had to have proof. And when Freddie had been showing him around the farm he’d taken care to study everything about the place – the farmhouse looked a bit tired, it hadn’t been updated for years and the outbuildings looked pretty clapped out too. Sure the chicken sheds were in good order, but there had been no evidence of any sort of hoard whatsoever.
And what if the hoard had been buried somewhere on the land that Archie Dawson had sold in 1938? If Archie had known anything about the possibility of treasure on his land he would certainly not have sold a huge chunk of it. The whole thing was getting more complicated which, whilst not unexpected, was starting to make Tom feel increasingly anxious.
Still, what more could he do? He had to gather as much information as he could and see where that got him.
He arrived at Beauchamp Hall just before 1pm, and banged twice on the impressive oak front door with the elaborate goat’s head knocker.
An attractive woman in her 50s with high cheekbones answered. She had a touch of Maureen O’Hara about her. This must be Mrs Mizon.
‘Ah sure you must be Thomas, himself is expecting you.’
Her sing-song Irish accent had thrown Tom - Mrs Mizon was right out of central casting. Tom had a fleeting idea that she was related to Maureen O’Hara after all. Maybe he was getting good at this look-e-likely habit of his, he could even predict nationalities.
She beckoned him inside and led him through a maze of corridors to a small library with books from floor to ceiling. Gerald was pouring over a pile of old ledgers on his desk.  
He looked up over his half-rimmed glasses. ‘There you are my boy, I hope you don’t mind but I thought I’d get a bit of a head start.’
‘No, that’s brilliant Gerald, how are you getting on?’
‘Well it’s all a bit confusing really,’ he confessed, ‘I can see that ownership of Happe Hill farm was transferred to Silas on 15 August 1878, but there’s no record of how much he paid for it. Not one mention. Most disconcerting.’
‘Let me take a look Gerald.’
It was true, the ledger had detailed all of the particulars: the precise acreage; the type and number of livestock; the condition and size of all the outbuildings and barns; and even a full inventory of everything in the farmhouse, right down to the number of knives, forks and spoons and the colour of the teapot. Silas had bought literally everything. But no mention of the price he paid.
Tom turned over the page but there were only details of the next transactions, Sir Cyril had ordered a lot of new furniture for the Hall, together with a new silver coffee pot. Expensive items. But not anything he got to enjoy thought Tom - he’d be dead himself a month or two later.
A thought occurred to Tom.
‘Gerald, would I be right in assuming that Sir Cyril didn’t run the farm himself before the sale?’
‘No no my dear fellow, he’d have had a farm manager or somesuch, with farmhands, shepherds and the like. Why do you ask?’
‘Oh it could be nothing, I was just interested to know if you had a name for the farm manager. Is that something we could find out?’
‘Why yes of course Thomas, there will be a record of all of the wages somewhere.’ With that he got up and wandered over to another pile of books that he leafed through, discarding those that weren’t relevant. Tom sat in silence.
‘Here it is,’ Gerald announced. ‘Judging by this the chap in question was in all probability Mr Charles Dawson. That any good to you?’
‘I thought it might be a Dawson. It seems that after Silas died his wife would not have known what to do with the farm, so it would make sense to put an experienced man back in there.’
Gerald listened intently.
‘And of course the Dawson family now own the place,’ continued Tom, who was now on a roll, ‘one of Silas’s daughters, Mary, married a chap called Frank Dawson in 1889, who judging by the dates was likely to have been Charles’s son. Turns out the pair of them took over the farm when Rita’s father Maurice died in the Boer War in 1900.’
‘Well that makes a lot of sense to me Thomas, I have you right on that one.’
‘So what do we think about the how Silas paid for the farm Gerald?’
‘It’s a complete mystery to me Thomas, a real conundrum. What do you think?’
‘Well I have another question for you. The Crown of King Hengist. Do you have any idea when Sir Cyril came into possession of that?’
‘You can’t be suggesting what I think you’re suggesting Thomas. How could a lowly verger have come into possession of that great treasure?’
‘I’ve no idea, but can you think back, did your grandfather Henry ever talk about the crown?’
‘Oh all the time, we was very enamored with it.’
‘Did he ever mention anything about how long it had been in the family?’
‘Well no not really, the story is that Sir Cyril acquired it as a gambling debt.’
‘But never any mention as to who he owed that debt?’
‘Well, come to think of it, no.’ Gerald paused. ‘That’s actually a bit odd isn’t it, we know old Sir Cyril was a bit of a rouge and I’m sure he’d have enjoyed crowing about winning that bet for ages. But my grandfather, or indeed my father, made no mention of that.’
‘So there’s never been a name associated with the crown?’
‘No never.’
‘Which makes me think that he hadn’t had it very long before he died.’
‘Well that’s perfectly logical I suppose,’ agreed Gerald, ‘him not having time to gloat.’
‘And not long before he died, according to the records, he effectively ‘gives’ Happe Hill Farm to Silas Millet. Don’t you think that’s very odd Gerald?’
‘Most certainly! Are you suggesting that Silas had the two events are connected?’
‘Well Gerald I have a theory to share, now just hear me out on this one,’ Tom was choosing his words very carefully. He then spoke in a measured but slightly trembling voice, ‘I think they are. I think Silas gave it to Sir Cyril as payment for the farm.’
Gerald, who’d been pacing the room throughout the conversation suddenly stopped, put his hand to his chin in thought, then suddenly raised his eyebrows and collapsed into a leader armchair.
‘Bloody Hell.’
He said nothing else, just sat staring blankly across the room.
---
It was Mrs Mizon who had broken the silence. She barged through the door with a large silver tray bearing mugs of steaming tea and thick doorstep sandwiches.
‘I trust you gentlemen are hungry?’ she asked casually, placing the tray on the table, ‘I’ve made you some ham sandwiches, and I’ve a loaf of Barm Brack just out of the oven which I’ll bring you when it’s cooled a little.’
‘Thanks Mrs Mizon, that’s very kind of you. Thomas, please help yourself.’
‘Right you are Mr Denly-Moffat,’ said the housekeeper, ‘I’ll be back in a while.’
With that she turned on her heels and left. Gerald waited until he could no longer hear her shoes clip-clopping down the hall.
‘So Thomas,’ began Gerald quietly, ‘you think Silas, a lowly verger let’s not forget, somehow came into possession an exquisite Anglo-Saxon treasure and swapped it with Sir Cyril for Happe Hill Farm? If so are you suggesting that Silas stole it, that he was some sort of Raffles character? And if that is your presumption then are you saying that Sir Cyril, the Hero of Lucknow mind, was in some way complicit in this criminal act?’
Tom was a little thrown by this speculation.
‘Well, no Gerald I hadn’t considered that to be honest. And thinking about it seems a little unlikely that a verger and a respected military hero would conspire in an elaborate theft don’t you think? That sounds a bit too far-fetched. And where or from whom it was stolen? No one seemed to know anything about the crown prior to it coming into Sir Cyril’s possession.’
‘Exactly, the idea is utterly preposterous.’
‘But we’re still left with a mystery Gerald, the appearance of this valuable crown, the change in ownership of the farm and the involvement of our two famous ancestors.’
‘So do you have a theory on the subject Thomas?’
‘Well yes I do actually. I have every reason to suspect that Silas moved to High Beauchamp for one specific reason. He was on the trail of an Anglo-Saxon hoard that could very well have included the Crown of King Hengist, and its whereabouts was something to do with Odo the Bishop of Bayeux, who was a bit crooked to say the least.
‘Furthermore I think he must have found this hoard on Happe Hill Farm, so used the crown to buy the farm from Sir Cyril and therefore secure the hoard for himself!’
Gerald leapt out of his chair.
‘Well, that would mean that he defrauded Sir Cyril!’ he roared, almost spitting his ham sandwich across the room, frightening Tom, ‘as this supposed hoard would have been buried on his land in the first place!’
‘Er, well, yes I guess that must have been the case, but Sir Cyril seemed to have been perfectly happy to part with the farm for the crown, I mean he and your family have done rather well out of the deal, haven’t you?’
‘Yes well that may be true, and it may have all been perfectly legal, but it was a little underhand at the very least don’t you think?’
‘I agree.’ Tom was thinking on his feet. ‘But I have another question for you, how old was Sir Cyril when he past away?’
‘Hmm, well let me think. Off the top of my head I know he was 60 at the Siege of Lucknow and that was in 1857, so he’d have been born in 1797 which would have made him about 81 or so when he died.’
‘Well maybe Silas wasn’t planning to reveal the hoard whilst Sir Cyril was still alive, maybe he was going to live on the farm, wait a few years until Sir Cyril had passed away then innocently ‘find’ the hoard. And hey presto, he’s an extremely wealthy man himself.’
‘Well I suppose that could be true. A damned cunning scheme I have to say, utterly immoral, but a cunning plan nonetheless.’
‘I suspect that Silas was quite a complicated character, and very driven. I think that he’d been on the trail of this hoard for a very long time, so an extra year or two would have been neither here nor there. And in the meantime he could have sold the odd gold coin or two from the hoard, to keep him going.’
Gerald put his tea to one side and clasped his hands together in front of his face, deep in thought. Eventually a smile appeared across his face.
‘I have thought of something significant Thomas. Were you aware that the Dawson family sold off a large portion of the farm just before the Second World War?’
Tom’s blood ran cold, he recognised the significance of that and he kicked himself for not having thought about that before.
‘I know where you’re going with this Gerald,’ sighed Tom, Freddie Dawson told me that this morning. The farm had originally been 50 acres or so but now it’s what, three acres? And statistically the chances are that the hoard, if it is on the farm, is more likely to be on the 47 acres that was sold rather than the three that the Dawson’s kept.’
‘And do you know why bought those 47 acres?’
‘No, I’m afraid I hadn’t thought to ask that. I’m sure I can find out if I ask around.’
‘No need to dear boy, it was my father, Richard Denly-Moffat. He was quite a success in the City and wanted to claw back as much of the land that Sir Cyril had sold, to bring the estate back to the original size. Which means that, in all probability, the hoard is on my land, and if we can find it it would belong to me!’
He was right of course. Tom felt his heart sink a little.
‘Do you have any ideas or clues as to the actual whereabouts of the hoard Thomas?’ asked Gerald.
‘Well as I said I think Silas was searching for it for many years, and he kept a journal of his progress which I found at the cottage. He moved here because he thought it was close and there was a riddle about Odo’s Fist that he appeared to get very excited about. I’ve no idea what the riddle meant so no, I don’t know where it is, only that it is near.’
‘Odo’s Fist? What on the blazes is that?’
‘I have no idea Gerald, I need to do some more research on the subject.’
Gerald moved to the window and stood looking over the gardens with his hands behind his back. After a minute or two he turned to Tom.
‘Thomas I have a proposal for you. I suggest we make a deal, much like are great-grandfathers. If you unravel this mystery and we find the hoard on my land I’ll split the proceeds with you.’
‘Really, you’d do that for me?’
‘Of course Thomas, if you had not brought this possibility to my attention, I’d be none the wiser.’
‘Well, that sounds great, thank you Gerald. Should we shake on it?’
‘No need, a gentleman’s word is his honour Thomas.’
Tom nodded, but instinctively stuck out his hand. Gerald chuckled, took it in his own massive hand and shook firmly.
‘Now then, I have another question for you Thomas, who the hell was this scoundrel Odo?’
---
Tom decided he should tell Gerald everything he knew.
They spent the entire afternoon together discussing the ins and outs of Tom’s theory, studying the estate records, Ordnance Survey maps, photos Gerald had of the Crown of King Hengist and the reports experts had prepared at the British Museum when Henry Denly-Moffat had allowed it to be displayed. Tom even ran back over the green to Silas Cottage to collect the journals and the notes he and Brendan had made. Gerald was completely enthralled.
‘Of course you know we must keep this absolutely secret Thomas, only you friend Brendan and I know about the possible existence of the hoard, and it is imperative that we keep it that way.
‘If this gets out High Beauchamp will become like a town in the Californian Gold Rush. We won’t be able to move for the press and ne’er-do-wells armed with metal detectors swarming across the land like locusts. Do you agree Thomas?’
‘Absolutely. We’ve got to keep this from everyone.’
‘I’m not even going to tell Penny, bless her. She’s an absolute poppet but she’s absolutely terrible at keeping secrets. She organizes a surprise birthday party for me every year, and I always get wind of her little schemes.’
‘Well I’m pretty sure I gave nothing away to cousin Freddie. Oh, but come to think about it, there is someone else I spoke to about Odo, Father Nagle.’
‘Dicky? Oh yes, I pointed you in his direction didn’t I. Well rest assured you can trust him with any sensitive information. He is a very brave and honourable man, and can be trusted implicitly. He operated behind the lines in Normandy don’t you know.’
‘Father Nagle? Fought behind enemy lines? You’ve got to be kidding!’ Tom was completely bewildered.
‘Most certainly not dear boy. He worked with the Resistance prior to D-Day. Well we have each other’s confidences now so I trust the information I’m about to share will go no further. When he first came to the village my father, who was the head of the Parish Council at the time, already knew him, which I thought quite odd. In fact I later discovered that Pater had know him during the war.
‘My father had been a Major in the SOE, all very hush-hush you know, Churchill’s Secret Army and all that. Their main role was sabotage, guerilla warfare and information gathering in occupied Europe. A team of very exceptional young men and women. Well it seems that Dicky Nagle was in his section, and was one of his most valuable agents. It seems that after the war Dicky had something of a breakdown, a crisis of conscience, and became a priest.
‘But they’d always kept in touch, father felt partly responsible you see. So when our previous vicar, Father O’Sullivan, passed away in 1959, father pulled some strings behind the scenes to ensure that Dicky came to sleepy little High Beauchamp. He could keep an eye on him here you see. They were tremendously good friends.’
‘Well I’m stunned,’ confessed Tom, ‘thoroughly stunned. And you would never know, he’s such a gentle old buffer.’
‘Don’t be fooled by appearances Thomas, Dicky could still probably kill you with his bare hands.’
Holy Cow thought Tom, a killer priest. One thing was sure, High B was full of surprises.
‘Well I’m due to go see him on Wednesday to see if he’s found out more about Silas’s departure from the church, but I’m assuming he could be far more useful to us in our little quest.’
‘Oh, why do you think that Thomas?’
‘Well, I’m assuming he speaks French and I’m sure as a priest he’ll understand Latin, so he could be our translator. He could be a real asset.’
‘Capital idea! In which case do you mind if I tag along on Wednesday? I’m sure I can convince him to join our merry little band.’
‘That sounds like a plan to me.’
‘So what’s our next step?’
‘Well I’m planning a trip over to Battle tomorrow to see what I can dig up about Silas’s life down there, to try and find out what Silas found out.’
‘Well you have my very best wishes, Penny and I are off up to London for the day, so we’ll reconvene on Wednesday. Agreed?’
‘Agreed.’
There was a knock at door and both turned around. It was Mrs Mizon with her Barm Brack, closely followed by Penny.
‘Are you boys having fun?’ asked Mrs Denly-Moffat.
‘You could say that dear, it's fascinating looking through these old records,’ answered Gerald. ‘In fact we have decided to do a little local history project, and perhaps persuade Dicky to join us. We’re going to help Thomas research his book about The Scythe.’
‘Ah at last, you’ve got a hobby! Well done Thomas, you’ve succeeded where I’ve consistently failed.’
‘Oh it’s nothing Penny, and your husband has already been of enormous assistance.’
That, thought Tom, was something of an understatement. He’d somehow fallen in with the local landowner and a warrior priest. Not unlike Odo himself he mused. Fate continued to deal exclusively with the extraordinary.
After polishing off two slices of Mrs Mizon’s excellent cake and engaging in some more general chit-chat Tom thanked them both and took himself home. It was already 6pm and he’d decided it was probably best to have an early night – he wanted to get off early the next morning as he had only a scant idea of what he was going to do at Battle. He needed to make the most of his day away.
He was please to see that Freddie had been round, leaving two cartons of eggs on the doorstep. What a lovely man. And he noticed the house was a good deal warmer, maybe Bren’s idea of bleeding the radiators was all that had been needed. He made himself a quick tea of eggs on toast then toddled off to bed to study the road map and to make some notes for his trip.
He guessed his first stop would be St Mary The Virgin, where Silas had been verger prior to coming to High B, then onto Battle Abbey to see what he could find out there. He wondered quite what the next day would bring.



9.
Tom was wide-awake by 5am and after hard boiling six eggs he ate two for breakfast and put the other four in his duffle coat pockets – he might need a bit of extra sustenance during the day ahead.
He packed his notebook and crib sheet, together with the journals and family tree into his battered old briefcase and set off at precisely 5.34am. He judged that the journey would take him just under three hours – cross country to the M40, round the M25 to Sevenoaks, then down the A21 all the way down to Battle. One thing he was sure about was that he wasn’t going to be caught speeding, the Morris Minor had an effective top speed of about 55 miles per hour, and that would be downhill. But he didn’t mind so much, despite a dodgy clutch the car was fun to drive and he had allowed plenty of time to get down to Sussex.
The journey was largely uneventful, albeit he became increasingly unnerved by the juggernauts that tailgated and honked at him on the M25. Of course he’d like to go faster, but just couldn’t get out of the inside line. He’d been much happier on the A21 down to Battle, the road was quieter and the scenery far more interesting.
He arrived just before 10am and parked in the public car park behind the town centre. He walked up a lane between the houses and turned left onto the High Street. He stopped to ask a little old lady where St Mary’s was and she told him it was just along the way, past the Abbey on the left. As he continued along he couldn’t help but notice the entrance to the Abbey to his right, set back from the road. As the road bent left a high stone wall rose to his right, behind which the Abbey stood. Opposite, behind its own lower wall, was St Mary The Virgin.
Tom’s immediate reaction confirmed his suspicions, St Germanus was a considerable come down from St Mary’s, which was a huge and imposing church. He walked through the gate, approached the porch and crossed his fingers, hopeful that there might be somebody inside who could help him.
The church was empty. 
Tom was stumped, how was he going to find out anything about a verger who left the church in 1873 now? He stood in the middle of the aisle and thought he must have been mad to think he could just rock up and find out what he wanted. Perhaps the revelations of the previous few days had completely skewed his expectations, what an idiot he was. He was going to have to enter into correspondence with somebody at the church and that could take ages, assuming they would be helpful in his research.
‘Fuck.’
‘May I help you?’
The voice, firm and forthright had come from behind him, reverberating around the church much like Tom’s expletive must have. Deeply embarrassed Tom turned around to see a tall man with jet black hair with a centre parting, dressed in a black cassock. He looked the spit of Ian Carmichael.
‘May I help you?’ the man asked again, slightly more insistent this time.
‘Forgive me Father, I didn’t think anyone else was here,’ mumbled Tom.
‘Well quite. I’m the Reverend Gideon Mead, I’m the Deacon here at St Mary’s. You may call me Gideon. May I be of any assistance to you? Are you in need of spiritual guidance?’
‘Not really Gideon, no,’ said Tom, regaining his confidence, ‘My name is Tom Wishart and I’m actually doing some research on my great-great grandfather Silas Millet who was the verger here from 1865 to 1873. This church was obviously very important to him and I just wanted to come and see what it was like.’
‘Ah the ‘Cricketing Churchman’, yes he was well known in this Parish Mr Wishart.’
Tom was slightly taken aback. This man had actually heard of Silas.
‘That’s amazing, I didn’t think anyone would remember him.’
‘Oh well Mr Millet was quite a character, he certainly made his mark here.’ Gideon hesitated then leant forward a little, ‘would you like me to be frank Mr Wishart? I could tell you something about him that you might not necessarily like to hear.’
‘Yes of course, I’d like to find out as much as possible.’
‘Well, I have heard tell that Mr Millet was, how should I say it, a quite a difficult man. The rumour was that there had been some sort of dispute here in the church and Mr Millet punched the then Deacon and broke his nose.’ 
‘He punched the Deacon?’ Tom was nonplussed. ‘Why on Earth would he do that?
‘Well the story goes that they’d had an argument about Mr Millet’s work here, that he was neglecting his duties at the church.’
‘Oh dear, that’s not good is it,’ said Tom, instantly thinking the reason he’d been in trouble was probably that he was spending too much of his time researching Odo. ‘I’m sure it was a great scandal.’
‘Indeed it was it. But I think the reason that it became such a memorable part of local folklore was down to the name of the Deacon involved.’ A sickly smile crossed the Deacon’s face, ‘his name was the Reverend Albert Thumper. So Mr Thumper got thumped.’
‘Oh crickey.’
‘Yes well I believe the whole thing got hushed up as far as the church authorities were concerned, but of course the news went around the town like wildfire, and was much enjoyed in the public houses and taverns. Being the subject of so much gossip was too much for Thumper and he felt it necessary to move to a Parish in Yorkshire not long after. It was quite an episode in the history of our Parish.’
‘I can believe that.’ Agreed Tom. ‘So is there anything more you know about Silas?’
‘Only that he’d been a professional cricketer, having him here had been seen as something of a coup for the town. But he and his family disappeared immediately and we never heard what became of him thereafter. Mr Millet left with something of a cloud over his head, obviously.’
‘Well that’s a shame,’ agreed Tom. ‘Whilst I’m here I was wondering if I could do a bit of cross referencing with regard to Silas’s marriage which I believe was conducted at this church, together with the births and baptisms of his three children. I have a family tree my great aunt put together and I’d like to confirm a few facts.’
‘Of course Mr Wishart, I’d be happy to go through the Parish records with you. Please do come this way. And I trust that you won’t feel it necessary to be punch this Deacon?’
Tom laughed, ‘I do hope not!’
---
It was almost 11.30 but the time Tom left St Mary’s. Gideon had been true to his word and they’d confirmed all of the details in Rita’s family tree. Gideon had been tremendously helpful and very good company, maybe Deacons dreamt about researchers coming to their churches looking for genealogical information – it must really brighten up their day.
But Tom hadn’t found out anything new or starling about Silas, other than a few more details of the fight he’d had with Thumper. It happened in the Vestry by all accounts and Thumper had been a bit of a drinker and hadn’t been much liked by the congregation anyway, so no-one was sad to see the back of him. Tom wondered whether the whole confrontation with Thumper had been contrived by Silas to give himself a legitimate reason to leave for High Beauchamp as soon as possible. And he got the impression that Silas hadn’t much cared for Thumper anyway. He made a mental note to ask Father Nagle if there were any details as to how Silas had come to St Germanus.
As he walked over to the Abbey he felt a growing sense of excitement. He firmly believed that Silas had spent a good deal of time at the Abbey researching Odo. Maybe he could find out what Silas had discovered, the one clue that had provoked him to take such drastic action in order to escape his tenure at St Mary’s. There must have been something very compelling for him to decide to come to blows with the Deacon.
All the same, it seemed a rather peculiar tactic to employ.
Once inside the Abbey he made a beeline for the little museum - this would be his best chance of finding something he surmised, and he needed to find someone who knew the history of the Abbey inside out, and hopefully that person would know something about Odo too. He’d head for the most senior-looking member of staff.
And he’d already decided on his backstory – as far as anyone was concerned he was a mature student studying history at the Open University and working on a thesis about Odo. He hoped that would help him elicit as much information as possible without arousing suspicions. He chuckled to himself, ‘arousing suspicions’, he thought, he may really be getting a little carried away with all this. He was sure that no one would ever work out his true motives for being here.
The museum itself was fairly quiet, it was a Tuesday lunchtime in March after all, just a few visitors looking at displays. But he immediately identified the potential source of the information he was after. An upright looking gentleman stood by a glass display unit, wearing a Battle Abbey polo shirt. A bit Lionel Jefferies thought Tom. But he then noticed the thousand yard stare - he looked like he might murder the next child who asked him a stupid question.
Tom approached him warily.
‘Excuse me, I’m a mature student doing some research on Odo, the Bishop of Bayeux and was wondering whether you’d be able to help me.’
The man looked down his nose at him and croaked ‘Nope.’
‘Sorry?’
‘Never heard of him.’
‘But he was William The Conqueror’s half-brother and he fought here at the battle!’
‘Well that’s as maybe but I don’t know anything about him.’
‘But you work here don’t you?’
‘Well yes I do, but I’m the Abbey handyman. I’m just waiting here for a colleague to get a new bulb for this display case.’
‘Oh. Sorry. It’s just you looked like a member of the museum staff, what with your shirt and whatnot.’
‘Well you were wrong, weren’t you.’
He really was rather officious and rude. Maybe this was what Silas was like.
‘Would you know anyone that could help me then?’
‘That girl over there,’ he said nodding towards a young member of staff who was polishing another cabinet, ‘she’s full of useless information.’
‘Er, thanks.’
Tom wondered whether this chap had ever worked with members of the public before. I’m sure the real museum staff would prefer him to stay in the shadows.
He made his way over to the girl. She was petite, trim with black hair cut fashionably short. Perhaps in her early thirties, she was intelligent looking with pale blue eyes, pale skin and high cheekbones - but there was something awry, either her features were too big for her face or something was out of alignment. He couldn’t quite put his finger on it. He couldn’t even think of anyone she looked like, which was a bit of a rarity.
He decided she was best described as handsome, her features were a bit ‘flinty’ and angular but he liked the way she looked. She looked friendly enough too. He could see from her official staff badge that her name was Inga.
‘Hello,’ she said breezily, ‘can I help?’
‘Yes I hope so, er, Inga. My name is Tom and I’m doing an Open University course and am working on a project about the Bishop of Bayeux.’
‘Ooh Odo!’ she squealed, ‘he’s quite easily my favourite Norman character, bit of a rogue you know.’
‘Well yes, that’s what I’m discovering,’ blurted Tom, not believing his luck. ‘I’m given to believe you might have some documents relating to him here at the Abbey, and was wondering if I could take a look at them.’
She screwed her face a little and cocked her head to one side.
‘How did you know about those?’
It was more like an accusation that a question.
‘Well, a relation of mine, my great great-grandfather actually, was a bit of a history buff and actually studied Odo as a hobby in the 1860s. I found some of his work a while back so I thought it would be nice to follow in his footsteps. And I know he came here to the Abbey quite often, so I was wondering if I could see some his sources.’
Inga seemed convinced.
‘Ooh that sounds very exciting, I’m sure he would be pleased that you’re doing that, but I think we might have a problem there Tom. We do have some ancient documents relating to Odo, some correspondence between him and his younger brother Robert de Burgos, the Count of Mortain, but as you can imagine they are extremely fragile and as such are kept in storage, well away from public display.’
‘Ah I understand. So what do you think are my chances of seeing them Inga? I know I’m probably chancing my arm here but seeing them would be really brilliant, I’ve travelled quite far to get here today.’
‘Well they are in storage along with a number of other old documents, and that room is out of bounds to the general public.’
‘But do you have access to that room Inga?’
‘Well yes, I do.’ She appeared to drift off in thought for a moment. ‘I know this is important to you so maybe I could let you have a sneaky look. Can you hang around for about an hour Tom?’
‘With pleasure.’
‘OK, well I guess I could take you up to see them during my lunch hour, but we’ve got to be very careful, if my boss Professor Walker sees us I’ll be for the high jump.’
‘Oh that’s brilliant, thank you Inga, I really appreciate it.’
‘Just remember that we’ll only have twenty minutes or so, and I’ve got to find the key first. Go take a look around the Abbey and the grounds and I’ll meet you back here at 1pm.’
‘No problem.’
---
Tom was back in the museum at 12.50pm, after a pleasing poke around the Abbey, but now eager to crack on. He felt he was close to something. Inga was with a group of primary school children, chatting happily to their teacher.
Tom caught her eye and she smiled weakly, then surreptitiously gesturing with her eyebrows to a black curtain in a dark corner of the room. Tom understood the significance, and careful to look like a curious visitor, made his way over to a display near the curtain. A minute or so later Inga had said her farewells to the schools group, and breezed past Tom to the curtain then parted it carefully to reveal a doorway. She took a quick glance back as he dived through the doorway into a small stairwell. Inga pulled the curtain back behind him.
She raised a finger to her mouth and started climbing the stone stairs in an exaggerated tip-toe fashion, like a pantomime villain. Tom followed suit, enjoying the sight of her pert buttocks in his eye line. They soon made it to the next floor, where Inga again made a ‘shush’ gesture and ushered him along a short corridor to a small wooden door at the end. Inga reached into her pocket and removed a large key and gently unlocked the door.
She pulled him inside the unlit room, placed him against a wall, brushing herself against Tom in the dark. She quietly giggled to herself then carefully closed the door behind them. She then flipped on the light switch. She was stood face to face with Tom, maybe an inch away from him, looking up into his eyes.
‘Excited?’ she asked seductively.
He was, for a variety of reasons. He felt himself become quite aroused. Not now he thought, they were on a tight schedule.
‘We’d best get on don’t you think?’
‘I’d be more than happy to Tom.’
‘With the search for the letters I mean.’
‘Of course,’ she said smiling sweetly, ‘what else would we be here for?’
She was rather sexy decided Tom, but he needed to remain focused.
‘Right Inga, where do we start?’
The room itself was full of racks, maybe six or seven rows, each about six feet high and some twenty feet long. Each were full of boxes. There was also a small table with an angle poise light just beside the door.
‘OK,’ she said, ‘this is the archive where we store a lot of the more prosaic materials from the original Abbey, that are deemed either unsuitable or too fragile for display, or of limited public interest. I know we have two letters from Robert de Burgo to the Bishop of Bayeux here. I’m not entirely sure how they got here. They are written in Norman-French which, luckily for you, I studied as part of my Doctorate.’
Tom was impressed. ‘So you’re Doctor Inga then?’
‘Strictly speaking it’s Doctor Appleyard, but no matter, I hope you’ve got a pad and pen ready to take notes as I’ll translate the letters for you. You can’t touch them, is that clear?’
‘Absolutely.’
‘Right then,’ she said as she produced a pair of white gloves from her back pocket, ‘we don’t have much time so let’s get cracking. You stay here and I’ll get the relevant box.’
She made her way along one of the rows and returned with a cardboard container. She lifted the lid and carefully removed the folio folders within, which she then placed on the desk and switched on the angle poise.  
‘You have to appreciate that not too many people wrote to each other back then and very little has survived, but Odo and Robert were very rich and well educated men as well as being brothers, so we’re very lucky to have these here. Now Tom, given our limited time, is there anything in particular you are looking for in these?’
‘Absolutely, if you have any references to a village called Hapleigh that would be great.’
‘OK, let’s see what we have here.’
Inga picked out one of the folios. It contained two fragile-looking letters. She studied the first letter closely then started speaking.
‘Right, well this letter is from Robert to Odo in 1075, when I think Odo would have been preparing to go on trial at Penenden Heath in Kent, having been accused of defrauding the Church and very probably the Crown by his great rival, Lanfranc, the Archbishop of Canterbury.
‘So, after a few platitudes and references to the trial it seems that the real purpose of this letter relates to a trip Robert is about to make to his lands in the West Country with his wife’s uncle, Gilbert de Montgomerie. And yes here is a reference to Hapleigh! They are planning to stop off there. Robert is concerned about something at Hapleigh, asking Odo for the name of somebody he should meet there. It seems that Robert is keeping an eye on things for Odo. Does that make any sense to you?’
‘Yes,’ said Tom scribbling furiously, ‘Hapleigh was one of Odo’s many manors. It’s now called High Beauchamp, and I actually live there.’
‘Do you? Well that’s interesting. Ah, it’s about a church that Odo is building there, St Germanus The Martyr. I think Robert is taking something with him for the church, although its not very clear. He also says that he should be back in twenty or so days and that Odo should trust him and that he will not let him down. Oddly Hapleigh is the only place on the way mentioned. That’s about it for the first one. Any good to you?’
‘I hope so. What does the second one say?’
‘Let’s see. OK, this one is sometime in 1076, after Odo’s trial. Hmm, very interesting, it seems Robert reports that Gilbert de Montgomerie was killed on that trip, which is not so unbelievable as there were still pockets of Anglo-Saxon resistance all around the country. Robert is concerned by the death, but he’s assuring Odo that he is on top of the situation. And there’s something else. Hmm that’s interesting.’
‘What have you got?’
‘Well it looks like Robert has made reference to a poem about Odo, something Gilbert de Montgomerie had shared with him before he died. OK here’s my translation of it, it might not be spot on but it’ll be pretty close:
‘An opulent man will be, He who prises away, The treasures held, In Odo’s fist’.
‘That’s interesting isn’t it? I wonder what that would have been about?’
Tom tried to keep a straight face, this was pretty much what Silas had written about so this letter must be the original source. Inga’s knowledge of Norman French was probably more accurate than Silas’ but he was struck by the fact that he was looking at something that Silas had seen too. He couldn’t help but think that this document was the thing that provoked Silas into action, to leave Sussex for High Beauchamp.
‘Anyway,’ continued Inga, ‘it goes on to say that Odo should not worry as Robert promises to make sure everything will be resolved, that Gilbert’s last words would be remembered and that Hapleigh is safe. Which is a curious thing to say.’
‘It is, isn’t it,’ agreed Tom gleefully. ‘That’s just the sort of thing I wanted to find out.’
‘Yes, odd the thing about Gilbert’s last words, there’s no reference to anything that Gilbert said other than that funny little riddle, so I guess they must have been his last words?’
‘That does sound logical, not that the riddle makes much sense,’ agreed Tom, ‘and it does seem to suggest that Gilbert died in High Beauchamp, don't you think?’
‘You might be right. Of course in an ideal world we would have the other side of the conversation, what Odo wrote back to Robert, that would make the whole thing a good deal more decipherable.’
Tom was intrigued. That would be brilliant.
‘How could I do that Inga?’
‘Hmm. Well, assuming something still existed I suspect it would be in Normandy. If you’re lucky they will be squirreled away in some archive like this, or perhaps in the possession of a private collector. But to be honest I’ve never heard of anything like that.’
‘But you think Odo’s return letters might be in France?’
‘Yes, there’s no record of any other letters between Odo and Robert anywhere in the UK as far as I know.
‘Listen Tom,’ added Inga, looking at her watch, ‘time’s up, we’ve got to go, Old Man Walker sometimes nips in here during his own lunchtime, he loves rummaging through this lot, he’s quite obsessed about the precise location of the battle, he’s got this crackpot idea that the battle didn’t actually take place in the meadows below the Abbey, he thinks it all happened on the roundabout at the top of Battle Hill on the A2100. Can you believe it, on a roundabout!’
‘That does seem a bit bonkers,’ agreed Tom.   
‘Collect you things together Tom and I’ll return these documents to their shelf, we need to get out of here pretty pronto.’
It wasn’t long before they both emerged from behind the black curtain in the museum. Tom checked his watch, they’d been upstairs for precisely 26 minutes.
‘Thanks Inga, I don’t know what to say, you’ve been enormously helpful, I don’t really know how to thank you.’
‘I do. I’m absolutely starving and I’ve pretty much used up my lunch hour.’
‘In which case I’ll nip off down to the town and get you your lunch, something special, what would you like?’
‘Oh lovely, well if you’re buying could you get me a fancy sandwich from Jempson’s Café down the High Street? Anything you like apart from tuna, can’t stand the stuff.’
‘OK, no problem. And in the meantime have these.’
Tom passed her two of the hard boiled eggs from his duffle coat pocket.
‘You’re a strange man Tom,’ giggled Inga as she gratefully accepted them, ‘now hurry on, I’ve got another school group at 2pm!’
Tom was delighted. He felt he’d made a big step forward, but his time with Inga had raised some new questions. The question was where did the battle trail go from here? He knew Silas had got really excited about these letters, how else did he find out about Hapleigh? He must have seen some special significance in this.
By the time he returned from Jempson’s with a Chicken Coronation sandwich, a packet of crisps and a cold can of orange Fanta, Tom had some further questions for her.
‘That’s lovely Tom,’ she said as she took the sandwich, ‘that looks delicious. Thank you so much!’
‘Oh it’s nothing, the least I could do. Now Inga whilst I’ve been out I’ve thought of something. If I was going to go to France to pursue the other side of this ‘conversation’ where would I go?’
‘A perfectly reasonable question,’ agreed Inga. ‘Well ordinarily I would say follow the family line, but the Count of Mortain position is a curious one, it has always been kept within the family of the Duke of Normandy or the King of France and it was granted to a noble as a reward for loyalty or somesuch. So the whole process was rather random, and as a consequence there really isn’t a family line to track down.
‘No, given Robert’s close affiliation with Odo if I were you my first port of call would be Bayeux Cathedral. I’m sure they have lot of thing connected to him there, and given Robert died before him, Odo may well have collected anything he considered valuable, personal things and the like, from Robert’s estate, and that would almost certainly have included documents and letters. At the very worst they could point you at someone who might know what you need to know.’
‘Right brilliant, thanks Inga that’s a great tip. By the way Inga I’m intrigued by your name, it’s not one you hear very often, where does it come from?’
‘Oh that? I get asked it all the time. My Mum’s Swedish.’
‘That’s very exotic, I like it.’
‘Why thank you, I like it too. The Appleyard is Cumbrian, my Dad. Quite a combo don’t you think, Cumbrian-Swede?’
‘Very Viking raiding party.’
‘Quite. But I don’t think it was a rape and pillage thing, she didn’t come over until the 50s.’
‘Oh I didn’t mean that!’
‘Yes I know, I was only teasing. Now Tom, before you go I’d like to ask you something.’
‘Oh course, ask away.’
‘Well, how do I put this, I’d like to see you again. I think we might have a lot in common and to be honest, I think you’re very cute. What do you say?’
The question had caught Tom completely off guard. He’d quite enjoyed their little encounter upstairs but thought she was just trying to make her day a little more exciting. Working in a museum and shepherding parties of schoolchildren and pensioners around all day must be deathly dull for a lively girl like her.
He didn’t quite know what to say. He was not used to girls being quite so direct, he was old school - as far as he was concerned it was the man that should do all the chasing. Whatsmore she was an attractive girl and had certainly been great company. He suddenly felt of a sense of terrible guilt, he’d already lied to her about being a mature student. He was now less proud of his ruse.
‘Oh Tom I’m sorry, I shouldn’t have asked. Is there someone else?’
Of course there was, there was Lizzie.
‘Well yes, to tell the truth there is. It’s all a bit complicated really, I..’
Inga cut across him.
‘No, no need to explain Tom. I just couldn’t let you leave without asking.’
‘I’m really sorry Inga, under different circumstances I’d jump at the chance, if you pardon the expression.’
‘Well that’s good enough for me. And should things not work out with this other girl you’ll be sure to get in touch.’
‘Promise.’
‘Well that’s good enough for me.’ She kissed him gently on the cheek. She then stood back, put her arm on his and looked him straight in the eye.
‘I’ll give you my home and work phone numbers Tom, just in case, you want to get more acquainted with, you know…Odo.’
Tom’s head rocked back with laughter, she was quite a thing was Inga.
‘You can count on it!’
---
Tom had driven home thinking not about Odo but about Lizzie and Inga. He hardly knew Inga, but he liked her. She had something about her. Was fate playing a subtle hand once again? He decided to let it ride, to just let events unfold naturally. Whatever happened would happen.
He finally arrived home at about 7.30pm, having hit the rush hour traffic on the M25. He was exhausted.
He gave Brendan a call but he wasn’t there, so he left a message on his answerphone, telling him about the trip to Battle and the interesting discoveries he’d made with Inga. He wanted to share the good news with someone.
He then made himself a brief supper of eggs on toast and took himself to bed. Tomorrow was going to be another exciting day, he and Gerald would be going to see Father Nagle and Tom fully expected the whole adventure to move up a gear, if the priest could be persuaded to join them.
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Tom spent the best part of the next morning preparing for the meeting at the Vicarage. He wondered as to the wisdom of springing Gerald on Father Nagle, and whether he’d appreciate the fact that Gerald had shared his secret past. It was something he’d clearly wanted to keep to himself. But Gerald had seemed confident enough, and he knew the priest far better than Tom did.
He decided that he’d go over to Beauchamp Hall first, so he and Gerald could arrive at Father Nagle’s together.
It was ten past one when they knocked on the Vicarage door. Mrs Bull was delighted to see them and ushered them into the small dinning room, on which the plates of sandwiches and her Lemon Drizzle cake sat proudly. Mrs Bull was a sweet little old lady, very homily and clearly proud of her efforts. Margret Rutherford incarnate.
‘Now you two settle down and I’ll go get Father and bring in the tea,’ she said, and left the room.
‘Excited Tom?’ asked Gerald.
‘Ridiculously so Gerald.’
With that Father Nagle appeared in the doorway.
‘Welcome Tom, and lovely to see you Gerald.’
He was clearly slightly confused as to his presence, and Gerald took charge of the situation.
‘Dicky, please don’t be alarmed. Tom came to see me about his book project and after going through the estate records we made some interesting discoveries that I’m sure will be of considerable interest to you.’
‘Well that sounds most interesting,’ replied Father Nagle, seemingly reassured by this news. The three sat down at the table.
‘I myself have been doing some investigations about Silas’s time here and have a few things to share with Tom.’
Mrs Bull returned with a pot of tea.
‘Will you gentlemen be requiring anything else?’
‘No I think we’re fine Mrs Bull,’ said Father Nagle gently, ‘In fact I should think it’ll be fine for you to get off home now, I’m sure I can cope with the washing up.’
‘Thank you Father. And I do hope you all enjoy my Lemon Drizzle.’
‘Been looking forward to it all morning Mrs Bull,’ said Gerald, ‘your cake is something of an institution in this village.’
Mrs Bull’s face started to redden.
‘That’s very kind of you to say Mr Denly-Moffat I’m sure. Right, I’ll best be off. Father I’ll see you tomorrow morning at nine. Good day to you all.’
Once they heard the front door close behind her the three looked at each other, not quite knowing where to start. It was Tom who broken the silence.
‘Father Nagle I have a confession to make.’
‘I’m sure I should be making a joke there Tom,’ he grinned.
Tom felt slightly more relaxed.
‘Well it’s like this Father, I’m not sure I was completely honest with you when Bren and I came round at the weekend.’
‘Oh really?’
‘I’m afraid so. The truth is I found out something about Silas on Saturday, over and above his cricketing career, something I’ve been trying to keep secret ever since. But when I went to see Gerald on Monday I could keep it to myself no longer.’ he glanced at Gerald who seemed to be urging him to get to the point.
‘Gerald and I firmly believe that Silas found an Anglo-Saxon hoard that the Bishop of Bayeux had had hidden locally, but died without telling anyone else about what he had found. To cut a long story short Gerald and I suspect that it is still buried somewhere on the Denly-Moffat estate.’
Father Nagle looked dumbfounded.
‘Are you, are you sure about this Tom?’
‘As sure as I can be. It’s the reason why Silas moved here. But we don’t understand everything yet but Gerald is convinced you might be able to help us. In fact, Gerald has told me an awful lot about you and your past.’
‘Has he indeed!’
Gerald interrupted.
‘Look Dicky, I didn’t want to embarrass you and I know you have made every effort to sweep certain things under the carpet, but these are extraordinary circumstances and we think that your local knowledge, background and possible connections can help us unravel this mystery. I really think this is something you’ll be very interested in. And if you help us find this treasure you can rest assured that I will pay for your new roof myself.’
Father Nagle did not reply immediately, he stood up, collected the teapot then moved around the table pouring them each a cup of tea, before returning to his seat.
‘Well, perhaps I would like to get involved, but you’d have to tell me everything.’
‘It’ll be in the strictest confidence obviously Dicky.’
‘Oh Gerald, you know better than most that my entire life had been conducted in the strictest confidence.’
Gerald sat back and opened his arms wide.
‘In which case Tom the floor is yours.’
---
It took Tom over an hour to share everything they knew - Silas’s journals, Odo’s trial for embezzlement, Robert’s curious visit to Hapleigh, the connection with the church, the Odo’s Fist riddle, how Silas acquired Happe Hill Farm, the Crown of King Hengist, what happened to his family and the farm after his death, the letters found at Battle Abbey, and the possibility of more information at Bayeux Cathedral.
Father Nagle sat quietly, nodded occasionally but asked no questions. It was if he was methodically collating and categorizing the information in his head.
When Tom had finished Father Nagle began to speak.
‘Before we go any further I should share what I have found out from the church records about Silas Millet’s term here.’
‘You found something out Father Nagle?’
‘I certainly did Tom. It might not be too much, but it does fit into your general synopsis regarding Silas.
‘Firstly I found out from the minutes of Parish meetings that Silas began writing to the parish priest at the time, a Father Tobbell, in 1869, asking about a possible position at the St Germanus. So obviously he had found something out about Robert and Odo’s correspondence at that point.
‘He continued to write to Father Tobbell thereafter and it wasn’t until 1973 that the incumbent verger, a Mr Horace Withers, passed away and the position, together with a small cottage, was offered to Silas. That would correspond with Silas’s little contretemps with Thumper at Battle too. Silas arrival here with his family on 1 July 1973.
‘By all accounts Silas was highly regarded, but Father Tobbell received some curious complaints about him. Each time the issue was about parishioners, including Sir Cyril Denly-Moffat, finding him on their land carrying a spade.’
‘Good God!’ exclaimed Gerald, ‘the blighter was out looking for the hoard!’
‘Well we might infer that yes, and it’s interesting to read that in every case Silas said that he was a keen horticulturist looking for rare plants. That seemed to satisfy Father Tobbell who defended his actions enthusiastically.’
‘Maybe Father Tobbell was a keen gardener himself?’ suggested Tom.
‘Possibly. But everything changes in 1878. Silas suddenly seems to be away from the parish quite regularly, neglecting his duties, and when Father Tobbell asks him about this he says that he has been visiting specialist seed merchants in London. Then suddenly on Friday 5 July resigns with immediate effect.
‘Furthermore he produces £500, a not inconsiderable sum at the time, and offers to buy the cottage from the Parish. It appears that Father Tobbell agrees to this as the records show that they subsequently purchased another cottage on the green for £220 a few weeks later for the new verger, a Mr Josiah Dell.’
‘Well, he was a busy bee wasn’t he,’ suggested Tom. ‘So what do we think about these trips to London?’
‘I would think he wasn’t seeing seed merchants but coin dealers,’ suggested Gerald, ‘I think he was realising some of his newly found assets, to give him some working capital.’
‘Yes, I think that seems like a reasonable assumption,’ agreed Father Nagle. ‘Whatever the case it would appear to me that Silas was a very calculating individual, that he had planned his actions well in advance.’
‘That might be an understatement Dicky,’ agreed Gerald, ‘he seems quite a character.’
‘The £500 for the cottage, I’m assuming that was far more than the going rate given the other cottage cost far less. What do we think was going on there? Why did he buy it if he was about to buy the farm? Why did he want both?’ asked Tom.
‘Hmm, difficult one,’ agreed Gerald. ‘Maybe he wanted to have it for his young family while he worked on the farm. As it turned out it was a bit of a godsend, he family continued to live in the house after he died and let the farm out to a tenant farmer, which would have given them a reasonable income. But they definitely weren’t rich, so we have to assume that they didn’t know about the hoard.’
But Tom was thinking about a different scenario.
‘Lets assume they didn’t know about the hoard because Silas didn’t want them to know, that was considering escaping them. I’ve got a horrible feeling that he was planning to leave his young family behind once he had converted the hoard into cash.
‘I don’t think it’s unreasonable to think that he’d have become a very rich man as a consequence, having been a fairly poor one his life. And he’d have been exposed to high society in his playing days, what with all those gentlemen players and assorted toffs that were associated with cricket, people like Sir Cyril. He was just a humble professional who was expected to know his place. Maybe he wanted a new life, and didn’t want to take his ‘lowly’ family with him.’
‘Tom, are you suggesting he was a deeply unscrupulous and selfish man?’ asked Father Nagle.
‘Well yes I suppose am. I’m beginning to think he was a card-carrying narcissist.’
Tom shuffled through his paperwork and picked out Rita’s notes about the family. He pointed at the notes about Silas.
‘Look here, he was 42 when he married Esther, and she was 20. Would that age gap have been normal? And he retired from cricket the next year. Maybe he thought his life as a professional cricketer was on the wane and that he was going to lose a vital source of income.
‘Maybe was thinking about his future, and that he’d have a better chance of getting work as a verger if he had a wife? And look, he got married at St Mary The Virgin in Hythe in 1865 and became verger there the same year too. Maybe it was a double-whammy, get married, get the job?’
‘That sounds very cynical Tom,’ observed Gerald, ‘you’re making him sound like an absolute cad.’
‘Well maybe he was Gerald. But I can’t help thinking that the evidence suggests that he was probably quite ruthless. After all he did punch Thumper to get out of Hythe and Freddie Dawson said that his family always regarded Silas as a grumpy old sod.’
‘Hmm I suppose so, but I don’t like to think ill of the dead.’
Tom had another proposal.
‘Gerald you know this rare plants thing, do you think it’s feasible that Silas stuck to that story, that he could have told Sir Cyril that he wanted Happe Hill Farm to develop a horticultural business?’
‘Possibly Tom, but really I don’t think it is, or indeed was, terribly good agricultural land. It’s on the side of a hill.’
‘Well Silas obviously needed some sort of ‘front’ for his new found wealth, maybe he planned to build greenhouses or somesuch, give the impression of a legitimate business as a cover? Build up the supposed business then do a runner?’
‘I guess we will never know,’ surmised Father Nagle, ‘but whatever the case I think it’s not unreasonable to think that Silas would have had some sort of elaborate plan.’
Tom and Gerald nodded in agreement.
‘So where do we go from here chaps?’ asked Tom.
‘Well from what you said about the letters I think we need to explore the Bayeux connection, go to the cathedral to see if they have any records relating to correspondence between Odo and Robert,’ suggested Gerald, ‘and to also to find out more about the pair of them, to see if there are any clues that relate to this possible hoard and or what actions they took to recover it.’
‘I’ll go.’
Gerald and Tom turned to look at Father Nagle.
‘I’ll go to France.’
‘Are you sure about that Dicky?’ asked Gerald quietly, ‘you’ve not been back there since the war and there are plenty of good reasons for that.’
‘I think the time is right Gerald, it’s been long enough. Also as a priest I may have greater credibility and access to the archives at Bayeux, I still speak perfect French and I do have a History degree from Cambridge. I’d be a priest with a hobby, nothing more. I don’t think I’d arouse too much suspicion.
‘Furthermore I’m sure I still have friends in the region, it would be good to go back to see if I can find if any of my old colleagues in the French Resistance, if they are still alive.’
‘That would be marvelous Father,’ agreed Tom, ‘but would you be able to take the time off?’
‘I’ll see to that,’ said Gerald, ‘I have some excellent connections within the Diocese and I know for a fact that Dicky has not had a holiday in the last five years or so. I’m sure we can find a temporary replacement to conduct services at St Germanus.’
‘Can you do that?’ asked Tom.
‘Being the Lord of the Manor still has some advantages Tom,’ replied Gerald.
‘Well that’s sounds sensible to me,’ said Tom ‘Assuming that’s OK with you Father?’
‘Yes, I want to go back.’
‘In which case I have a proposal for you Father. I have a small inheritance from Auntie Rita and I think she’d be more than happy if I used some of it to buy your tickets and give you some spending money too.’
‘That’s very kind of you Tom, but that won’t be necessary. When my parents died they left me sufficient funds to live in relative comfort, well a little more than that to be honest, I’m actually what some might call ‘independently wealthy’. So please, keep Rita’s money for yourself, I couldn’t possibly take advantage of you.’
‘Dicky you’re always full of surprises,’ blurted Gerald, ‘but rest assured my offer for the church roof stands, if we get to the bottom of this mystery that can be your legacy to the Parish. How does that sound?’
‘That would be an enormous relief Gerald. Perhaps we could go over all of the information once more gentlemen, just so we are sure we haven’t overlooked any details?’
‘No problem Father, let’s start from the top,’ agreed Tom.
---
After Tom and Gerald finally left Dicky retired to his longue, deep in thought. He decided to pour himself a small brandy and settled into he fireside armchair.
He’d often thought about using his inheritance to go back to Normandy, but had always conjured up an excuse as to why he couldn’t or shouldn’t. But this was different, he was doing something for his beloved church and he was helping the son of the man who had in many ways saved his life, the man who had introduced him to the beauty and tranquility of High Beauchamp. He owed a debt, and now he was going to pay it. He knew that he could help Gerald and Tom, he had the connections and the credibility, and Bishop Odo genuinely fascinated him.
And of course there was the life he had led for those few months in 1944-45, the people and the places that had defined his life. The excitement, the fear and the death. But it was time - time to revisit his own history.
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Tom and Gerald spent the next few days working on their own plan. They walked the fields around the current Happe Hill Farm, Ordnance Survey maps him hand, debating where they, if they were the Count of Mortain, would consider hiding valuables. Of course they were aware that the terrain may well have changed considerably in the last 900-odd years, but they felt they needed to be doing something.
They had already agreed to invest in a metal detector, but they didn’t want to show their hand too soon. If anyone asked what they were up to they had decided to say that they were working on a history of the estate, to try and understand how the fields had been employed a century ago. It wasn’t utterly convincing, but it would be better than nothing, or indeed the truth.
Gerald had decided to tell everyone it was his new hobby, claiming it was something he’d been meaning to do for years. Penny would just grateful he was out of the house. And Tom had popped into see Freddie to tell him what they were up to, in case he began to wonder what the pair of them were doing in the fields below his farmhouse. Freddie thought them both crackers. He wasn’t even remotely interested.
Gerald had also uncovered an old map of the estate from 1755, which proved to be a useful counterbalance to the modern maps in their possession, but hardly perfect. If only he’d found one from 1076. Nonetheless they’d spent hours studying the maps, together with the estate records. Somewhere there was going to be a clue.
They had decide to establish where the ploughed fields may have been, based on the assumption that any ploughing would have disturbed and unearthed anything hidden underground. Their initial search areas would be those they would probably have remained unworked. But finding the hoard was going to be like finding a needle in a haystack – Tom in particular had had no comprehension as to how big 47 acres actually were. It was a colossal task.
But Gerald was optimistic, he approached the whole affair like a military exercise, portioning off the land into twenty-two square yard grids (when Tom asked why twenty-two yards Gerald guffawed, ‘length of a cricket pitch old boy, Silas would approve I’m sure!’). Tom was beginning to think that Gerald was either barking mad or deeply superstitious.
By the Thursday evening they were siting around Tom’s dining room table, which had become their operations centre. They met every evening to review the status of the project.
The big news was that they had finally established twenty-six grids that they felt were worth more detailed investigation, together with the ditches and hedgerows that ran along the southern border of the farm, beside the road up to the village. It had been an ancient track, the only way up the hill, and they were sure it would have been in use in Norman times. The twenty-six grids covered areas were under and around trees, along established hedgerows between the fields and in the three small copses that were dotted around the search area – places a plough could not have worked.
‘What do you know about metal detectors Gerald?’ Tom had asked.
‘Two tenths of bugger all I’m afraid. What about you?’
‘Probably even less. I mean where would we even buy one?’
‘I haven’t the foggiest.’
‘Do you know anyone who knows anything about electronics?’
‘Hmm. Well of course I actually might. I have an old Public School friend who went on the serve in the Royal Engineers, they were involved in all sorts of gadgetry those chaps. Hugh Baker-Leach, ended up as a Major I think. I have his number somewhere, I’ll give him a call in the morning, he might be able to point us in the right direction.’
‘OK, that sounds like a plan. How is Father Nagle getting on with his trip?’
‘Well I spoke to him about an hour ago, he’s all set for next week, he’s taking the ferry from Portsmouth to Caen on Monday morning and expects to be there for about ten days.’
‘Did he say anything about what he’s going to do?’
‘Yes, he’s sorted out a hotel in Caen for the first couple of days where he hopes to look up some old friends. He then has two trips planned, the one up to Bayeux to the cathedral where he’s already written to the archivist to let them know that he will be arriving, and then east to the town of Lisieux, which was the Montgomerie family seat. He’s hoping to find out a bit more about Gilbert there.’
‘He sounds very organized.’
‘He is Tom, and he’s really thrown himself into this. Apparently he’s been running around like a mad thing, and I’m sure Mrs Bull thinks he’s lost his mind a little.’
‘Are you worried about him Gerald, after everything he’s been through? Do you think we’ve asked too much of him? That trip back to Normandy could prove to be rather traumatic.’
‘I did talk to him about that specifically, I wanted to be sure he was going because he wanted to and not because we’d like him to, but he was very clear, he’s been meaning to return to Caen for many years and is grateful to us for giving him a ‘nudge’ as it were.’
‘Did he lose many friends there in the war?’
‘Well I know the two other members of his SOE team were killed during the Allied bombing of the city and their bodies were never found. And I’d hate to think of how many of his local colleagues in the Resistance would have been killed likewise, or captured and murdered by the Gestapo. It was a terribly dangerous mission.’
‘That sounds horrific.’
‘Ah but he know what he was getting into. But I think the bombing pushed him over the edge, it was just too much for him to take. Yet he seemed confident that he would be able to find a number of the Resistance fighters he worked with, that a few of them would still be around.’
‘It’s rather romantic, going back to a city that meant so much to him, don’t you think?’
‘Yes, but he told me this trip was all about redemption, about somehow putting his past life in some sort of perspective. I can’t help but think that the man who comes back will be a different one from the one that leaves.’
---
The next morning Gerald called Tom to say that his old friend Hugh had indeed known something about metal detectors, and suggested a trip up to the many shops on the Tottenham Court Road to buy one. Tom readily agreed to go that day - he felt a day away from traipsing around Gerald’s fields would be a welcome relief, and a day back in London would be quite nostalgic.
He decided he’d catch the train from nearby Wendover and by twenty past one he emerged from Tottenham Court Road tube station and squinted into the sunlight. He walked north up the road and was not only impressed by the number of electronics shops but by the diversity of the products that were crammed in the shop windows.
To begin with he decided on a policy of window shopping, looking for the shops with the most metal detectors on display as he surmised that they would be the ones that would be better equipped to answer any questions he would surely have. He’d walked up the west side of the road to Goodge Street tube then back down the other side.
Only one shop had a metal detector in the window, Eddie’s Electricals. It wasn’t the biggest of places and despite the number of customers there were just three sales assistants that he could see, a sweaty man in a shirt and tie who looked like Ronnie Barker and two young Asians in red polo shirts, all three of whom were buzzing around behind the counter. He assumed slightly overweight chap was Eddie himself so made right for him.
‘I’m looking for a metal detector,’ he asked politely.
‘Discriminator or pulse induction?’ The man didn’t even look up. I guess they always assumed that the customers were suitably geeky enough to know pretty much everything about the kit on offer.
‘I’ve no idea.’
The man looked up and smiled. He must have sensed a profitable sale thought Tom, but he was completely in Eddie’s hands. He suddenly felt like Mel Smith’s character in that Not The Nine O’clock News sketch, where he goes into a hip hi-fi store and asks for a gramophone, only to be cut to ribbons by Rowan Atkinson. 
‘Well your discriminators are a bit old school, they do a decent job but the pulse induction detectors are state of the art, completely impervious to the effects of mineralization.’
‘What does that mean?’
‘Basically the pulse induction ones are both sensitive and adjustable, as well as being a bit idiot proof, and the discriminators are more for your weekend warrior who likes to do a bit of beachcombing with the kids.’
Tom knew he was the idiot in question, and also that he should probably go all out for a pulse induction detector, but it wasn’t going to be cheap. And he also knew that without a good metal detector there was no chance of them ever finding the hoard on Gerald’s land.
‘OK, I think it’ll be a pulse induction one for me. How much are they?’
‘Good choice, you’ll be able to find things about two feet down in the right sort of conditions.’
‘OK, what are my options, what’s the price range?’
‘Well we don’t normally stock too many ‘cos they’re a bit on the steep side, but I do have a couple out the back. I think the cheapest one is £700 but I could do it for you at £650. How does that sound?’
‘Crickey, I didn’t know they were that expensive.’
‘Well it comes with everything you need, double-D smart coil, mains charger, car charger, AA dry cell pod and state-of-the-art Koss headphones.’
‘Really?’
‘Oh and a easy-to-read instruction manual.’
‘That’s a bonus.’
‘Tell you what, if you take it today I’ll do it for £625, how does that sound?’
‘I guess that’ll be OK. Will you take a cheque?’
‘Absolutely, I’ll go get the stamper thingy.’
---
Tom had some difficulty with his new Explorer 2000 on the way home, firstly with the cardboard box it came in which was huge and wouldn’t fit on the parcel shelf so sat on the seat next to him. He was grateful he was on an afternoon train rather than the commuter one. The second issue was the instructions. Eddie may have claimed they were self-explanatory but Tom found them pretty intimidating. But he had to plough through them regardless, as there was little chance that Gerald would know what to do with it. Tom suspected he’d struggle with a toaster.
When he got back to his car at Wendover station Tom had some difficulty getting the metal detector into the Morris, in the end he opened the back door so a small portion stuck out and secured the doors with elasticated luggage straps. He’d struggled with the instructions too - since leaving Marylebone he had read just twelve of the forty pages, and he’d read them twice just to be on the safe side.
He was going to be in for a long night.
Tom got back to Silas Cottage late afternoon and suddenly thought about Bren. He was sure he’d know something about metal detectors, he was always far more mechanically minded than Tom. He decided to give him a call, hoping that he’d be home.
The phone rang for over two minutes before it was answered. And not by Bren.
‘Hello?’ came the tentative female voice.
Tom thought he’d got the wrong number, Rita’s old Bakelite telephone had a rather vague dial so he was never super confident when dialing.
‘Er hello, I was calling Brendan McGonigle, have I got the right number?’
‘Ah yes, Brendan is here, but he’s still in the shower, but I’ll go get him for you. Who shall I say is calling?’
Bren was clearly up to his old tricks.
‘Oh tell him its Tom.’
‘OK give me a minute.’
He could hear her put the receiver down then, after a moment, he could hear her shout ‘Brendan! Phone!’ up the stairs, followed by his slightly fainter ‘just drying my nads darling!’ response. Typical Bren.
She returned a moment later. ‘He’ll be down in a jiffy. I’ll leave the phone on the side here, I need to dry my hair.’
And with that she was gone.
How does he do it thought Tom, the bloke was a bloody fanny magnet. And he couldn’t understand why women consistently threw themselves at him, what with his dodgy chat up lines. Maybe it was just a numbers game, the more you ask the more you get.
He heard the phone being picked up.
‘Alright Tommy Boy, whatcha been up to?’ asked Bren cheerily. ‘Hang on, let me just close the door here.’
‘Nothing like what you’ve been up to, you filthy monkey.’
‘What can I say Tommy, I’m just a popular boy!’
‘I can’t work out why you don’t spend half your life down the clap clinic.’
‘Oh I always take precautions Tommy.’
‘And telephone numbers.’
Brendan burst into laughter.
‘You kill me Tommy Boy, but I can’t help it if women find me irresistible.’
‘Where did you find this one?’
‘Helen?’ his voice was reduced to a whisper. ‘Well she’s a bit different from the norm, she’s actually my area sales manager.’
‘She’s your boss?’
‘Yes, sort of. She likes to have the odd Friday afternoon meeting to, er, knock me into shape.’
‘Jesus Christ.’
‘I know, I’m a very bad boy.’
‘But isn’t she abusing her position?’
‘Actually she’s mainly abusing my tadger.’
It was Tom’s turn to be reduced to a fit of giggles. He eventually composed himself.
‘I’m assuming that if she’s your boss she’s a bit older than you?’
‘I think she’s 40-odd, but she’s got the body of a teenager and absolutely stonking jugs. And in case you’re wondering she’s a divorcee, so there’s nothing to really feel guilty about.’
‘I think your brain in wired up all wrong Bren.’
‘What? Listen Tommy, she’s well up for it, and who am I question the boss?’
‘Bren, if I wrote a book with a character like you in it everyone would think it was a work of complete fiction.’
‘What can I say Tommy Boy, she’s a right bloody nympho. She rocked up here at two o’clock this afternoon in a trenchcoat and high heels, and completely fucking starkers underneath!’
‘You’re kidding me.’
‘I shit you not my friend, she’s right kinky.’
‘Has she done that sort of thing before?’
‘Too right she has. She always arrives with some sort of outfit - nurse, chambermaid, schoolgirl, the lot. Christ she even turned up dressed as a nun the other week!’
‘You’re shitting me!’
‘Afraid not. And God knows what the neighbours think. And in case you’re wondering she isn’t interested in a relationship, just my body. So frankly I see it as a win-win.’
‘I don’t know what to say.’
‘Yeah I know, jealousy can do that to you. Anyway, why did you call?’
‘Oh yes, I wanted to update you on the search for the hoard, to check you got my message the other day about my trip to Battle. It’s just that there have been significant developments since then that I thought you’d be interested to know. In fact there’s so much to tell you that I don’t know where to start.’
‘That sounds brilliant Wishers, but can it wait until tomorrow?’
‘Oh God, you’re getting back on the nest?’
‘What can I say, I’m a machine.’
‘There’s no answer to that. OK, what time would be best?’
‘After ten o’clock would be good, I think I’ll need a bit of a lie-in.’
‘OK, ten it is then.’
‘Right that’s a deal then. Oh and I have some news we can talk about too.’
‘What’s that?’
‘Lizzie called me yesterday.’
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Lizzie had indeed called Bren.
After the whole Alistair scare she decided she needed to find out what was going on with Tom. She’d been slightly disappointed that he’d not tried to get in touch himself, but he couldn’t be blamed, he probably felt like the innocent party in their break-up. But the episode with Alistair had made her think long and hard about where her life was going and she’d decided that, for the foreseeable future at least, the answer was nowhere. She’d hitched herself to Tom’s wagon at an early age and now felt a bit lost and confused without him, despite his faults.
But she didn’t want to talk to Tom directly, that had the potential to send her over the edge – if he was now in a very dark place she’d feel terrible, but if he revealed that he’d moved on or was perhaps seeing someone else she’d have felt even worse. No, she decided her best policy was to fish around the edges, see what Bren had to say. She knew that Tom had gone to stay with him when he left the flat, but was sure that even Bren might have had enough of Tom by now. God that was a cruel thing to think she thought, she was becoming quite the cynic.
She’d always liked Bren, despite the fact he’d made a pass at her less than a week after she’d met Tom. She was pleased that she’d said nothing to Tom at the time, she quickly come to realise that that was just Bren’s way with women, a complete opportunist. And when Tom had embroiled her into his little gang of mates at Poly Bren had proved to been a good friend, he’d even apologised for trying to make a move on her, he simply didn’t appreciate how much Tom loved her.
And he was funny too - he could always be relied upon to say what everyone else was thinking, no matter how unpalatable. He was utterly fearless, a trait she admired as she herself would never do or say what Bren did. And post-Poly, when everyone set off in different directions she was glad that Bren had been someone Tom had kept in touch with, and despite the fact that they didn’t see him that much, he was always great company. She had been quite jealous of the fact that some boys had the ability to pick up precisely where they’d left off with their mates, despite not seeing or speaking to each other for months.
After her unsettling Monday morning her desire to find out what Tom was up to had grown to almost unbearable levels over the week and by Thursday evening she could suppress it no longer. Sod it she thought. She found Bren’s details in her address book, gave herself a little pep talk and dialed the number.     
‘Hello, is that Brendan?’
‘Yes it is, who’s that?’
‘Lizzie.’
‘Lizzie?’
Brendan seemed confused and Lizzie couldn’t miss the opportunity to mess with him.
‘You know, Lizzie.’
‘Oh yes, of course Lizzie how are you?’
She knew he was bluffing.
‘I’m good thank you. I’m just remembering the last time I saw you.’
‘You are?’
‘Yes, it was very memorable.’ She was trying hard not to giggle.
‘Well you know, I always aim to please.’
Lizzie was enjoying this.
‘Ooh well I’d certainly like a repeat performance.’
‘Well you know I’m always up for it Lizzie. Now remind me, where was that?’
‘Oh Bren, don’t tell me you’ve forgotten!’
‘Lizzie I’ve a confession to make, I’ve no idea. Give me a clue.’
‘Well it was at Mark and Hannah’s wedding reception.’
Bren knew in an instant exactly who was on the other end of the phone.
‘Oh Lizzie Finch, you cheeky bloody cow! You know I was steaming drunk.’
‘Yes I know, and so was Hannah’s granny apparently.’
‘She wasn’t a bad looking lady.’
‘Bren she was in her seventies. But on the plus side she did seem to like the attention.’
‘She was quite a kisser if I remember rightly.’
‘Well I think we established that was because she’d taken her teeth out.’
‘Ah good times! Anyway, to what do I owe the pleasure?’
‘Oh just a whim. I’m getting ready to go out for the evening to somewhere Tom and I used to go, and it made me think of him.’
Lizzie was pleased with her little fib. She was going out for the evening, moving on with her life perhaps with somebody else, and she’d casually thought about him, seemingly out of the blue. She was creating the necessary distance.
‘You want to know how Tom is, don’t you?’
‘Well yes I suppose I do, I trust he’s still not sleeping on your sofa?’
‘No, he’s long gone. But funnily enough I saw him this weekend, at his new place in High Beauchamp.’
‘High Beauchamp?’ She was shocked. ‘Where the sodding Hell is that?’
‘It’s a village on the edge of the Chilterns, really lovely place, up on the top of a hill.’
‘What’s he doing there?’
‘Oh well he inherited a cottage from his great aunt Rita, not long after you two split up actually. It’s a small cottage but really very nice.’
‘He had a great aunt Rita? He never ever mentioned her.’
‘Yes, I think they’d lost touch a bit. But she clearly had a soft spot for him. She left him some money too.’
‘Christ, he always lands on his feet doesn’t he? More evidence of his unwavering belief in sodding fate. So what’s he doing up there, dare I ask?’
‘He’s just started writing a book.’
‘He’s been writing a book for the last sodding decade Bren.’
‘True but I think it’s a bit different this time, it’s going to be about a relation of his he’s recently discovered, an illustrious Victorian cricketer called Silas Millet. He was quite a remarkable bloke.’
‘That’s quite a name isn’t it. And of course it would be about cricket, his first love.’
‘Not quite Lizzie, his first love would be you.’
That took Lizzie by surprise. She didn’t know what to say.
‘I was gutted when you two split up Lizzie, I really was. You were good together.’
‘Not always Bren,’ said Lizzie, trying hard to keep her emotions in check. ‘But yes, most of the time it was good.’
‘Do you miss him?’
‘Does he miss me?’
I see what you did there Lizzie, very clever. Yes, of course he does, not that he banged on about it too much, but you giving him the elbow was a real wake up call for him.’
‘Are you sure?’ She really didn’t know what she was feeling, but just knew it was meaningful.
‘Yeah, he’s really enthusiastic about this book project, and I think that deep down he wants to prove he can finally write one, not just to himself, but to you too.’
‘What makes you think that?’
‘Well Lizzie he’s got this real calm determination about him, like he’s driven. I’ve never seen that in him before.’
‘You really think so?’
‘Yes, I think being up in the village has done him the world of good. He’s really focused. Not just on the book, but what might happen as a consequence.’
Again Lizzie was rendered mute.
‘So Lizzie, how are you doing? What’s happening in your life?’
She immediately feared herself accidentally confessing to her liaison with Alistair, and was struck by the idea that maybe she was unconsciously thinking of Bren’s attitude to sex when she agreed to go back to Alistair’s flat. She was also conscious that she hadn’t yet replied. She had to say something.
‘I’m thinking about getting a new job.’
‘Really? Why so? You’re not moving away are you?’
‘Oh no, staying in London, but I just think I need a change of scenery, you know, staying in the same sector but getting my teeth into something new.’
‘A bit like Tom then.’
‘I’m not sure the analogy works Bren.’
‘Well maybe not Lizzie, but you get my general gist. So what are the chances of you two getting back together then?’
He was never anything but direct.
‘Oh I don’t know Bren, I’m really not sure. Maybe Tom and I should just leave it a while, then see if we can be friends.’
‘Well I have an idea for you. Tom is planning a party for his birthday and it’s only a few weeks off, do you want to come as my surprise guest?’
‘Oh I don’t know if that’s a good idea.’
‘Well just promise me you’ll think about it. I’m sure he’d like to see you again, regardless of the circumstances.’
‘You think?’
‘Yes, definitely. You can’t ignore the fact that you still both exist. And maybe a party with a bunch of other people would be the right environment in which to meet up again.’
‘Really? I think it has all the ingredients for a bloody disaster.’
‘Well how about this idea, I give you his address and you can decide, at your own discretion, whether or not you want to drop him a line. How does that sound?’
‘Yes, that’s a bit more sensible, but I’m not planning on writing anytime soon, you understand that don’t you?’
‘Yeah, yeah, of course. Right have you got a pen and paper?’
‘Fire away.’
‘OK Lizzie, I’m sure Tom would really like to hear from you.’
‘Get on with it Bren, I’ve got to go wash my hair.’
‘Do you want his number too?’
‘He lived in this flat for years Bren, if he want to give me a call I think he’d know the number pretty well don’t you? I haven’t changed the number, or the locks.’
She felt that sounded a lot harsher than she’d hoped, but it did the trick. She knew Bren would speak to Tom before too long, she didn’t want to give him too much encouragement. She wanted to remain in control.
---
Tom hadn’t slept well. Not only had he been tortured by the complexities of the metal detector but also, and more obviously, by thoughts of Lizzie. Why had she chosen to call Bren all of a sudden? Neither had attempted to contact each other for months, and now here she was, asking Bren about what had become of him. Was she just being polite, wanting to know that he was OK, or did she have another motive? Of course he was pleased, but it wasn’t playing out as he’d hoped. He had wanted to be the main mover in this story, writing the successful novel and reclaiming his prize, the once distant Lizzie, in a fairytale ending. But she had broken the spell, and he couldn’t help but feel mildly annoyed.
He was also keen to know from Bren exactly what she had said - he had to have more information. So at nine, having been up for a couple of hours himself, he called Bren.
‘Hello,’ croaked Bren, clearly half asleep.
‘Bren it’s me.’
‘What time is it?’
‘Just gone nine.’
‘I thought we said ten?’ yawned Bren.
‘We did but I couldn’t wait. What did Lizzie have to say?’
‘Is this going to be like the Spanish Inquisition?’
‘Pretty much.’
‘OK, so let me think. Right, she said it was a whim, that she just wanted to check if you were OK.’
‘And what did you say?’
‘Well I told her that you were, that you were in High Beauchamp and that you were writing a book about Silas.’
Tom was alarmed.
‘You didn’t tell her about the hoard did you?’
‘Of course not! No, just that you were writing a book about the life of Silas the cricketer.’
‘And what did she think about that?’
‘Well she didn’t seem surprised, not about the fact you were writing a book at least, but she did seem a bit miffed that you inheriting the cottage and a bit of money, you know, slightly cynical. She said something about you and fate.’
I bet she did, thought Tom. He knew she’d become increasingly frustrated by his laissez faire attitude, and that had been the root cause of their break up. He was always sure that she’d originally admired his relaxed approach to life because it was in complete contrast to her own, but it had slowly become the main bone of contention between them. And it was still there.
‘Was there anything else?’
‘Well I gave her your address. Was that OK?’
‘I suppose so.’
‘I had to force it onto her a bit, so don’t start getting too excited. And she was pretty clear that she didn’t want your number.’
Oddly that pleased Tom, she was keeping it formal. She might send him a birthday or Christmas card, which was fine. It still left him the opportunity to wow her at a later date.
‘Fair enough. Now I want to ask you about something, complete change of subject. What do you know about metal detectors?’
‘You’ve bought a metal detector? I bugger all about them I’m afraid.’ He then paused. ‘Jesus Christ, do you think you know where the hoard is?’
‘Not quite, but we’ve got a reasonable idea.’
‘We?’
‘Well yes, Gerald Denly-Moffat, Father Nagle and I have teamed up, we think the hoard is somewhere on the land which used to be Happe Hill Farm, which is now back on Gerald’s estate. And Father Nagle has volunteered to go to Normandy to do a bit of research that side of the channel, he’s ex-SOE you know, operated behind enemy lines before D-Day, quite a dark horse him. But on the plus side if we find the hoard Gerald is happy to share the proceeds.’
Brendan now seemed to be very alert.
‘Let me get a pen, I want you to tell me absolutely everything.’
---
Brendan has listened carefully and made some sensible observations, chief amongst which the idea that the hoard may be buried far deeper than a plough could reach, thereby pouring cold water on Gerald and Tom’s assumptions about having a better chance by identifying long undisturbed locations like the copses and hedgerows. He had a point and it depressed Tom, were they going to have to use the metal detector on all 47 acres?
‘You’re right Bren, but that kind of takes us backwards. The area we’re looking in is massive.’
‘What you really want are some aerial maps, you know where you can see old field boundaries and the like because the ground is a different colour.’
‘Really?’
‘Absolutely, Have you ever looked out of an aircraft window when you’re coming into land on a summers day? You can sometimes see lots of lines in the fields, outlines of buildings, walls and the like.’
‘That’s a brilliant idea Bren but there’s a bit of a problem there, we don’t have a light aircraft.’
‘No need. Go to the Beau, Diddy has loads of photos of the village on the walls on the pub, I’m sure I saw a few taken from the air.’
‘That’s genius Bren!’
‘Don’t sound so surprised Tommy Boy, I’m more that just a pretty face you know.’
‘It’s probably wise not to comment on that McTwit.’
Bren laughed.
‘You only see what I choose to show.’
‘The only thing you ever seem keen to show is that thing in your underpants. And there are many people who think that’s where your brains are.’
‘Right sod off you cheeky bastard, I’m going to back to bed.’
‘Of course, you’re brain must be clapped out, that Helen will have given it a right seeing to last night.’
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Tom phoned Gerald who had gone to church with Penny so he left a message with Mrs Mizon for Gerald to meet him at the pub at 1pm. He then spent the rest of the morning assembling and trying to master the metal detector. By lunchtime he was beginning to get the hang of it, having buried a few coins in the back garden well out of sight of the green, and getting the machine to beep appropriately. Progress at last.
When he reached the pub Gerald was already at the bar, deep in conversation with Diddy.
‘Morning Gerald, morning Diddy.’
‘Technically it’s afternoon dear boy, but I’m willing to forgive you. Pint of Toad?’
‘That’s very kind of you, thanks Gerald.’
‘So I hear you two are on some sort of crusade.’
They both looked at Diddy, astonished that word a spread so quickly. Diddy seemed to enjoy their expressions.
‘Word has it that you’re either looking for the remains of Lord Lucan or Shergar.’
‘If only it were so exciting Didier,’ explained Gerald, ‘as it happens we’re doing a survey of part of the old estate to see if we can understand how the old place may have looked back in the day.’
‘Why are you doing that?’
‘Well it’s my duty as the current custodian of the Beauchamp Hall Estate to preserve its history and traditions and I’ve long since been interested as to how the land has been employed over the ages. And young Tom here has been kind enough to offer me his time and skills as we plan to write a short book on how the estate has evolved since my family came into possession of it.’
Tom thought it sounded like a well-rehearsed speech, perhaps a little too obviously so.
‘That’s fair enough GDM, I daresay Penny is pleased you’ve finally decided to do with all your spare time.’
‘Indeed she is Didier.’
Maybe Tom shouldn’t have worried, Diddy didn’t seem either remotely surprised by what Gerald had said, and he clearly regarded it as an entirely plausible endeavour. He thought he should add something else to further cloud any suspicion.
‘I’ve just been up to London to borrow my uncle’s old metal detector as we’re hoping to find some agricultural artifacts that might be able to date the various stages of development.’
‘That’s interesting Tom,’ agreed Diddy, ‘and I imagine you might dig up the odd coin or two, they’ll help you with your research.’
‘Oh I don’t imagine there’ll be much of that sort of stuff Diddy,’ continued Tom, trying not to betray the illusion he was trying to create, ‘I expect we’ll have more chance to find old farm implements and the like.’
‘It will be a very thorough examination Didier, we wish to allow the soil speak to us, to illustrate and illuminate the history of the estate,’ added Gerald. ‘Now come Thomas, we need to discuss our plan of attack!’
Gerald ushered Tom to a table as far away from the bar as possible.
‘That was a close shave Gerald, I can’t believe the old bush telegraph would be operating quite so quickly.’
‘Far from it dear boy, a lot of people would have seen us wandering around the farm with our maps this week, it was bound to be the source of much speculation. And in many ways I’m pleased we’ve had the opportunity to steer any future gossip away from a treasure hunt, in fact it couldn’t have worked out better, Didier will be an unwitting ally.’
‘I suppose you’re right Gerald, I guess you know far better than I how villages operate.’
‘And it was a very good idea for you to mention the metal detector Thomas, that would really have got tongues wagging.’
‘Well it seemed like a good idea at the time, I hope the slight deception will work.’
‘It can do no harm. Now, what was the reason you wanted to see me so urgently?’
‘Well I was talking to my friend Bren this morning, getting him up to speed, and he had some very sensible observations on our tactics to date.’
‘Oh really? What did he have to say?’
‘Well he quite rightly pointed out that there was a pretty good chance that the field boundaries and the like will have changed quite a lot over the last 900 years, so suggested we get our hands on some aerial photography of the place, so we can see any old workings in the soil from above.’
‘And how do you proposed we do that?’
‘Why just look above your head Gerald, there’s a framed black and white photo of the village shot from an aircraft right above your head.’
Gerald turned and studied the image closely.
‘Well I never!’
‘Exactly. I think we should go on a tour of the pub, see which photos are of most use to us and take some notes.’
‘We can do better than that Thomas, a lot of these photos are mine, I think it perfectly reasonable for me to borrow them back from Diddy for a little while so we can examine them in greater detail and in privacy too. I tell him I want to reframe them.’
‘In which case we should drink up and see which ones we should pinch!’
---
There were a total of four aerial photos of the village in the pub, three of which belonged to Gerald. One was of the village itself, just the green and surrounds buildings. Another covered a greater area including the bit of Happe Hill Farm still owned by Freddie, but this was taken during the winter and the entire landscape was covered in snow. Very pretty but no good for spotting ancient field boundaries.
The other two were far more promising. Both were black and white photos from the early-1950s, actually taken by Gerald’s father. They had taken them back to Silas Cottage to discuss further.
‘I’d completely forgotten about these Thomas. It was one of father’s old chums, a pilot from his SOE days I think, who took him up in the plane as a bit of a treat. I think I must still have been out in the Far East with the regiment at the time, trying to get the place back up on its feet.’
‘A pilot from the SOE? I thought they were all spies and saboteurs?’
‘True of course, not strictly part of the SOE itself but a special duties squadron of the RAF, all very hush-hush of course, which would fly small planes like Westland Lysanders into enemy territory in the dead of night to land or recover agents. Those planes were adaptable enough to fly in under the radar, avoid anti-aircraft batteries and land in small fields to avoid the Nazis.’
‘Crickey O’Reilly they must have been some flyers.’
‘And extremely fearless Thomas, it wasn’t a job for the feint-hearted. To my mind those chaps were far braver that fighter or bomber pilots, as their Lysanders were slow, very lightly armed and extremely vulnerable. If they were spotted the chances of getting home were almost non-existent.
‘I remember father telling me about it, he thought it was a jolly jape, his chum landed the plane on the terrace below the house and scared my mother half to death. Very typical of the man!’
‘I’d have liked to have known him, he sounds like a wonderful character.’
‘Oh he was, a lust for life and no fear of death. I miss him terribly.’
‘So Gerald what do you think we have here?’
‘Well both should be of use to us, they both cover the area we’re interested in and they were both taken in the autumn after harvest so we can clearly see some outlines of ancient boundaries and the odd outbuilding which we’ll need to investigate further.
‘Do you have the grid maps we produced to hand? I think we can start adding in a few more areas to investigate.’
The pair spent a very enjoyable afternoon correlating the new information onto the grid map and by the evening had increased their target areas from twenty-six to forty-one. Still quite a task, but they were both happy they were making progress.
‘Now, how are you getting on with that metal detector Thomas?’
‘I think I’ve mastered the basic functions, but I’m groping in the dark when it comes to practical stuff if truth be told, I don’t really know how to use it properly.’
‘Well no problem there, I spoke to my Major Baker-Leach last night, a splendid fellow and always ready for action, much like myself. Anyhow he’s more than happy to come over and give you a crash course.’
‘That’s bloody marvelous Gerald. When might that be?’
‘He’s coming up from Farnham on Tuesday morning, if that’s alright with you.’
‘Splendid. And when is Father Nagle off to France?’
‘Tomorrow morning. Penny and I are taking him down to Portsmouth to catch the ferry.’
‘That’s very decent of you Gerald.’
‘It’s the least I can do, he’s a very special chap and I want to be sure he’s in the right frame of mind for his trip back to Normandy. I know he’s been very bullish about returning but he’s not been back for over forty years and I still worry that it might all be too much for him.’
‘Will we know how he’s getting on once he’s over there?’
‘I’ve already thought of that, he has promised me faithfully to phone Penny and I every other evening.’
‘Marvelous. Well it seems we’re making some progress Gerald, I can’t wait to find out more.’
‘True, but never forget that this supposed hoard, should it still exist, has been lost for hundreds of years and we may find nothing.’
‘Don’t worry Gerald I have a good feeling about all this. Don’t ask me why, I just know.’
---
Freddie Dawson sat in his kitchen in silence, nursing a cup of tea. He had had no visitors since Tom had nipped over earlier that week to tell him that he and GDM would be wandering around the fields below his farm looking into the history of the estate. Whilst he thought the whole idea was amusing he was slightly aghast that some people could spend so much time on such a frivolous project whilst others, like himself, worked morning, noon and night just to keep their heads above water. Not that he was keeping his head above water that well.
But he felt no malice to either of them, GDM had always been a good neighbour and he really liked Tom, he was kind and funny. And as far as he was concerned he was family.
He’d like to see more of Tom, to know more about him and his side of the family. But he felt unsure how to make that happen, he still felt very self-conscious around other people. Perhaps he’d been living alone far too long.
He began to start thinking that it might be time to make an appearance at the Beau as Tom had suggested. And on the plus side that there was no chance of being on the receiving end of a withering stare from Rita. Everyone in the village thought she was a sweet old lady, but to him she was terrifying, despite her size. He’d never been too confident at social gatherings at the best of times, but when she was around it was debilitating. Without even speaking to him she had always made him feel utterly unwelcome. She was an expert at the silent treatment. She was punishing him for something that had happened at the turn of the last century, and it was nothing to do with him. Yet he had had to endure it.
Maybe it was time to make some big changes, things couldn’t stay as they were. He should acknowledge the reality of his world, come to terms with the fact that the egg business was going down the pan, and the strain of keeping it going was getting too much. He wasn’t a young man anymore.
Maybe he should think the unthinkable and sell the farm. He was the last Dawson left after all, so who would care? Of course in the current climate he couldn’t sell it as a going concern, but the farmhouse was handsome enough, had great views and sat in a few acres, so maybe someone could turn it into a family home. Or maybe GDM might want to buy it and reintegrate it back into the estate – after all this wacky project he and Tom were involved in was all about the history of the estate, perhaps he’d like to bring it back into the fold properly.
And if he was able to sell it he could start over, find a small cottage somewhere, something he could afford, where he could live without any money worries. Enjoy a retirement of sorts. Wouldn’t that be nice. And maybe he’d get his teeth sorted too.
He resolved to have a chat with Tom on the subject, he was far more worldly than him. He felt he could trust him. Furthermore he was pretty friendly with GDM these days so maybe he could sound him out about taking the farm back into the estate.
A lot of maybes. But they were all positives.
Something had to change, and things could only get better. 
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Gerald’s Jaguar pulled up outside the vicarage and he tooted the horn.
Father Nagle had been standing by the window for the best part of half an hour, anxiously toying with his dog collar. He had one small suitcase packed and ready, sat beside the front door. He recognised a sense of pure exhilaration inside himself, a profound sense of excitement about going back to Normandy he’d felt ever since that meeting he’d had with GDM and Tom. He couldn’t believe that the day had actually come.
He was eager to get going and was out of the door and at the car in no time at all. Gerald stood at the rear of the car with the boot open.
‘You seem full of beans Dicky, looking forward to your trip?’
‘I most certainly am Gerald.’
Father Nagle put his case in the boot and Gerald closed it.
‘And what about your replacement Father Millard, how is he settling in?’ asked Gerald as they stood there for a moment.
‘Oh he’s just fine, Mrs Bull has made sure he’s comfortable in one of the spare bedrooms. She’s rather fussing over him actually, but he doesn’t seem to mind.’
‘Well he looked right at home at yesterday morning’s service.’
‘He was good wasn’t he? These young priests seem very confident these days don’t they?’
‘Yes, I’m sure he’ll look after the place very well in during your short absence.’
Gerald ushered Father Nagle towards the back door on the driver’s side and opened it for him.
‘Thank you Gerald.’
‘Good morning Dicky, how are you feeling this morning?’ asked Penny from the passenger seat as Father Nagle settled in.
‘To be honest Penelope I feel like a twenty year old.’
‘Oh that sounds like a good sign. Do you have your tickets and passport?’
‘Right here,’ said the priest, tapping the breast pocket of his tweed jacket.
‘And no concerns about going back over there?’
‘None whatsoever, I can’t believe I’ve waited this long.’
‘Aren’t you concerned about what you’ll find there? I mean given all this time a lot of things will have changed.’
‘I know exactly what you’re driving at Penelope, some of the people I remember will have passed away since the war and I’m fully prepared for that.
‘I’m sure I will be visiting a good number of graves whilst I’m over there but that’s good, I’ll have the opportunity to pay my respects in person to those I remember and perhaps share my recollections of them with their families. But God willing a few will still be with us and I will be able to find them.’
‘Well it sounds like you’re going to have an eventful trip.’
By this time Gerald was back behind the wheel.
‘Have you got our number with you Dicky?’
‘Yes not to worry Gerald, I have everything under control.’
‘Splendid. Right, let’s get going.’
He turned the ignition on and turned the car back onto the road. Whilst Gerald busily tuned the radio in for traffic reports Dicky couldn’t help but think that the static reminded him of the brief transmissions he and his radio operator Sergeant Hackworth would make back to London. Brave man Hackworth, they’d been through quite a lot together and he missed him dearly. But not nearly as much as he had missed Simone. He was desperate to know what had become of her. He offered a little selfish prayer, Dear Lord, please let her still be with us.
---
Lizzie had been thinking about what she’d write to Tom all morning, at the expense of her work. She’d been thinking about it since she’d phoned Bren. She realised that by accepting his new address during that call she had virtually committed herself to writing, as there was no question that Bren would have told Tom about her getting in touch. But she wanted to be careful about what she said. She didn’t want to seem over keen.
And she was conflicted as to what form the communication should take, whether she should write a postcard or a letter – the former would seem too frivolous, the latter too formal.
At lunchtime she finally made her decision, whilst browsing in a card shop. She would send him a Congratulations On Your New Home card. The safe middle ground - just polite and informal. In the end she picked a blank card with a photo of a fluffy kitten on the front. A little bit of fun, to show him she was in good spirits, happy with her life. Well, to give the impression anyway, she was anything but. And she had finally decided on what to write.
Once she’d finished she reviewed her handiwork.
No kisses, no references to the novel, no scent of any longing, a quick dig at what a jammy sod he was, and a mild reminder that she’s moved on. She was careful not to give any hint that there was anyone else in the equation, she couldn’t betray the fact that she’d had sex with Alistair Bloody Ray, that was something she was keen to forget as soon as possible herself. No, that particular aberration had to be airbrushed out of her memory somehow. And there was no request for a return communication, he could decide to get back in touch with her if he wanted to. Just the sort of message you’d send to an acquaintance or a friend you didn’t keep in touch with all the time. It would do for starters.
And she decided on one last touch, she’d put it through the works franking machine rather than buying a stamp. The stamp might suggest she’d gone out of her way, the franking demonstrate the necessary level of indifference she was trying to portray.
---
With Gerald taking Father Nagle down to Portsmouth and with his metal detector crash course not until tomorrow, Tom thought it might be sensible to review all of the information they had collected to date, to see if there was something else he could explore.
He came up with two subjects he felt he could, and perhaps should, know more about – the Crown of King Hengist and Odo’s trial at Penenden Heath. He suspected that he’d have to go up to London to the British Museum today to find out more, but there was little chance he could arrange to see a specialist at such short notice. Maybe he could go to the British Library, but he wondered how much he might be able to find out in one afternoon. No, he decided he needed to talk to an expert on the period and he could only think of one, Inga Appleyard.
He fished around in his portfolio for Inga’s work number and gave her a call.
It rang several times before being answered.
‘Hello, could I speak to Doctor Appleyard please?’
‘Speaking,’ she answered casually.
‘Hello Inga, its Tom, Tom Wishart we met at the museum the other day when I was asking about the Bishop of Bayeux.’
‘Oh lovely Tom of course I remember you, how very exciting, I thought you’d never call! What can I do for you?’
Tom was quite flattered.
‘Oh Inga I’m sorry you didn’t think I’d be back in touch. I want to pick your brains about Odo.’
‘And there was me thinking you’d called to ask me out!’
Tom could sense she was smiling, happily flirting with him.
‘What do you want to know then Mr Wishart?’
‘Well two things, I want to know as much as possible about Odo’s trial at Penenden Heath and anything you know about the Crown of King Hengist. Could you do that?’
‘For you, of course. I’m quite familiar with Odo’s trial actually, I did some work on it in my student days and I’ve got some text books back at the flat so I’ll dig that all out and see what I can find. As for the crown you mention I’m less certain. Can you tell me anything about it?’
‘Well it is currently on display at the British Museum. From what I understand it is believed to be the crown of the ancient Kingdom of Kent. Legend has it that Hengist and his younger brother Horsa were German soldiers who led an army of northern European mercenaries that allegedly landed in South East England in the 5th-century at the express invitation of Vortigem, King of the Britons. Thereafter Hengist decided to make himself the King of Kent. Does that ring any bells Inga?’
‘Yes of course, I remember now. Many people would have you believe that this supposed invasion was the start of Anglo-Saxon Britain, Vortigem invited them in to help sort out some local dispute or somesuch, and the brothers liked what they found, decided to stay and eventually took over. Vortigem had effectively opened the floodgates and brought about his own downfall. And yes there’s no doubt that the crown is from the right period, but there’s little collaborative evidence about these events.
‘The brothers are mentioned in the Venerable Bede’s 8th-century work Historia Ecclesiastica Gentis Anglorum, in Nennius’s 9th-century Historia Brittonum, and in the Anglo-Saxon Chronicle, which is a collection of annals compiled around the end of the 9th-century. The famous historian Geoffrey of Monmouth greatly expanded the story in his influential 12th-century Historia Regum Britanniae.
‘But that’s the real problem Tom, nobody knows if it’s a true story or just a contrived history. Any good?’
‘Any good? Jesus Christ Inga, you’re like a bloody encyclopedia!’
‘Well there’s far more to me than meets the eye Tom, and of course you’re more than welcome to probe me further.’
Tom felt himself blush. Did she really just say that? Was she flirting hard deliberately, or was it some sort of defence mechanism? Either way he became quite flustered.
‘Er, oh, well, yes, I’d love to. I mean I’d love to know more about Odo and the like, not the other. Well not, not the other - but I’m sure that that would be lovely too.’
‘Oh Tom I do believe you are submitting to my considerable charms,’ she giggled.
‘Well yes, er I mean no. Oh bloody hell Inga, you’ve got me in a complete tailspin.’
‘Excellent. I knew it wouldn’t take long. When are you next back in Battle?’
‘I’m not sure Inga, I’ve got a lot on my plate.’
‘Yes I know. It’s complicated. Well you always know where I am should you ever get the urge.’
‘You’ll be the first to know Inga.’
‘That sounds very promising!’ He could sense she was smiling again. ‘Now give me your number and I’ll call you back this evening with some more details of Odo’s trial. You don’t mind me having your number do you?’
‘No, not at all. When do you think you might call?’
‘Oh about 8 o’clock, how does that sound?’
‘Perfect, Have no fear I’ll be waiting here with pen in hand.’
She burst into laughter.
‘Just so long as it’s just your pen Mr Wishart!’
He laughed too. The more he knew about Inga the more he liked her.
---
The journey down to Portsmouth had been uneventful and the party arrived in good time for the 2 o’clock ferry. Gerald parked near the foot passenger terminal and all got out of the car.
‘You’re going to be alright aren’t you Dicky?’ asked Penny.
‘Of course, it’ll be fine.’
‘Now dear you mustn’t delay him, I’m sure he’s anxious to get on board.’
‘There’s no rush really Gerald, I have plenty of time.’
‘But of course he’s right Dicky, you have to go through Customs and whatnot so I’ll not keep you.’ She touched him arm and kissed him gently on the cheek. ‘I do hope you find what you’re looking for, I really do.’
‘So do I Penny, so do I.’
Gerald retrieved Father Nagle’s case from the boot.
‘Come on Dicky, I’ll take you in. Penny I’ll be back in a jiffy.’
‘Alright my darling. Bon Voyage Dicky!’
Gerald took Father Nagle by the elbow and guided him towards the terminal entrance.
‘Now look here Dicky,’ whispered Gerald, ‘we both know you have many reasons for going back and I’d just like to say I think it's a good thing and not before time.’
‘I agree Gerald,’
‘And I’d just like to say that my father would be extremely proud of you right now Dicky, he thought the world of you as you know, I’m sure he’d be delighted that you’re making this trip.’
The pair stood at the doorway. Dicky looked Gerald in the eye.
‘Your father saved my life Gerald, I’ll forever be in debt to the Denly-Moffat family.’
‘Don’t start me off Dicky, one tries not to be too sentimental you know. Bad show and all that, Just know that if you find out something about the location of the hoard you can consider that debt well and truly paid.’
‘I’ll do my best for you Gerald, you can rest assured about that.’
‘In which case I’ll say goodbye. I’ll see you back here in ten days. And don’t forget to call!’
And with that Dicky walked into the terminal and waved a hand above his head.
He was setting off on the second greatest adventure of his life, and this time there was very little chance of being killed.
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Inga called back at 8 o’clock on the dot.
‘Hello handsome, I trust you’re not sitting there in the nip?’
‘It’s a good job you dialed the right number Inga, you could have given somebody a heart attack with that opening gambit.’
‘You got your thingy in your hand?’
‘My Biro, yes, now stop mucking about you little tinker and tell me about Odo’s trial.’
‘OK, so here we go.
‘First the facts. It’s 1076 and the trial was all about a dispute primarily between Odo and Lanfranc, the Archbishop of Canterbury. Lanfranc was Italian by birth but had become a Benedictine monk in France. He was a heavyweight academic and noted scholar, and ran a school for high achievers at Bec Abbey in Normandy in about 1045, which probably produced at least one Pope, Alexander II. So we know he’s brainy.
‘He then became the Prior of Bec and in 1053 things start getting pretty interesting. Duke William of Normandy, known to most as William the Bastard and soon to become William the Conqueror, wanted to marry Matilda of Flanders, but Pope Leo IX was opposed it because they we too closely related, a thing called consanguinity which means affinity of blood. She was actually his third cousin, once removed, but it was complicated by the fact that Matilda’s mother Adela of France had been previously been married to Richard III, the 5th Duke of Normandy who was William’s uncle, and that was far too close as far as the Pope was concerned. With the Pope opposing it Lanfranc did so too.
‘Anyway that didn’t go down very well with William and Lanfranc was nearly sent into exile, but at the last minute he had a convenient change of heart and somehow convinced the Pope to give his approval for the marriage. William and Lanfranc are suddenly great mates and, with William’s patronage, he’s now become a political force too.
‘In 1066 he becomes the first Abbot at the Abbey of St Stephen at Caen, with William’s approval. Thereafter he seems to exercise an enormous influence on William’s policies. 
‘So William conquers England and all’s well for a few years. But in 1070 the then Archbishop of Canterbury, an old Anglo-Saxon chap who’s been there forever called Stigand gets removed, and surprise surprise Lanfranc gets the job. You getting all this down Tom?’
‘Yes, yes I’m going like the clappers.’
‘Well, there’s an image I won’t forget. Are you ready for the next installment?’
‘Fire away!’
‘OK, so here’s my thoughts on what we know. Lanfranc has become a powerful cleric and very chummy with King William because he sorted out his marriage for him. Meanwhile William’s half-brother Odo is also a powerful cleric and it doesn’t take a genius to surmise that Lanfranc and Odo might not be the best of mates. And now they’re both in England and William is spending most of his time back in Normandy. William must have known there could be fireworks between them.
‘Now as we know Odo is a really dodgy character, he’s hugely ambitious and only really in the clergy for political reasons. He’s made the Earl of Kent in 1067 and he’s pretty much the Regent of England when William’s not there. Always on the lookout for money he seizes the opportunity to milk the locals whilst William is back on the continent. And when I say milk them I mean really milk them, he uses every trick in the book to get his hands on their money and valuables. This was the infamous Norman Yoke in full effect.
‘I think William was getting increasingly concerned about Odo’s activities, worried that he could make his reign of England increasingly unstable as the Anglo-Saxons were still pretty rebellious at this stage. An uprising against Odo could have been disastrous for his reign.
‘History tells us that William was pretty cunning himself so wanting to curb Odo’s shady behaviour he may well have worked behind the scenes with his great mate Lanfranc to prosecute his half-brother Odo and threw Stigand into the mix to cloud the issue. And the clever thing about including Stigand into the equation was that he’d died in 1072, so was in no position to defend himself.
‘So in 1076 Lanfranc requests an inquiry into the activities of both Odo and Stigand, accusing them of defrauding the Church and, in a bit of grandstanding to impress the local Anglo-Saxons, possibly the Crown.
‘It’s also a significant opportunity to establish Anglo-Norman Law, as opposed to the Anglo-Saxon law book that William had pretty much torn up after his victory. I think he was also using this trial to demonstrate that the new Anglo-Norman masters would act fairly in dealings with the Anglo-Saxons and thereby undermine possible rebellions.
‘So I definitely see the hand of King William in there somewhere, he can sort out Odo, calm the Anglo-Saxons down and establish his authority in one fail swoop. And Lanfranc’s got an ulterior motive too, he sees the trial as an opportunity to have some of Odo’s vast landholdings revert back to the pre-conquest landowner, quelle surprise that’s the Church of Canterbury, ie lands under his control.’
‘Good God Inga, it was a real set-up. A bit like one of Stalin’s show trials.’
‘Exactly, it’s all politics Tom, and it gets better. Obviously there’s plenty of evidence against Odo, and unbeknownst to him the outcome of the trial is a foregone conclusion. Furthermore Lanfranc calls a succession of Anglo-Saxon witnesses to testify against him, which goes down well with the locals, a chance to stick the boot in. Odo is arrogant enough to defend himself in court but after just three days the verdict comes in – Odo is found guilty and has got to give a good proportion of the land and all of the money back.
‘But Odo’s not stupid, he knows that his half-brother William wouldn’t allow him to be sentenced to death so he plays it smart, he doesn’t play ball fully. Lanfranc gets some of the land back for the Church, but only partially recovers the goodies Odo has stolen from the Anglo-Saxons. Odo’s no mug, he claims he doesn’t have it anymore and no-one ever knows what happens to it.’
Tom was now quite excited, their suspicions have been confirmed.
‘So Inga, what do you think happened to the stuff that Odo didn’t give back?’
‘Oh I daresay it was spirited back over to Normandy in advance of the trial somehow. That would be the logical scenario.’
‘No chance it was hidden somewhere in England?’
‘Hmm, possibly. I think we can assume that Odo was quite an arrogant fellow - I mean he did decide to defend himself after all. He may have believed that either this trial wouldn’t happen or if it did he’d win. I guess William could have tried to prevent it being smuggled out of the country so maybe Odo had to hide it in England. But you’ve got to remember this all happened over 900 years ago Tom, if the money was buried in England it will be well gone by now, not least because if anyone who knew the whereabouts they would have stolen it after Odo was jailed and banished from England in 1082.
‘But chances are he was ahead of the game, got the booty back to Normandy and locked it away safely. Just consider this, a few years later he was jailed for planning that strange jaunt to Italy to seize territory for the Normans and perhaps the Papacy for himself, well he could hardly have done that without access to substantial funds.
‘No I imagine the money he stole from the people of Kent went towards that little expedition. Honestly, the man was just ruthless when it came to money and he wasn’t the only one, it could be argued that William used England merely as a source of funds for his wars he was fighting to extend and consolidate his kingdom in France. England was just a cash cow to these men.’
‘That’s brilliant Inga, I’ve got lots of things to work on now. Thanks for all of your time and effort in helping me.’
‘Don’t mention it Tom, I enjoyed it, I’m a historian after all. And I hope it helps you with your thesis.’
‘Er, yes of course. OK is there anything else of interest I should know Inga?’
‘How about the fact that I’ve been completely naked throughout this call?’
They both laughed.
‘Ah one of these days Inga, I tell you!’
‘I hope so Tom,’ she said more seriously, ‘I really do.’
And she hung up.
Well that, thought Tom studying the phone carefully, is one hell of a woman.
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The seven-hour ferry crossing had been pretty uneventful, the sea had been calm and the ship wasn’t full.
Dicky had spent the previous few days putting together notes, not about Odo (Tom had kindly put together a dossier on him, together with Father Nagel’s own) but about the people he would like to track down from his wartime experience. He sat in a quiet corner of the ship’s lounge and reviewed the list. Obviously Simone was top of it, but there were five others he wanted to find out about, five people that were still alive when he left France, most of whom were around his own age or younger:
a) Father Olivier Gental
b) Manon Lafond
c) Serge Boisard
d) Doctor Jean-Pascal Chollon
e) Fabien Mermoz
Father Gental had been the curate at the Abbey of Saint-Etienne and had opened his doors to the casualties of the naval bombardment of 9 June, the first real attack that had so devastated the city and the population. Despite his tender years his compassion had been an inspiration to Dicky, if fact it was his behaviour in the midst of that madness that had subsequently made him think about joining the clergy himself. He wanted to thank him personally.
Manon Lafond had been Simone’s closest friend and had worked with her in the Resistance. She, like Simone, had been a student at the Universite de Caen Basse-Normandie that was totally destroyed by aerial bombing as the fight for the city intensified. Manon was a beautiful tall blonde who had been a courier, and her good looks and charm had got her out of many tricky situations with the Germans. Dicky had wondered if she even knew how brave she was.
Serge Boisard had been one of the local Resistance chiefs, although you’d be forgiven for thinking he was nothing of the sort. He was a short, fat, outwardly timid pharmacist, but underneath he was made of steel. He ran a tight ship and was worshiped by the men and women under his immediate command. And he was adept at siphoning off vast stocks of medicines from the Germans prior to the invasion, which provided vital in treating the wounded after the bombing.
Doctor Jean-Pascal Chollon was a young Parisian medical student who had worked at the local hospital, and had saved dozens of lives as the church of Saint-Etienne. He had worked tirelessly and under enormous strain without one word of complaint. Dicky could never understand how he remained so calm in the circumstances, whilst he himself was in such distress.
Fabien Mermoz was the oldest of the group, if he was still alive he’d be pushing 80. He had worked on the docks before the outbreak of war and was Serge Boisard’s second-in-command. He was a small wiry man with a huge nose who always wore clothes that were too big for him. But he was incredibly tough. His appearance was misleading, he was a merciless killer who would target and eliminate Nazi collaborators in the most subtle of fashions, whether it was an innocuous car crash, accidental electrocution or apparent suicide. Yet despite that ruthlessness Dicky admired and respected him, at the time they shared a bloody-minded determination. Dicky thought he was indestructible. 
For some reason Dicky had an image of what had happened to them all: he assumed that Father Gental would still be in the priesthood and working in Caen, he loved the city and its people; Marion would have married, had a large brood of children and would now be fussing over numerous grandchildren; Segre would be still as fat and was probably serving in some capacity in local government; Jean-Pascal would still be practicing medicine but might have moved back to his beloved Paris; and Fabien would be retired, frequenting his favourite bars daily, playing boules and growing old disgracefully.
He was sure they’d remember Captain Dick Meredith, the name he’d given himself. They would certainly all be surprised to meet Father Dicky Nagle.
As the ship came into sight of the ferry port at Ouisreham at the mouth of the L’Orme river, Dicky found himself up on deck looking for recognizable landmarks on the shore. He knew that much would have changed since the end of the war, but his few short months in the area over 40 years ago had made such an impact on his life he was desperate to see something familiar, something he could reconnect with.
Despite the growing gloom he could see that the docks at Ouisreham had clearly changed a lot, but that was hardly surprising, but he did recognise the general geography, despite the fact that the last time he saw it was from the deck of boat going in the opposite direction many many years before.
But Ouisreham wasn’t why he had come back - it was the city of Caen, a few miles upstream that he wanted to see again.
After docking and debarkation Dicky headed immediately for the bus station and the shuttle into Caen, which would take him to the Gare Routiere train station in the centre of town. By now the sun had set so Dicky sat near the front of the bus where he could see the twinkling lights of the city in the distance.
As the bus got closer he could make out the illuminated spires and towers of the Abbeys of Saint-Etienne and Sainte-Trinite, the Abbaye Aux Dames and the beautiful and elaborate church of Saint-Pierre. How was it that the churches always survived he wondered? Of course they were all damaged during the battle for Caen, but there they all were still there. Was that some sort of message from above?
And as the bus got closer to the station he could not fail to be impressed by Le Chateau de Caen, the castle built by William the Conqueror that dominated the city centre. How apt he thought.
When the bus reached the station he collected his suitcase and started walking. He wanted to feel the city under his feet once again, the air was warm and the city seemed full of life and vitality, even on a Monday night. He walked north, across the bridge over the River L’Orme and towards the castle. He knew where he was going, to the quarter known as Le Vaugueux, the Valley of the Beggars, just to the north east of the castle. Le Vaugueux was one of the few areas in the city that had escaped the worst of the bombing and it still retained an old medieval feel. His hotel was there and, possibly, Fabien Mermoz too. 
Dicky walked up the Avenue du 6 Juin, across the Boulevard des Allies and onto the Avenue de la Liberation. He was aware that many of the buildings were relatively new, hardly surprising given what had happened here during the war. He paused at the crossing and looked left to the church of Saint-Pierre. In the morning he’d go there to ask after Father Gental.
He immediately turned right into one of the small side streets and started looking for his hotel. It didn’t take him long. He found his French was still passable and the dog collar did wonders, the receptionist at the little family run hotel couldn’t do enough for him. He was soon settled into a second floor room with a passable street view. He opened the window and breathed in the city smells. It was good to be back.
He decided to take off his dog collar. He wanted to blend in as much as possible and he didn’t want to alarm Fabien. Fabien would have laughed anyway, he’d have thought it was some sort of pathetic disguise.
Within fifteen minutes he was in the bustling old quarter. He knew that Fabien was a creature of habit, even during the occupation he lived bold as brass, in and out of all the bars and restaurants, never furtive or afraid. He was very adept at hiding in plain sight. It was if he regarded the whole war as a game, a game he wasn’t going to lose.
Dicky avoided the newer looking places and made for the oldest looking restaurant with outdoor dining.
‘Good evening sir, will you be joining us this evening?’ asked the waiter.
‘No I’m afraid not,’ answered Dicky in French. ‘I’m actually looking for an old friend of mine, an old gentleman by the name of Fabien Mermoz, have you ever heard of him?’
‘Fabien? Why yes of course, everyone around here knows of Fabien, and I believe he’s been a customer here at Chez Pinel since before I was born. Let me get my father, he can tell you more. Please wait here.’
The waiter went into the restaurant and returned several minutes later with a grey-haired man in his 50s, sporting a huge moustache.
‘Father, this is the gentleman who is looking for Mermoz.’
The man looked Dicky up and down quizzically.
‘Why do you want to find him?’
‘He’s an old friend.’
‘Oh really? From when?’
Dicky was surprised at his suspicious attitude. He wondered why the man was behaving so.
‘We knew each other during the war.’
‘How did you know him?’
‘We were colleagues.’
‘Colleagues? Colleagues in what?’
‘If you know Fabien you’ll know what.’
The man looked him up and down again.
‘You are English are you not?’
‘How could you tell?’
‘The tweed, the slight accent.’
‘Correct. Fabien and I worked together during the occupation.’
The man smiled. ‘Why didn’t you say that before? What is your name?’
‘I’m not sure, I guess it’s a period I’d sooner forget. My name is Meredith, Dicky Meredith.’
‘Ah, he has spoken of you!’
‘Is he still with us?’
‘Of course, the old man is a force of nature!’
Dicky was relieved - at least one person was left.
‘Where might I find him?’
The man looked at his watch. ‘Right now I suspect he’ll be in the Le Norway bar on Rue Saint-Pierre, do you know where that street is?’
‘I know where it used to be.’
The man snorted. ‘Well you English did your very best to destroy it.’
‘Not me Monsieur, you can be assured of that.’
The Norway bar was not hard to find. As he approached it he heard accordion music drifting out from inside. His attention was drawn an old man sitting alone at an outside table with a bottle of wine in front of him, smoking a pipe. An old man with a big nose wearing an overcoat that was far too big for him.
‘Hello Fabien.’ Said Dicky in French.
The old man looked up at Dicky, his eyes bleary with age.
‘Do I know you?’
‘You certainly do. But it’s been a long time.’
The old man tried hard to focus on Dicky then shrugged his shoulders exaggeratedly. Very Gallic.
‘I’m sorry Monsieur, I do not know you.’
‘It’s me Fabien, Dicky Meredith. I do hope you remember me. I was dropped into Normandy to assist the Resistance in November 1943.’ said the priest in English. ‘I have never forgotten you.’
The old man dropped his pipe, slowly stood up and opened his arms out in an embrace.
‘Dicky my old friend,’ in a trembling voice, ‘I thought you were dead.’
‘And I thought you were too Fabien.’
Fabien held him tightly and began to sob quietly. Dicky felt tears in his own eyes.
‘I have missed you Dicky. It has been far too long. We are old men now.’
‘But we are alive my dear friend, we are still alive.’
‘Only just in my case Dicky, only just. Why have you come back to Caen after all these years?’
‘For many reasons Fabien, not least to look up the finest human beings I ever had the pleasure to know.’
‘We were not good people Dicky, we were dangerous, desperate men.’
‘We did what needed to be done my friend, nothing more, nothing less.’
‘We were killers Dicky and saw many close to us die, rounded up, imprisoned and shot by the Gestapo. It was the worst experience of my life.’
‘Yes, it has haunted me ever since, as I’m sure it has you. But I have taken great solace from the fact that we did the right thing, that we were fighting a just war and that God was truly on our side.’
Fabien pulled his face back and looked Dicky in the eye.
‘You’ve not gone all religious on us have you my friend?’
Dicky laughed. ‘I’ve done a little bit more than that Fabien. Let’s sit down and we can talk about that and remember old comrades.’
‘Yes, yes that would be wonderful. And I know there is one person you’ll want to know what became of, Simone Harel.’
Dicky caught his breath.
‘Yes, I would very much like to know about Simone.’
‘I’m afraid she no longer with us Dicky, she passed away about five years ago.’
Dicky was mortified. He turned his head slightly and stared off into the distance trying to comprehend what he had just been told. Simone, his beautiful Simone, dead.
‘How did it happen Fabien?’ he asked quietly.
‘Oh the doctors would say it was cancer, but I know she died of a broken heart. I was there with her in the hospital you know, we’d always kept in touch. It was all very sad.’
Dicky slumped into the chair.
‘Oh, that’s terrible Fabien.’ He said meekly. ‘I loved her you know, I loved her very deeply, I loved her more than anything in the world.’
‘Yes Dicky, we all knew that. The last thing she said to me before she died was ‘Dicky’. I cried like a baby.’
Dicky could not hold back anymore, he put his head in his hands and began to sob heavily. She was gone. The love of his life was dead. He wished he’d never known, he wished he’d never come back.
Fabien put his hand on Dicky’s shoulder.
‘Let me get you a drink dear friend. I want to tell you about her daughter Claudette, I’m certain she would like to meet you. She’s a beautiful girl Dicky, and she looks just like you.’
Dicky looked up, open-mouthed in disbelief.
 
Did he really have a daughter?
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The pair retreated inside the bar, arm in arm.
‘It’s true my friend,’ said Fabien as they settled into a table by the corner, each with a glass of Calvados brandy. ‘Claudette was born in August 1946 and Simone always knew she was yours. She was a blonde-haired and blue-eyed and she and Pierre were both dark-haired. I think Pierre always suspected that too, and although she always denied it the bastard made her life hell while he was still alive.’
‘Pierre’s dead too?’
‘Yes thankfully, God forgive me for saying that. He died back in 1957, drove his delivery truck into a wall whilst blind drunk. I would have killed him myself if Simone had let me. The man who came back from the war was not the man who left for Spain in 1937.’
‘Very few of us were the same people after the war Fabien.’
‘That is true Dicky, many were damaged as a consequence, but he was something else altogether. He was obsessed with war, he even tried to rejoin the Foreign Legion in 1954 so he could fight at Dien Bien Phu in the First Indochina War, which was a bloody crazy idea - he was a physical wreck, overweight and too fond of the brandy. Pierre was a bitter, vindictive drunk and Simone deserved better, far better. She deserved you Dicky, we spoke about you often, she loved you like no other man.’
Dicky gulped hard. ‘Did she ever try to find me?’
‘We tried, believe me. We contacted the War Office in Whitehall and wrote to the British Army but they kept insisting Captain Richard Meredith did not exist. Have you ever tried to find someone from a secret army that no longer exists? Nobody wanted to talk about the SOE, least of all the British Intelligence Services. The bureaucracy was unbelievable.’
‘Fabien,’ Dicky was hit but an overwhelming sense of regret, and of what might have been. ‘Fabien, Captain Dick Meredith never existed. Meredith isn’t my real name.’
Fabien looked at him quizzically. ‘I don’t understand.’
‘Well when I was in training I had taken a nom de plume, for security reasons you understand. I borrowed the surname Meredith from an old school teacher. It was a complete invention you see, my real name is Nagle, Dicky Nagle.’
‘Dicky Nagle? Ah! That explains everything! Simone was looking for a man called Meredith!’
‘We were trained to be especially careful about what information we shared, not just for our safety but for those people we worked with too.’
‘No wonder she could not find you. It is another great tragedy of the war. She wanted you to meet your daughter, or at the very least let you know that you had one.’
‘That would have made me extraordinarily happy Fabien, believe me. But at least I know about Claudette now. Do you think I should see her?’
‘I would insist on it, as would Simone and Claudette herself. Simone was always very careful to ensure that Claudette knew that her father wasn’t the dangerous lunatic she knew as a child, but a dashing and brave young British officer who did much for the people of Normandy.’
Dicky stumbled over his words. ‘She, she really did that?’
‘Of course! She wanted Claudette to know all about you, but as I said, we didn’t know too much. You didn’t even tell us where you were from.’
Dicky took in a few deep breaths.
‘When do you think I can I meet her Fabien?’
‘Leave me to sort out the details my friend as there are one or two people I’d like to invite along, if that’s alright with you.’
‘Who do you have in mind?’
‘Well I’m sure you remember Father Gental and Manon Lafond of course, she has been like a mother to Claudette these past few years.’
‘My God, it would be simply wonderful to see them again, I’m glad to hear they are still with us.’
‘Oh Olivier is almost the patron saint of Caen these days and he hasn’t changed from that idealistic young priest you once knew. And everyone knows Manon, she owns a chain of coffee shops around Normandy and is quite the businesswoman.’
‘Did Manon ever get married or have children?’
‘She was married for a time after the war, everyone seemed to be getting married as a way of putting the war behind them. But it didn’t last, he was no good either, and I think she missed the freedom and independence she enjoyed during the war. She got divorced and used the settlement to buy her first shop.’
‘Did she have children?’
‘She found out that she couldn’t, that was part of the reason for the divorce I think. But she remained very close to Simone, the two of them were like sisters. Manon always took a great interest in Claudette and Claudette still calls her Ma tante Manon, you know, Auntie.’
‘What about Boisard and Doctor Challon? I’d like to see them both again Fabien.’
‘I’m afraid that’s not possible my friend. Serge died in 1970 and is buried here in the city, so we should perhaps go and see his grave whilst you are here. He thought you were a God you know, for the things you and your team did, he admired you greatly. And as for Jean-Pascal, well he moved back to Paris soon after the war and we lost touch with him. I’m not even sure if he’s alive or dead.’
Dicky felt great sadness, he had liked them both enormously. But at least Manon and Father Gental were still in Caen.
‘And what about you Fabien, did you ever get married?’
‘Three times, and that was enough for me. A Blonde, a Brunette and a Redhead, in that order. I don’t think I was cut out to be a husband. What can I say, I think I am too set in my ways!’
Dicky could believe that, Fabien was never the easiest man to get on with.  
‘So what have you been doing all these years my friend?’ asked Fabien. ‘Did you remain in the Army?’
‘No, I left as soon as I could. And you might not believe this, but I became a priest.’
‘No! I don’t believe it! A warrior like you joined the clergy? Where’s your dog collar?’
‘I have it back at my hotel, I chose not to wear it out tonight, I’m not sure why. And as for why I became a priest, well as you said yourself the war changes people profoundly. I was done with all the death and terror Fabien, particularly after what happened here in Caen. I felt needed to redress the balance somehow.’
‘Well Father Gental will be delighted with your news!’
‘I hope so, he was a great source of inspiration for me.’
Fabien raised his glass.
‘Well your grace, I salute you!’
Dicky smiled as they clinked their glasses.
‘Now my friend, have you eaten?’
‘No not really.’
‘In which case you must come with me, I know the best restaurant in town, run by the son of a Resistance fighter from Falaise. Good solid home-cooked country food. We will eat like kings and talk more of old days.’
‘Nothing would please me more Fabien, I have so many questions, not least about Claudette.’ He paused as he collected himself. ‘Is she married? Does she have any children?’
‘No, though she has had many suitors over the years. She is a fine looking woman Dicky, you should be very proud of her. And she is very smart too, she works at the University, she’s a lecturer.’
‘She’s an academic?’ Again Dicky was taken aback. Had she inherited this from himself and his own father? ‘What is her area of expertise?’
‘She is particularly interested on the Normans, she has written a couple of books on them I believe. She is very passionate on the subject, we have spoken about them many times.’
The old man took another sip of his brandy.
‘Just think about that Dicky, we Normans travelled across the channel to England to conquer, and Claudette’s own father did the same thing in the opposite direction, hundreds of years later. Life can be strange, can it not?’
Dicky nodded sagely. The world was indeed full of intricate, complex and breathtaking connections. Regardless of whether Claudette was his daughter or not he realized that in the absence of Simone the opportunity to meet her, and to maybe work with her, was now the most important thing in his life.  



18.
Tom woke early on Tuesday morning. Major Baker-Leach was arriving later and he had to get prepared. The sooner he could learn how to use the metal detector the better, he’d feel he was playing a more meaningful role in the search, and if Gerald was going to share some of the proceeds with him he felt he needed to earn it. He wanted to be ‘the detector guy’ and was prepared to put in all the hours necessary, and if that meant re-reading the entire instruction manual again at the crack of sparrows then so be it.
Breakfast was, as was now his habit, eggs - and today they were scrambled. He was impressed how versatile they were. He also liked the fact that he could eat with the dining room windows open, it was getting a lot milder outside.
By 9.30 he was ready to go, assembled metal detector in hand. He’d actually grown quite fond of it over recent days and had given it a name, Taggart, after his favourite hard-nosed Glaswegian detective. Together they’d crack this case.
He made his way over to Beauchamp Hall and found Gerald and a small bearded man waiting for him outside the front door. Both wore tweets and expensive looking wellies.
‘Good morning dear boy, let me introduce you to my good friend Major Hugh Baker-Leach, Royal Engineers.’
The Major stretched out a hand. Tom instantly decided he was Geoffrey Palmer’s doppelganger, Leonard Rossiter’s mad Major brother-in-law from Reginald Perrin. Like Gerald he looked every inch the military man.
‘That’s ex-Royal Engineers to be more accurate. I retired some year ago.’
The Major had a very pleasant Scottish accent, warm and reassuring. Tom assumed he was from somewhere near Edinburgh rather than Glasgow.
‘Anyway, it’s very nice to meet you Thomas, Gerald here has told me all about you and how you’re helping him with his project, which is damned decent of you.
‘And I daresay you’ll be doing him an considerable service shouldering responsibility for all of the physical work,’ he continued, ‘he’s not quite the man he used to be you know.’
‘Steady on there Hugh,’ warned Gerald gently, ‘I could still beat you in a foot race you know!’
They both chortled a little, perhaps remembering some sporting encounter from their school days.
The Major turned his attention back to Tom.
‘You can call me Hughie Tom, everyone else apart from old Wonky-Socket here does.’
‘Hubert Percival Baker-Leach, you are a damned scoundrel, and you always were!’
Tom decided to move the conversation on, he was eager to get started with the metal detecting lesson.
‘Nice to meet you too Hughie, I’ve been looking forward to this.’
‘Well I see you’ve got the equipment, mind if I take a look?’
‘By all means.’
Hughie took the metal detector and examined it closely.
‘Hmm. A wonderful tool. I think you’ve done very well there. Gerald, where’d best to show Tom how to use this thing?’
‘I daresay the field below the terraced garden will be the most appropriate location. Gentlemen, please come this way.’
Gerald led them around the side of the house and down the path that took them through the terraced gardens, all the way down to a field at the bottom.
‘So what we have here is pulse induction detector, pretty much perfect for looking for coins and metallic artifacts,’ began Hughie as he waved the detector around in a smooth arc.
‘This model is quite lightweight which is good, and the display unit is actually demountable so I suggest you take it off the stem and attach it to your belt. That way you can always see the display screen it can be adjusted to the vertical, so you can just look straight down onto it and make any adjustments you may feel necessary.
‘Of course by taking that weight off of the stem means that its even lighter in the hand so you can operate it for far longer periods, something you’ll appreciate if you’re going to be searching for anything longer than an hour.
‘Also it is important that the cables that run down to the coil are not loose, if they gather at the bottom of the stem whilst you’re working a piece of ground the copper wire in the cables will produce bogus feedback in the coil, that’s because the electro magnetic field you are generating below the coli and under the ground is also replicated in the opposite direction, above the ground. Obviously the cabling is insulated, but having less of it in the range of the coil is the sensible option.
‘Now Tom, have you familiarized yourself with the basic controls?’
‘Yes I think so Hughie, but I’d be grateful for a quick run through from you at some stage.’
‘No problem Tom, we’ll do that at the end of the session if that’s OK with you. Right the key thing I want to teach you today is how to get the best out of your machine, to share with you a few techniques you can employ to ensure that you cover the ground efficiently and to set a protocol for searching through the soil once you have detected something interesting.
‘Now when we were teaching the chaps on landmines we knew that we were searching for fairly large devices, with a reasonable metallic content. I don’t for one second think you’ll be finding anything of that size so we can adjust the sensitively here on the control panel.’
Hughie pointed and Tom leaned forward to see what he was doing.
‘OK, got that Hughie.’
‘Right, so onto the actual detecting process and the sweeping motion. The trick is to have the coil angled such that it remains at a consistent height, parallel to the ground, throughout the arc of the sweep. And the sweep itself needs to be smooth and consistent, as you walk forward at a steady pace. The key is to think about the ground you are covering in your arc, you need to ensure you aren’t missing any areas. So slow and steady is the order of the day. Are you getting all this Tom?’
‘Absolutely Hughie, it all makes a lot of sense.’
Tom liked Hughie’s style of explaining things - he guessed he’d spent a good deal of his military career teaching people how to operate various pieces of equipment.
‘Good. Right I have a few more things for you. You’ll need to carry a shovel for digging, not too wide a blade, you aren’t digging trenches. And don’t carry it my your side as the search head of the coil will pick up a signal every time you sweep to that side and drive you completely potty. Either rest it on your shoulder like a rifle or invest in a small entrenching tool and wear that on a strap over your shoulder, again, much like a rifle.
‘And on the subject of putting rogue metal objects in the coils field be sure you don’t wear metal toecaps. Bit obvious, but a common mistake.’
‘Do people actually do that Hugh?’ asked Gerald.
‘I’m afraid so, those people who don’t read the instructions or don’t think they need some practical training make a whole range of preventable errors and soon get completely frustrated.’
‘What about when you get a signal Hughie,’ asked Tom, ‘what’s the best routine then?’
‘Well the trick is this. Once you have a signal that you think is worth investigating get out your spade and dig up a little of the earth. If you see something obvious then wave it under the coil for confirmation and set it aside. I’d recommend you have a small canvas shoulder bag to keep your finds in, and perhaps a bottle of water to clean anything up. But don’t take too much water - it’s surprisingly heavy stuff to lug about.
‘If you don’t see anything obvious just take a handful and run that under the coil. If it beeps split the soil into two handfuls, test the first and if that beeps throw the other away. All you do then is to repeat the process until you only have a very small handful of soil and then search that by hand, waving anything suspicious over the coil to check whether it is metallic.’
‘So it’s quite a logical process then?’ ask Tom.
‘Absolutely, but you have to be completely methodical at all times. Of course it’s very time consuming, but it’ll be worth it in the long run.’
‘So how what sort of area could I cover in say, an hour?’
‘Well it depends on a number of factors. If you are getting lots of beeps but make no finds then you have to assume the ground is suffering from mineralization, that means that there are trace metals, usually iron in the ground. Those sorts of soils are slightly reddish in colour as a consequence. If that’s the case you need to adjust the sensitivity of the detector. But on a good day I’d say six square feet would take you five or six seconds, but that’s assuming that you aren’t stopping to check finds.’
Tom nodded, but wasn’t sure how that would translate to the areas he and Gerald had identified. He guessed that it would be a suck-it-and-see exercise.
‘Does that all make sense Tom?’ 
‘Pretty much I guess, but I would really appreciate you taking me through that all again, if that’s possible.’
‘Of course I understand, there’s a lot to take in. And once we’ve done that we’ll try a little practical exercises, see whether Gerald’s ancestors buried any treasure at the bottom of the garden!’
Tom and Gerald exchanged glances.
‘That would be delightful,’ agreed Gerald, ‘I like the idea of finding a silver fruit knife lost at one of Sir Cyril’s garden parties would be most appealing, don’t you think Thomas?’
‘Oh yes Gerald,’ agreed Tom, playing along, ‘that would be a lovely surprise, Penny would be thrilled!’
---
The three of them continued to potter around in the lower field for another hour or so, until Hughie was satisfied that both Tom and Gerald understood the general principles of metal detecting. Hughie had even buried some coins from his pocket and was delighted that Tom found them all. And throughout Tom was careful not to disclose the fact he’d given the device a pet name.
Afterwards the trio returned up to the house where Mrs Mizon had prepared them some tea and sandwiches. Penny was there to greet them.
‘Well boys, have you had a fun morning playing with your new toy?’
‘It was splendid my dear, it’s amazing what these new-fangled gadgets can do.’
‘Well Gerald I’m delighted to see that this project of yours is taking shape, I think it’s a wonderful idea to research the way the estate has changed over the ages.’
‘Well it was about time we put together a history of the place, and perhaps understand how my ancestors managed the land.’
‘I’m just curious as to what you’re really trying to achieve.’
‘What do you mean Penny?’ asked Tom rather nervously.
‘Oh just why this and why now.’
‘Oh that’s probably my fault Penny,’ continued Tom, ‘I think it was me finding out about old Silas Millet, you know trying to find out more about what the village was like back then.’
‘Yes that’s it Tom,’ added Gerald, ‘I am just interested to understand how Sir Cyril ran the tenant farms and whatnot, what they were growing, what tools they had, that sort of thing. I was listening to a programme about Victorian farms on Radio 4 a while ago and I think it sparked something in me.’
‘You, listening to the radio? Whatever next?’
‘I was trying to find out whether the England cricket team would actually tour in New Zealand after their tour to India was cancelled that was all. I sort of happened upon the farm thing when I was fiddling with the dial.’
‘Well that’s alright then. Now you all must excuse me, I did promise to make some cakes for the Women’s Institute meeting this evening so I’d best get back to Mrs Mizon and my Victorian sponge. It was lovely to meet you Hughie, I do hope you have a safe journey home.’
‘Lovely to meet you too Penny, and I must say you do have a lovely house.’
‘No thanks to me I assure you, Mrs Mizon runs a tight ship here you know.’
‘Well you’re lucky to have her I’m sure.’
‘Quite. Well I must dash. And Gerald do make sure you haven’t walked any mud into the house, Mrs Mizon will have your guts for garters.’
‘Cheerio dear, and I do hope those ladies at the WI don’t eat all of your cake, I’d like to have some myself this evening.’
‘Finger crossed darling, fingers crossed!’
---
By the time Tom arrived home, Taggart carried across the green on his shoulder, it was mid-afternoon. As he opened the door he could see that the postman had been. There was an envelope on the floor and he recognised the handwriting immediately. Lizzie.
He hadn’t thought of Lizzie since his conversation with Inga, and he felt slightly uncomfortable about that. Up until then he’d found himself thinking about her most the time.
Tom placed Taggart and its battery pack against the wall, picked up the envelope and took it through to the dining room. He propped it up against the fruit bowl and went off to put the kettle on.
He’d half expected some form of communication from Lizzie, he’d often rehearsed what he might say if he saw her or if she’d phoned, but this was different, a letter was a one-way conversation, she would be in charge. He needed to steel himself with another cup of tea.
He returned to the dining room with his mug of tea and didn’t bother sitting down to read the letter. He put down his tea and picked up the envelope, pausing briefly to study the address once again. Lizzie’s handwriting was small and neat, much like herself.
He ripped the envelope open to discover the card, with a black kitten on the front. Was there any significance in the black cat? Was she trying to send him a message? Was this about being lucky? Had Lizzie bought a kitten to replace him in her life? He was conscious that he was theorizing, running through a number of scenarios. He mused that the whole Silas thing had changed his thought processes. He needed to just deal with the facts, so he opened it.
Tom,
Congratulations on your new home. I am pleased to hear that you’ve landed on your feet. From what Bren tells me it’s a lovely cottage and the village is delightful. Lucky you. All well here, I’ve painted the flat in pastel colours, very relaxing!
Hope all goes well,
Lizzie
PS. Pretty kitten, don’t you think?
No kisses, no references to him getting back to his writing, a quick dig about how jammy he was, and a mild reminder that she’s moved on. Pastel for goodness sake, she knew full well how drippy he thought pastel colours were. That was definitely a message. And the kitten, he still didn’t know what that was all about.
So what did he do next? You wouldn’t necessarily send a reply to a New Home card, but this was a slightly different situation. He felt he needed to write back, but would leave it a few days while he thought about what to say. He was a professional writer the thought, he’d think of something pithy and appropriate.
But that would have to wait. Tomorrow would be the first day of the big hunt, and that had to be his focus for the foreseeable future.



19.
Dicky did not wake up until 11am. His night out with Fabien had been exhausting. The old docker was, despite his age, fully of energy and Dicky had struggled to keep pace with him. After the restaurant they had moved onto another bar where Fabien had wanted to show Dicky off to some of his friends. He didn’t get back to the hotel until 2am.
The whole of the day, the anticipation, the ferry, finding Fabien, discovering that Simone was dead and that she’d had a daughter had obviously taken a lot more out of him that he had expected. That would be a lot for any man, but he was almost a pensioner, one who’d spent the majority of his life in a sleepy Buckinghamshire village.
Hearing about the existence of Claudette had made him feel like celebrating, but obviously that was tempered by the news about Simone. He’d desperately wanted to see her again. And what would Claudette be like? With the benefit of a nights sleep but now he wasn’t quite so sure, he felt he was being pulled in different directions all at the same time. And was Claudette really his? Would she remind him of Simone? And when would he meet her? Fabien had been very vague about the subject, but he’d been very insistent about organising the reunion himself.  The whole situation seemed completely unbelievable. He was suddenly feeling decidedly uneasy.
He decided that he needed to keep himself busy and his main objective for that day would be to contact Father Gental. He knew that Fabien would prefer that he didn’t meet him until the formal reunion, but meeting both him, Manon and Claudette all at the same time would be too much. No, he wanted to spend time with each of them and the only way to do that was to stagger the encounters.
He dressed, this time with the dog collar, ate a quick breakfast of coffee and croissant at a nearby café and made his way off to the church of Saint-Etienne. It was a bright day and he enjoyed the short walk, again feeling the pleasure of walking in a busy city that had once been pretty much leveled. Regardless of the circumstances life would almost always return, people were astonishingly resilient.
Before entering the church he quickly checked to see when the next service was due to take place and was relieved to see there was only one on a Wednesday, at 6pm.
As he entered he was impressed, as he always was when entering a church, with the sense of quietness and calm. He stood at the back of the church and looked down the beautiful nave and was aware of the clip-clop of heels on the stone floor behind him.
‘Can I help you?’ came the whispered female voice.
Dicky slowly turned to find an immaculately dressed little old lady standing in front of him. She immediately noticed his dog collar and smiled warmly.
‘Can I help you Father?’
‘I hope so, I was wondering whether Father Gental might be here.’
‘Oh course, he’s in the vestry. Would you like me to get him for you?’
‘That would be wonderful.’
‘Who should I say is asking after him?’
Dicky had a moment of inspiration. He wanted this reunion to be special for them both, but he also had some demons to confront.
‘I’d prefer you not to say Madame. Would you just say that there is a lost soul in the church who would like to take confession.’
The old lady looked confused.
‘Please don’t be concerned,’ added Dicky, ‘we are old friends who have not seen each other for a very long time. And in truth I have do have some things I need to confess.’
The old lady nodded as if to indicate she understood, but Dicky knew she was still confused.
‘As you wish.’
As the old lady went off to get the priest Dicky slipped into the ornate confessional box and listened as the noise of her footsteps reverberate around the church as she disappeared off to the vestry.
A few minutes later he could hear another set of footsteps - heavier, slower and definitely male. He heard the heavy confessional curtain being opened, the man sitting down, then the curtain drawn back again. They both sat in darkness.
Then Dicky began to speak in his best French.
‘Forgive me Father for I have sinned it has been more than 30 days since my last confession. I accuse myself of the following sins.
‘I have not told anyone this before Father, but I have killed maybe ten people.’
‘Go on my son.’ Father Gental’s voice was steady and reassuring.
‘It was not murder I assure you but in the line of duty. It was during the war. I blew up a railway line not far from here just before a troop train was due on that section of track. We watched it crash and I later discovered that ten people died and countless others were injured.
‘Furthermore I stood by when other people were killed by my associates during those troubled times. Those that died were not good people, they were cruel and selfish and had committed terrible things, but a human life is a human life and I did nothing to stop them. Also later, when the city was bombed, I failed to protect those I should have protected, but I was only concerned with my own safety and that of a female friend.’
Dicky left that hanging there. He could say no more, the emotion had caught up with him. He had told very few people these things, he knew he had done the right thing and the time but he had felt no less guilty about them.
Father Gental was quiet for at least a minute. And then he spoke.
‘A lot of terrible things happened during the war and we all had to do what we thought was right. These were circumstances that were often beyond our control. You should not persecute yourself, the Good Lord loves you and he will forgive your sins.’
‘Thank you Father.’
‘I must consider your penance.’
‘I have considered my own Father, I took the decision to join the priesthood not long after the war and I have since dedicated myself to care for my flock.’
Again there was a period of silence, before Dicky heard the old priest sniff and take a sharp intake of breath. Was he crying?
‘Are you OK Father?’ asked Dicky.
Father Gental didn’t answer the question, but asked a question of his own.
‘Tell me my son, are you English?’
‘I am.’
With that Father Gental could contain himself no longer and burst into tears. His voice now was quieter, and broken.
‘Is that you Captain Meredith? Have you, have you finally returned to us?’
It was Dicky’s turn to well up. The old priest had indeed remembered him.
‘Yes Father,’ he gasped, ‘it is me. But I have a further confession to make, my name isn’t really Meredith, my real name is Nagle, Father Dicky Nagle.’
Gental seemed to collect himself.
‘Well Dicky, I’m sure there was a very good reason why you did not tell us your real name. I can forgive that. But your penance is to spend the afternoon with an old priest, an old priest who missed you very much.’
‘Thank you Olivier, nothing would give me greater pleasure.’
The pair stumbled out of the confessional and embraced joyfully.
‘Welcome home Dicky, a lot of people here love you, you are part of our family and I have always prayed for you.’
‘I have prayed for myself too Father.’
---
Dicky and Oliver spent the next couple of hours in the vestry, discussing what had become of their lives.
‘I always had an inkling that you might become a priest Dicky, whatever the circumstances you always had a serene quality about you.’
‘My game-face? That blank expression was my default position when I was frightened or confused, I found it very useful when here in France. I have also found it very useful in my life as a cleric.’
‘Oh Dicky, you do yourself a disservice, you were always a man of great compassion. I have never forgotten what you did during the first heavy bombing of this city, you saved many lives.’
‘I was not alone Olivier as you well know, and we were hardly successful, we both lost many friends.’
‘Of course, Lieutenant Harland and Sergeant Hackworth were very brave men.’
‘We never found their bodies Olivier, and it was me who sent them to that hospital. I sent them to their deaths.’
‘They would have gone there regardless of whether you ordered them to or not. We both know that. And they weren’t alone, you were there too.’
Father Gental put his hand on Dicky’s shoulder.
‘I have often wondered why we were spared that day Dicky and I firmly believe that there was a higher power at work, the Good Lord had plans for us, and forgive me for saying this I think he had a specific plan for you.’
‘You think?’
‘Absolutely. You see you were exposed to many dark things, you received an insight into the human soul, to see what men are capable of, the darkness that is within us all. And you discovered something about yourself, you wanted help people on a fundamental level, you wanted to be there for other people.’
‘You mean I was always destined to become a priest?’
‘In some way yes, you are the type of man who can serve as an anchor for other men. You were a natural born leader of men back then and I suspect that you still are. Did you not recognise this quality in yourself?’
‘No not really Olivier. You’ve got to remember back then I was a very young man, I’d had no real life experience. I was very much thrown in at the deep end. I was foolish and naïve. In terms of how I saw my life panning out I expected to meet a girl, fall in love, marry, have children, you know the usual thing. But of course it did not happen like that.’
Father Gental hesitated and looked to the heavens, as if recalling a long lost memory.
‘Simone. Forgive me Dicky, I’d forgotten about you and Simone.’
‘I never did Olivier.’
‘You two were inseparable.’
‘Quite the opposite as it turned out Olivier,’ said Dicky ruefully. ‘She left me for Pierre remember.’
‘Only because she felt she had to. It was not love Dicky, it was duty. She and I spoke many times over the years you know and I always detected a sense of regret, something she’d agonized over for years.’
‘Marrying Pierre?’
‘Yes, the life choices she made. He was a very damaged man, and I’m not sure that he always treated her well. I know you were both very young when you met but I don’t think you ever stopped loving you.’
‘That is some comfort Olivier, but I would have loved to see her, just the one last time.’
‘And she you I’m certain. Is that the reason you came back to Caen?’
‘Yes and no. Of course I wanted to find her and to see you all again, but really I am here to help some very dear friends find out a little about Odo, the Bishop of Bayeux.’
‘Bishop Odo?’
‘Yes, they wanted someone to do some research about him and that meant coming here, so I volunteered. I speak French, I’m a clergyman and I know the area, or at least I used too. Caen has changed a great deal since I was here last. But I knew I had to come back, it just seemed like the right time.’
‘Well there’s the proof of my theory Dicky, you are always ready to help others.’
‘Well I suppose that’s true,’ admitted Dicky, ‘but since I arrived yesterday I have done nothing but look up old friends.’
‘Do not feel guilty about that my friend, we are very pleased to see you. And who knows, we may be able to help you with your research.’
Dicky wondered about that for a moment. Maybe it was fate that Claudette was a historian and that she may be able to help him, that he might be able to complete his task with the aid of his very own daughter? He had never believed in kismet before but maybe there was something in it after all.
‘I met up with Fabien Mermoz last night. He is planning some sort of reunion for me with yourself, Manon Lafond and Simone’s daughter Claudette. I have not heard back from him so I’m assuming he hasn’t yet spoken to you.’
‘Ah Fabien!’ He seemed quite amused. ‘I am determined to make a good Christian out of that rascal one day. No I haven’t heard from him. Will he be upset if he finds that you’ve already contacted me?’
‘I don’t expect so Olivier, he could hardly stop me from wandering into this church to find one of my hero’s could he?’
‘A hero? You flatter me, I did nothing more than any man would have in my position. But it would be lovely to see Fabien, Manon and Claudette again, I have not seen any of them for a little while now.’
‘I’m leaving it in Fabien’s hands, I got the impression that it might not be for a few days which is fine by me as I am planning to get up to Bayeux tomorrow. I’ve asked him to leave a message for me at my hotel.’
‘Excellent. No Dicky, you must be hungry. Let us go out to eat. My parishioners include some of the most fabulous chefs in the city.’
It seemed to Dicky that everyone in Caen was obsessed with food.   



20.
Tom felt very restless the next morning, and wasn’t sure if it was the prospect of starting the metal detecting for real or thinking about Lizzie’s card. Both were the start of something important, both offered the prospect of joy, yet both had the capacity to be fruitless.
What if the hoard was long gone, what if the relationship was beyond repair? Maybe it was fear, the fear of the unknown. He knew that if both were resolved successfully he would become a different person, finding Odo’s treasure would give him freedom and choice, but getting back with Lizzie would be tainted by the fact that she had rejected him. That would hang over them for the rest of their lives. But she’d done it for the right reasons hadn’t she? She’d done it in an effort to make him a better person, but was it that by doing so she could have, inadvertently, sent him on a different path to become somebody she didn’t love anymore?
He considered for a moment what would have happened if they had still been together when they heard the news of Rita’s death and her legacy. He doubted very much whether they would have moved to High Beauchamp, Lizzie work wouldn’t have allowed for that, she wouldn’t want the complicated commute. And he doubted whether they would have kept it as a weekend retreat, they probably couldn’t afford to do that. No, he decided they would have sold it as was, and as such he probably wouldn’t have found out about Silas and got on the trail of the missing riches.
And of course there would be the proceeds of the sale and the money Rita had left him. He’d have been financially secure, an experience that would have been completely new to him. Would that have changed his relationship with Lizzie after years of her being the sole breadwinner? Would it have jolted him out of his malaise, giving him the security to finally knuckled down and write the elusive novel, or would this money have done the opposite, fuelling a decline into complete fecklessness? Would his significant inheritance have made their relationship more secure, or would it have been the thing that ultimately driven them apart?
The more he thought about it the more he thought it would have been the latter. 
The timing of events was critical. Was it fate that had decreed the sequence of events? Was fate steering him in a new direction? Should he just submit to it and allow his life to unfold naturally? And if that was the case was it just coincidence that he had met Inga Appleyard? What role would she now play in his life?
He decided that he would give Inga a call that evening.
He wanted to talk to her anyway, not least because of the last time he spoke to her had been both joyful and unnerving, it had been a very entertaining call but she had left him with a sense of ill ease. She had made it clear that, despite the playful flirting, that she was genuinely interested in him, yet he was not being honest with her. His childish lie about being an Open University student hung over everything like a dark cloud, he had thought it a great idea but he had no idea that this simple mistruth would cause him such discomfort. Maybe that was the thing that had caused him to sleep so fitfully.
No, he had to call her and come clean. If they were to have any sort of relationship it had to be based on truth. He would call her and come clean, then she could decide whether she was still interested in him. And if she was upset or appalled by his deception then that would be the end of that. But he knew if he told the truth he would have to explain why, that he had a completely different reason for wanting to find out more about Odo. He would have to share the secret.
He left the house that morning with a new sense of purpose, get cracking on the search and then sort out his personal life. He sensed that today was going to be a big day in the rest of his life, the day that could change everything.
---
Lizzie sat on the tube to work and thought about Tom.
She felt sure he’d have received her card by now and wondered what he thought about it. Would he be amused, delighted, confused or indifferent? His life had clearly changed in the past few months but was she still part of it? And it had been her decision to send him on his way. Had she made a terrible error or had she done the right thing? Without him she felt a little lost, but did he feel the same without her?
They had spent so long together, grown into adulthood together and that had to mean something didn’t it? Apart from him she knew she was struggling, she had made some awful decisions, decisions she wouldn’t have made with him at her side. Of course she hadn’t wanted him at her side, he had become the source of all her frustrations and unhappiness, she’d had to do something. But she was now struggling to move forward, and was that because, deep down, she wanted to move backwards, back to Tom.
The next few days would be crucial. If Tom made contact she could then they could perhaps start rebuilding their relationship, if he didn’t then she would have to come to terms with the ramifications of her actions, to find a new life for herself.
The next few days could change everything.
---
Father Nagle had woken early, dressed in dog collar, had a quick breakfast and made his way to the train station on foot. By the time he arrived there the clouds had parted and the sun began to shine. The beauty of Caen for his research into Odo was that both Bayeux and Lisieux were both were easily accessible by frequent trains, Bayeux was only twenty minutes in one direction and Lisieux only twenty-five in the opposite. In theory he could go to both in the same day along the same track, a track that he had blown up more than once. But today he planned to spend time in Bayeux, a town that had featured large in his SOE mission.
He had only been into the town once or twice back then, it was a dangerous place swarming with German troops. His three-man team had found it safer to operate from the countryside, where the chances of being discovered were far less. It was local Resistance fighters like Simone and Fabien who would venture into the towns to gather intelligence about troop movements and the precise nature and strength of the enemy units deployed in the region.
The short journey on the train provoked many memories, of the villages that he had passed through more than forty years ago, and of sections of track under which he had planted explosives. And the landscape seemed far more familiar, the woods, rivers, fields and farm tracks that had provided the necessary cover for his operations. The journey had been curious for another reason, the train was busy with happy schoolchildren and smiling tourists on their way to the historic sites of Bayeux and the invasion beaches beyond. This joyful mix had been at odds with the memory of those months operating under cover in a hostile environment that Dicky was reminded of. Things had changed, and changed for the better, which pleased him enormously.
On arrival the cathedral was clearly signposted and he took the short walk up the Rue de Cremel to the junction of with the Rue de Nesmond where he turned left and onwards past the Musee de la Tapisserie de Bayeux on his right and up to the cathedral.
The cathedral itself was beautiful, but not the same as Odo would have remembered, that original building had been seriously damaged by fire in the 12th century and rebuilt in a more Gothic style. Dicky was suddenly struck by the notion that many of the documents he might wish to discover may have been destroyed in that fire.
He approached the massive red doors of the main entrance and made his way into the darkness inside. The interior of the building was as impressive as the exterior - the tall narrow nave and vaulted ceiling let to the brightly illuminated main alter beyond. He felt an immediate sense of peace.
The church was busy with tourists and Dicky was on the lookout for a tour guide and saw a middle aged man wearing a embroidered staff shirt and lanyard standing at the back of the church.
‘Excuse me Monsieur, I wonder if my might help me?’
‘Certainly Father, how may I be of assistance?’
‘I am doing some research into Bishop Odo and I was wondering where I could get some information about him.’
‘Ah Bishop Odo, the builder of the original cathedral and a very significant individual in the history of our town.’
‘Quite.’
‘Well what sort of things do you want to know?’
‘Oh I’m very interested in the his private life, his relationship with his half brother William The Conqueror and his brother Robert, the Count of Mortain.’
‘Well Father I’m not too sure we can help with that sort of detail, perhaps you should try the library or the Musee de la Tapisserie de Bayeux which is just down the road.’
‘Really?’
‘Yes, to be honest we here at the cathedral are more focused on the day tripper, the services we have are not really for the historian or researcher.’
‘Oh that’s a pity.’
‘Yes, but the tourist is very important to the cathedral, the guided tours and gift shop generate a valuable additional income for the diocese, which is very important these days, it contributes to the repair and maintenance costs.’
‘Ah I see. That must be very welcome I’m sure. Well in which case I’m going to have a leisurely look around the cathedral and enjoy it for what it is, a marvelous building in which to worship The Almighty.’
‘Oh you’ll find much to interest you Father over and above the architecture, I can highly recommend the stained glass windows, they are enormously beautiful.’
‘Thank you, I will be sure to see those, we have a very simple stained glass window at my church in England, I’m sure it will pale by comparison.’
‘Oh, are you English Father?’
‘Am am indeed.’
‘But your French, you have a very local accent.’
‘That might be because I spent some time around here during the war.’
‘Oh, were you a chaplain in the British Army?’
Dicky smiled, ‘Yes, something like that.’
Dicky then spent a very enjoyable hour walking around the magnificent cathedral before deciding on his next move. A trip to the library might be pointless, he was sure that Claudette would be able to tell him much of what he wanted to know, having studied the Normans for so long, and he didn’t think he would have the time to read too many of the books before he went back to High Beauchamp. It was a library after all, he would need to return the books before the end of the week.
That wasn’t going to be remotely practical.
But a visit to the Bayeux Tapestry museum along the road might prove fruitful, given that Odo was believed to be the man behind its generation. Maybe somebody there would be an Odo expert, somebody who might be able to give him a more intimate view of the man and his behavior.
He walked back down to the Rue de Nesmond towards the museum, paid his entry fee and started looking around for help. But he couldn’t find anyone. Those that looked like staff seemed to be preoccupied with the swarms of children and tourist groups on guided tours around the place. He was disappointed but not dismayed, he’d already decided that this jaunt to Bayeux had become nothing more than a sightseeing trip, he’d find out all he need to know about Odo and Robert from his daughter.
His daughter.
The idea still seemed completely unreal, he was already thinking of her as an ally and close confidant, yet he’d never even met her. What if she wasn’t his, or wanted nothing to do with him? That second thought hadn’t even entered his head before. If what he heard was true then she knew about him, but what did she really think about him? How would she react when they met in person for the first time? Maybe she would refuse to even see him, let alone help him. He’d not exactly been a conventional father.
He felt emotionally numb about the whole situation, he couldn’t really get his head around being a father, or having been one, possible, for over 40 years.
He considered the tapestry displayed around the walls, all 230 feet of it. This wonderful historical relic had been commissioned in honour of a man who was previously known as William The Bastard. Claudette was, technically, illegitimate too, if not born out of wedlock in all probability conceived out of it, and not with the man who married her mother. It was complicated.
But she should know that her real biological parents had been very much in love, that whilst she may have been an accident, she was a very welcome one. She was the very definition of a love child. He wondered whether she would be happy to know that.
He decided there and then that whatever the ramifications he would ask her for forgiveness, for not fighting harder for the woman he loved, for running back to England, and for not ever trying to get back in touch with Simone. And should she reject him, or not believe that he was her real father, he would understand.
He was going to give her complete control over the situation. That was the right thing to do.
With that resolved he decided he might as well go to Caen to see whether he’d had any messages from Fabien. He would work his trip to Lisiuex around that reunion. And he also had to give Gerald an update call. He wasn’t entirely sure what he should tell him.
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Tom’s first day with the metal detector had been completely disheartening.
He and Gerald had selected two of what they thought were the most promising grids along the edge of one of the copses, and had gone over both as meticulously as they knew how. Tom operated Taggart and Gerald was in charge of cleaning, evaluating and bagging anything they found. It was a slow process, not least because it had been a warm day and the soil was hard and difficult to work. At the end they had only found two things – a rusty metal handle, perhaps from a jug or tankard, and a spoon with a broken stem. Neither of which were that old, maybe Victorian, and neither had any real significance in relation to the hoard.
At the end of their work Gerald was pleased that they’d found something, but Tom had cast an eye around the vast acreage of the farm and felt depressed, they had only scratched the surface. This was going to take forever, and there was no guarantee that they were going to find what they were looking for either.
As they walked across the fields back to Beauchamp Hall Tom couldn’t help but share his misgivings.
‘That was tough Gerald, this is going to be a long haul.’
‘Maybe so Thomas, but its early days, you surely didn’t expect to find anything on day one did you?’
‘Well no, but still, there is an enormous area to cover. And what if we don’t find anything in the grids we’ve identified, what then?’
‘Dear boy you’re getting ahead of yourself, that possibility is some time off yet.’
‘But Gerald we’re amateurs, we have no experience in treasure hunting, we’ve relied on intuition in setting our grids and we could be literally miles out. What we need is some more information about the location, we need to get into heads of Odo and Robert to understand what they had planned, to get a better idea of where to look.
‘Have we heard anything back from Father Nagle yet Gerald?’
‘Oh silly me, yes we have, he called me last night Thomas, I completely forgot to tell you.’
‘Your forgot?’ Tom was surprised that they’d been out together for most of the day yet Gerald hadn’t thought to mention the fact.
‘Well he didn’t really have much to say. He’s been up to Bayeux but didn’t really find anything that might be of use to us, but he did say that he might have a contact who is an expert on the Normans who might be able to help us, but he’s not been able to meet her in person yet.’
‘So what has he been doing for the last few days?’
‘Well he was a little vague about that, but I suspect he’s been looking for some people he knew all those years ago. We can understand and forgive him for that, surely.’
‘I guess so, but still, we need to understand what happened here in High Beauchamp otherwise we’ll be on a wild goose chase.’
‘Dear Thomas, please don’t loose your enthusiasm, don’t forget you have been the person responsible for getting us this far and we’ll need your passion and energy to get us through this. And remember Dicky and I are old men, we really do need you around.
‘That and you’re the only one who knows how to operate that thing,’ nodding at the metal detector, ‘I’m bloody hopeless with this modern gadgetary.’
Tom giggled.
‘Sorry Gerald you’re right. Listen, lets drop this stuff off and sneak over to The Beau for a cheeky pint.’
‘I’m not sure Penny would approve.’
‘She doesn’t need to know, we’ll dump everything in your garden and sneak out of the side gate.’
‘A bit of subterfuge Thomas? Well why not! But I can only really stay for one, Penny keeps a careful eye on me you know, she says I’d spend my life in there if I every got the opportunity.’
‘In which case let’s get a wiggle on Gerald and I promise I’ll get you home by six.’
‘That’s a deal, but remember, no word to Penny.’
‘Gerald you have my word. And you know I’m pretty good at keeping secrets.’
---
The pair stayed in the pub until 6.30pm, and didn’t mention their activities once. Gerald had warned him that ‘walls have ears’ and they’d agreed not to talk about their metal detecting in public, for fear of giving away too much. When Diddy had asked them how it was going Gerald had made a big performance of talking about old farming tools and techniques.
Diddy himself had changed the subject, asking them what they thought about the forthcoming Ashes Series and whether they thought Worcestershire fast bowler Phil Newport was going to be too good for the Aussie batting lineup. Gerald asserted that, having won the previous two Ashes Series a home win was a forgone conclusion, particularly as Australia had a lot of young unproven players such as Mark Taylor, Dean Jones, Steve Waugh, Ian Healy. Tom was impressed with Gerald’s tactics of boring people to death, together with his knowledge of cricket.
He went back with Gerald to collect Taggart from the garden, bade him farewell and began the short walk back to Silas Cottage. As he walked he steeled himself for his call to Inga. He was definitely going to call her tonight, he had decided that he needed all the help they could get and was sure that Inga could be trusted. He needed some support, and Bren couldn’t give him anything other than the moral variety - and his morals were questionable at the best of times. No, Inga was a professional historian, she was easy on the eye and she liked him, so what could go wrong? He knew full well what that was, he’d lied to her and that was important, if not to her then to him. He didn’t like that aspect of their relationship.
Relationship. There was that word again.
He decided he needed to have a strategy for the call to Inga, he didn’t want to forget anything important he wanted to say. He’d write a list. He remembered that old adage, fail to prepare, prepare to fail.
He got home, put some toast on, made himself a cup of tea and poached four eggs. He was getting to like Freddie’s eggs, which was a good job as he had plenty of them.
Over dinner he started making some notes.
 
	Tell her he really liked her
	Come clean about the Open University thing
	Tell her why he wanted to know about Odo
	Tell her why he wanted her help
	Invite her to High B for the weekend

It was a linear sequential list, and he decided that she could bail out at any point. If she couldn’t get past point 2 then that would be fine, he’d have lost nothing, nothing except Inga. He really didn’t want to do that.
He figured that 8pm would be a good time to call, most working people would be home, fed and sitting in front of the TV by 8pm. She didn’t strike him a massive soap fan, so he was sure she wouldn’t mind being interrupted.
He took a deep breath, crossed himself and dialed her number. She answered on the third ring.
‘Hello.’
‘Hello Inga, it’s Tom.’
‘Well hello Tom! And to what do I owe this considerable pleasure?’
‘Ooh, I just wanted to get a few things off my chest.’
‘OK, well I’m all ears.’
‘Argh, yes, well, the first thing I want to say, the first thing I’d like to make clear, is that I really like you.’
‘Really? You’re serious?’
‘Absolutely.’
‘What about the other girl, you know, the complicated situation?’
‘Don’t worry about that, I think that’s all done with now. I’ve decided to move on.’
‘Well I’m liking this call already.’
‘You might not like the rest of it quite so much.’
‘Now that is very cryptic Mr Wishart. If you’re going to tell me you’re a train-spotter, a Chelsea fan or Born Again Christian I’m going to put the phone down and pretend you didn’t call.’
‘No, none of the above, but honestly there’s something I told you that isn’t strictly true, something about me.’
‘OK, you’ve gone all serious there Mr Wishart, but honesty’s good. I guess I’d better shut up and listen.’
‘Well remember when we met I said I was an Open University student?’
‘And you’re not. No big deal, in fact I thought it was an excellent chat-up line.’
‘You never thought I was a mature student?’
‘Of course not.’
‘Why was that?’
‘Oh I don’t know, there was something about you that didn’t fit, mainly your shoes I think.’
‘My shoes?’
‘Tell you a lot about a man.’
‘So what was it about my shoes that gave me away?’
‘Slightly grubby white tennis shoes. Every man I’ve ever met who wore Stan Smith tennis shoe into their late 20s was either a builder or a wanted to be a pop star, and neither are remotely studious. In my experience the genuinely academic wear much smarter shoes.’
‘That was it?’
‘Well, that and you asked me some really specific questions, sort of non-curricular if you know what I mean.’
‘Well I’m not sure that I do, but if you didn’t think I was a real student why you didn’t say anything?’
‘Oh I don’t know, you’re tall, blonde hair and the blues eyes I suppose, I’ve always been a bit of a sucker for that look. That you were amusing, fairly harmless-looking and seemed like you’d be fun. It’s not that exciting working at a museum you know.’
‘I guess I should regard that as a compliment.’
‘Yes of course, and you should yes.’
‘So that isn’t a problem, that I lied to you?’
‘Oh it wasn’t a proper lie Tom, just a little white one.’
‘So you’re OK with that?’
‘Of course, it was nothing. The good thing is that we got to know each other a little bit, and that’s been fun hasn’t it?’
‘Well yes.’
‘Well that’s all good then. And you have just confessed that you really like me so what’s not to like? We seem to be pointing in the right direction aren’t we?’
‘Well don’t you want to know why I lied?’
‘That’s to do with Odo, Robert and the Crown of King Hengist isn’t it? You think Robert stashed some valuables away for Odo in the UK and you think you might know where that is because you sort of know something about how or where the crown was found, and you suspect it was part of the original hoard but you’re not sure exactly where that is so you wanted to get as much information as possible, in the hope that that might narrow down the search area or give you one big fat clue, then you’d find it, become stupidly rich and live happy ever after. How did I do?’
‘Er pretty well.’
‘The only thing I didn’t like so much was the reference you made to your great great grandfather, I think that sort of sentimentality was a bit icky, over egging the story a little too much.’
‘Silas? Silas Millet? No, no he’s absolutely real. He is my ancestor and I think he actually found the hoard but didn’t tell anyone about it because he was a suspicious, selfish sort of man, and died shortly after so nobody knew.’
‘Really? That’s just extraordinary!’
‘I know it sounds mad but I think its true. I’m convinced of it.’
‘Wow that is genuinely exciting!’
‘Well that’s the thing, I’d like to pick your brains a bit more, you know, in person.’
‘You’re coming back down to Battle?’
‘No, I thought I’d invite you up here to High Beauchamp, maybe this weekend.’
‘Where exactly is High Beauchamp?’
‘In Buckinghamshire, on the northwest edge of the Chilterns. It’s where Silas Millet moved to from Battle in the last few years of his life and there was a very specific reason for that, its where he was convinced the hoard was. And I have pretty strong circumstantial evidence that it was Silas that found the crown.’
‘I’ll buy a road map and be there first thing Saturday morning.’
‘You will?’
‘Yes Tom, I’m yours for the weekend.’
‘Is that the old double-entendre thing again Inga?’
‘Oh! Well no it wasn’t meant to be, but hey who knows. Let’s just suck it and see.’
‘Jesus Christ!’
‘And you’ll have to wait to find out whether I meant that one or not.’
‘Well, OK, yes, that’s fantastic, I’m really looking forward to it. But Inga you’ve got to promise me one thing, to keep the whole thing about the hoard secret. So far only a very small group of people know about its possible existence - my old college mate Bren, the local squire and the parish priest. Is that OK?’
‘Christ, quite a band of brothers you’ve assembled there Mr Wishart.’
‘Yes,’ he chuckled, ‘it must sound like a strange bunch, but it’s all perfectly rational I assure you. I’ll explain everything in more detail when you get here.’
‘Excellent. And with regard to being discreet, yes of course, secret squirrel and all that. And if and or when you find it I’d like to take a close look at it with you, if that’s OK. I know a bit about dating coinage from that period, so I might be useful to you.’
‘Fair enough, that sounds eminently sensible. So, what time will you think you’ll get here?’
‘How long did it take you to drive to Battle in that old jalopy of yours?’
‘My Morris Minor? How did you know about that?’
‘I watched you bounce down the street in it when you left Battle.’
‘Were you spying on me Miss Appleyard?’
‘I just wanted one last look at your bum and I got a little carried away.’
‘Well I suppose honesty is the best policy, as this call has just demonstrated.’
‘So, how long was your drive back to Buckinghamshire?’
‘About four and a half hours.’
‘OK, I’ll leave at eight and be with you for about ten-thirty.’
‘Bloody Hell, what are you driving?’
‘I have a little red Triumph TR7. My Dad bought it for me.’
‘Nice, so you’re the archetypal pretty girl in the open top sports car with a rich Daddy.’
‘Not quite, I think he wanted to make it up to me for leaving Mum and running off with his secretary.’
‘Oh sorry, I didn’t know.’
‘Oh don’t worry, I didn’t tell you. I think it’s probably best to bring this call to an end now, we don’t want to finish on a low do we.’
‘I agree. We need to look forward, rather than back.’
‘Apart from at Odo and Robert.’
Tom laughed.
‘Of course. Right, see you Saturday. I’ll have a bath Friday in preparation!’
‘Make sure that you do. See you then Tom, it was lovely to hear from you.’
‘Cheerio sweetheart!’
And with that Inga put the phone down.
Tom reflected on the conversation. She was a bright and intelligent girl and she was interested in him. It felt nice but very odd. He’d not felt like that since he first met Lizzie.
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Father Nagle was awoken at 8am on Wednesday by a call from Fabien. Fabien had been very brief, instructing him to be at the Mémorial de Caen museum, located in the suburbs to the north of the Chateau, at 12 noon. And that was all, nothing more. Despite the war having been over for over 40 years Fabien remained secretive and covert - his survival instincts were deeply engrained.
Dicky wasn’t sure whether this invitation meant he was finally going to meet Claudette and Manon, or whether Fabien had just decided that he should see the museum about the Battle of Caen which had opened the previous summer. He really hoped it was the former, but had no objections if it was the latter – he’d planned to go see the exhibits himself anyway.
He decided that after breakfast he’d return to his room and spend the morning on the Odo issue.
He spread all of his and Tom’s notes over the bed and started to sift through them. Tom had asked him to see if he could find any correspondence between Odo and Robert similar to those he had found at Battle Museum. But the more he thought about it the less likely he thought he’d find anything on this trip. It was the logical conclusion, Silas had been very lucky to find the letters from Robert, and Dicky didn’t think there would be anything similar in France. The chances were minute, if anything existed there would be a record of them.
No, the hunt for any letters was a wild goose chase, he believed that the riddle they already had was absolutely central to this puzzle.
He dug through the material and found it again.
A rich man will be


He who prises away


The riches to be found


In Odo’s fist 


And he felt that the key to the riddle was the writer, Gilbert de Montgomerie.
Why had he written such a cryptic poem? Was it is praise of Odo or quite the reverse - maybe Gilbert was somehow criticizing Odo? It could be read either way. And this poem came to light, if the letter was to be believed, just after Gilbert was killed whilst on a trip to Cornwall with Robert of Mortain, a trip that included a visit to High Beauchamp.
And he remembered that Tom had speculated that he thought Gilbert had died in or near the village, and that this letter must have been the trigger that provoked old Silas Millet to up sticks and move to the High B. It was too coincidental, there had to be some sort of connection. When and where Gilbert wrote it might be as significant as what it said.
And what if Tom was right and these were his last words? If that were true thought Dicky then Gilbert wouldn’t actually have written them, it would be what he said, and if was something he said someone else would have had to remember it and write it down afterwards. Which meant that they might not have got it exactly right. And this other person must have been right there with Gilbert when he died.
But surely if Gilbert had been killed in an attack or ambush by local Anglo-Saxons no-one would have had the time to sit with him and listen intently to his last words - it would have probably been vicious hand-to-hand combat and completely chaotic, everyone would have been fighting for their lives.
No, Dicky didn’t think the Anglo-Saxon attack was feasible, it sounded like a deliberate misdirection, a cover-up. He knew from personal experience that a dying man doesn’t speak loudly or clearly - no this was a private scene, with people standing around listening very carefully.
Dicky’s thoughts began to race. Maybe Gilbert had been murdered. And if he had been murdered who had done it? One of his own party? Could Robert have killed his wife’s uncle in cold blood? Why would he do that? Did Gilbert know something, and was that where the treasure was hidden? Was he the only one who knew? He must have been, it went missing because nobody knew where it was buried - the secret had very probably died with Gilbert. Gilbert must have buried it and chosen not to share the location with his companion Robert. But why? What was his motive? Did it have something to do with his niece Matilda, Robert’s wife?
Dicky scrabbled through the notes Tom had made from Silas’ journals, what was it that Silas had said, that Robert had married for political reasons rather than love. And Robert spend a good deal time away from Normandy, so Lord knows what he got up to when he was away, and that when he had got back to Normandy he had beaten her. Was that connected to what had happened at High Beauchamp? Did Robert think Matilda would understand what Gilbert had said? Had Matilda suspected that Robert had had something to do with his death? Or had Robert lost his temper with her because she wouldn’t share what she knew?
Given that it was a marriage of convenience maybe Matilda had had enough of Robert and wanted to divorce him. But that would have been an enormous scandal, Robert was the King’s half-brother, and his own brother Odo was the Bishop of Bayeux. No, that would have been completely unacceptable to Robert.
No, what Matilda needed was a significant bargaining chip, and maybe that’s what Gilbert had given her. He knew what his niece had wanted, and family honour was at stake - so he’d maybe seen an opportunity to hold Robert and Odo to ransom. Hide the booty and use it to force Robert’s arm. Very cunning.
But why was Gilbert with Robert on this important trip in the first place? Maybe that was politics too, perhaps Matilda had wanted Gilbert to keep a close eye on Robert whilst he was in England, and Robert could hardly refuse could he? And maybe Robert had trusted Gilbert, he supposed they’d fought together at Hastings after all. Could they have once been friends?
Actually they must have been pretty close, it was increasingly probable that Robert had trusted Gilbert to sneak off from the party as they occupied the villagers that evening and bury the hoard. Perhaps Robert had decided that if he had done it himself that would arouse too much suspicion? Maybe only Robert and Gilbert had known that they were transporting the hoard? This was a covert operation after all, Odo didn’t know who to trust given that he was going to be on trial. No, he needed people who were close to him, his brother Robert and Gilbert de Montgomerie. They were bound by marriage - they were part of the extended family.
So if Gilbert had hidden the valuables then refused to tell Robert where, Robert would have been absolutely incandescent. What was it that the chronicler William of Malmesbury had said about Robert, that he was a man of ‘stupid dull disposition’? Maybe Robert had completely lost the plot and attacked Gilbert, or had tried to torture the information out of him, and in doing so had accidentally killed him? If that was the case then Gilbert’s dying words might have been his way of passing a coded message onto his niece - a last act of defiance.
Dicky decided that if his theory was right he needed to know more about the marriage of Robert and Matilda. If he could find some evidence that that relationship had been fractious then that would give the idea some credence.
But it still wouldn’t explain the riddle - that was still the big mystery.
He looked at his watch. It was 11.15am. Where had the time gone? He would have pack up and get off to meet Fabien.
And perhaps meet Claudette.
---
Lizzie was wondering what Tom had thought about her card. If he was going to write back she’d have had something in the post that morning. But there had been nothing. She’d even waiting in for the postman and had arrived late for work as a consequence.
Maybe there would be something tomorrow. Or maybe there was nothing coming back, nothing at all.
She wondered if she had completely blown it with Tom. But she’d set the terms of the break-up, if she wanted him back (and she still wasn’t 100 per cent sure that she did), she would probably have to make all the running.
She couldn’t help but think this was a situation of her own making. Why had she blown up in such a catastrophic fashion? Why hadn’t she tried to sit down and talk to him rationally and sympathetically, to find out what really was his problem was, what was troubling him. But no, she’d gone off at the deep end and now she felt that the situation was completely out of her hands.
What was she going to do now?



23.
Dicky decided to walk to the museum, it was a pleasant enough day again, and the fresh air would do him good. He’d checked the map and it seemed quite straightforward. And he’d decided to wear his dog collar too - if Claudette was going to be there he wanted her to know that he was a priest, and he wanted to explain why. Maybe the dog collar might placate her if she turned out to be unhappy about his sudden reappearance.
He walked up past the Chateau onto the Rue Bosnieres, past the Jardin des Planets and onto the Avenue de Creully. He tried to remember these streets from his wartime experience, but so much had changed.
At the top of the road he turned right, crossed the road and made his way up the Allee de la Vallee then onto a path through a pleasant wooded area on the Allee du Roc en Val, then onto the footbridge over the E46 dual carriageway and down to the Rue des Roquemonts. There was open parkland to his left with the museum beyond.
The box shaped building itself was very impressive, much larger than Dicky had anticipated. As he approached the entrance he paused a moment to collect himself, he could after all be about to meet Claudette.
The foyer was immense and very modern. Dicky immediately recognised the rocket firing Hawker Typhoon fighter-bomber suspended from the ceiling - he’d seen them in action on the days following the landings as they targeted German armoured vehicles, and been hugely impressed. As he stood admiring the aircraft he felt a tap on the shoulder. It was Fabien.
‘Come with me Dicky.’
Dicky said nothing, just turned and followed obediently. Fabien made his way to a discreet door set flush into one of the walls – a meeting room, perhaps something designed for school parties. Fabien stood holding the door open an ushered Dicky in.
There were three people in the room - Father Gental and two women, one in her mid-60s and the other, an attractive blonde in her 40s. The three were deep in conversation.
They all turned to look at him in silence. Father Gental smiled, Dicky said nothing. He was frozen to the spot.
Fabien closed the door behind him softly and addressed the group.
‘My dear friends I would like to introduce a man who is very important to us all…’
No sooner had he started to speak Manon rushed forward and embraced Dicky in a bear hug. She began to cry, her head pressed deeply into Dicky’s chest. He didn’t know what to do or say but felt a tear on his own cheek.
‘Oh my God Dicky, I never thought I’d see you again.’
Dicky could hardly speak himself.
‘Nor I you Manon.’
Manon stiffened, released him and turned to face the blonde.
‘Claudette this is your true father and love of your mother’s life,’ she announced, ‘she knew him as Captain Dick Meredith, but now I understand from Olivier that his real name is Nagle, Dicky Nagle.’
The pair stood staring at each other, neither knowing what to say.
It was Father Gental who broke the silence.
‘It is true Claudette, this man is your real father, a man you can be very proud of.’
Claudette darted a look at Father Gental.
‘I know Father, I look like him.’
She began to cry herself.
‘I just never thought I’d ever meet him.’
She opened her arms and Dicky stepped forward and hugged her. This time he really did break down, almost collapsing into her arms. Manon took out a handkerchief and began dabbed her cheeks, but broke down in tears again herself. Behind her Fabien sniffled and looked at the floor.
‘I only found out about you a few days ago Claudette,’ whispered Dicky, ‘It was the best and worst day of my life.’
Claudette pulled her head back sharply so as to look him in the eye.
‘The worst?’
‘Yes, for almost 45 years I have tried to forget about your mother but I never could, and for all that time I never knew we’d had a child together, a child I could have loved for decades. My heart is broken all over again.’
‘You must not cry Dicky, it was not your fault. I have known all about you for most of my life, mother talked about you always. I have always known who my father was, and how wonderful, kind and brave you were.’
‘But it is my fault, I never even told her my real name. If she had known that she might have been able to track me down. I could have been there for you.’
‘Oh don’t be silly, you have always been there.’
‘But I want to apologise to you, for leaving you.’
‘Apologise for what? You didn’t know about me. No, you don’t need to apologise to me, not now, not ever.’
They were both reduced to tears again.
‘My only regret,’ whispered Claudette, ‘is that my mother is not here to see you today. But I believe she is here Dicky, she is looking over us right now. This would have been the happiest day of her life.’
Dicky released her but held her by the arms so he could get a good look at her.
‘You are as beautiful as your mother, and in every way possible.’
She laughed. ‘I could never be a beautiful as Momie, she was the most beautiful woman in Normandy!’
Claudette suddenly cocked her head and looked very serious.
‘But I have a question for you. Momie never said that you were a priest.’
‘I wasn’t, not until I returned to England.’
‘But why?’
‘You want the truth?’
‘Oh course!’
‘Well I’d lost the love of my life, I’d seen my friends die, I’d seen many people die. I’d seen this place reduced to rubbIe too, and I couldn’t understand any of it. My spirit was broken and the Church offered me emotional sanctuary, and a route to redemption. I wanted to look after people, to protect them.’
Claudette nodded knowingly.
‘From what Momie told me about you that makes perfect sense. She said you were a very good man. And you can add me to your flock too, you can look after me now Papa.’
Papa.
Dicky’s face crumbled. He tried hard to get the words out.
‘I have been called Father for many years, but never Papa.’
Claudette put a hand on his shoulder, got up onto her tiptoes and kissed him hard on his dampened cheek.
‘We have much to talk about Papa, I want you to tell us all about Momie and you, how you met, your first kiss, the adventures you got up to. She told me all about you but now I want your side of the story!’
Fabien interrupted.
‘Please everyone, please sit down and make yourself comfortable. I have arranged for lunch and some drinks to be brought here.’
‘But Fabien, this is a museum not a restaurant!’ exclaimed Manon.
‘Ah but you forget, we are all veterans of the Battle of Caen, and this is why the museum is here. All I did was to tell them about our returning friend Captain Nagle, and hey presto, they couldn’t do enough for us.’
‘But Fabien, we have lots of veterans who come back to Caen,’ asked Manon, ‘why were they are being so accommodating for us?’
‘Ha! That’s easy my dear, Dicky is the only one who is a personal friend of the famous freedom fighter Fabien Mermoz!’
---
The five of them spent a happy afternoon together, remembering and sharing memories of the past, telling stories, laughing and joking.
Throughout Claudette joined in the laughter, but Dicky couldn’t help but notice that she spent most of the time looking at him, smiling. He caught her gaze more than once and she held it and nodded back at him warmly. It was a very powerful experience, Dicky had only felt something remotely similar once before, all those years before with Simone. It felt like an out of body experience.
Father Gental was the first to say he had to go, he need to return to conduct an evening service and need to finish his sermon.
‘It will be on the subject of never giving up hope, in honour of our friend Dicky.’
‘That’s a wonderful idea Olivier,’ agreed Claudette, ‘I think that would provide great inspiration for your congregation.’
‘I’m hoping so too.’
Manon and Fabien also decided it was probably time to leave too, to leave Dicky and Claudette together. The group found themselves standing by the door, saying their farewells and agreeing to meet up again soon.
‘How long are you going to be with us Dicky?’ asked Manon.
‘Only for a few more days I’m afraid, but I’m about to retire so I’d like to come back regularly from now on, if you’ll have me.’
‘Don’t be stupid Dicky,’ said Fabien, ‘you will always be welcome in Caen.’
‘What about you Claudette, what are your plans for the rest of the afternoon?’ asked Dicky.
‘Whatever they were they are now cancelled. I’d like to spend the rest of the day with my Papa. If that’s OK with you?’
‘Of course! What would you like to do?’
‘Oh let’s take a walk, we have so much to talk about.’
‘Perfect.’
They all made their way outside, kissed once again and Father Gental, Manon and Fabien set off in different directions leaving Dicky and Claudette alone. She put her arm through Dicky’s and led him down the steps.
‘Where are we going?’ asked Dicky.
‘Does it matter? I just want to spend as much time with you as I can.’
‘Well that perfectly splendid Claudette, I’m all yours.’
‘And you’re all mine now. Where are you staying?’
‘I’m in a little hotel neat the Chateau.’
‘OK, let’s take the scenic route.’
To begin with they walked in silence, Claudette squeezing his arm tightly and resting her head on Dicky’s shoulder whilst he patting her arm. They looked like any normal father and loving daughter out for a stroll.
‘Where are we going Claudette?’
‘I think we should go and see Momie don’t you?’
He gripped her arm more tightly.
‘I’d love to Claudette I really would.’
Claudette took him back passed the chateau and onto the wooded Cimetière Saint-Pierre. She took him directly to Simone’s grave and the pair stood in front of it. The simple inscription read:
Simone Sachs
1925-1984
amour durera toujours
‘Love will endure forever - I think that’s very beautiful Claudette.’
She put her arm around his shoulder.
‘That’s her message to you Papa.’
He took out a handkerchief and dabbed the corner of his eye, unable to speak anymore. After a few minutes Claudette led him to a bench and sat him down. After a while she asked him a question.
‘Papa, why come back now?’
‘It seemed the right time.’
‘But there must have been a specific reason, something must have provoked you.’
‘Well yes there is something. For years I have been the priest at a beautiful church in a remote little village called High Beauchamp. I love it there. And I have my old SOE boss Henry Denly-Moffat to thank for that, He was the local squire and was well connected with the Parish, he must have just wanted to keep an eye on me so I believe he pulled some strings, you know, ensured the Bishop sent me to his village.
‘You have to understand Claudette that I was a very troubled young man when I got back to England, I think the Americans started calling it post-traumatic stress disorder after the Vietnam War, but back then I was one of thousands who came home feeling broken inside. There wasn’t much support for those of us without physical injuries, we just had to fend for ourselves. Olivier had inspired me during the Battle of Caen, I saw the Church as a way of helping me cope by helping others. I just couldn’t deal with civilian life anymore so I joined a seminary.
‘Henry knew what I’d been through, and thought I didn’t know it at the time, I suspect he felt personally responsible for me, so wanted to do something to help.
‘And he did, High Beauchamp is the reason I’m still alive today. I’ve come to recognise that I owe Henry and his family everything. Henry died several years ago but I’ve always been very friendly with his son Gerald, who’s much the same age as me. He has taken over his father’s mantle, he’s a very good man too.
‘So a few weeks ago Gerald and a young man who came to live in the village just before Christmas called Tom Wishart came to see me. They told me a fantastic story about how they believed that Odo, the Bishop of Bayeux had hidden some treasure in the village and wanted my help to find it.’
‘Really? Odo? And treasure? That’s incredible Papa!’
‘I know, but they have some quite compelling circumstantial evidence. The thing was that they wanted someone to travel to Bayeux to follow the trail and I thought it would be the perfect excuse for me to come back here, to confront my demons. I gladly volunteered. You see I used to study history at university and the idea intrigued me. And of course I also wanted to find out what happened to your mother.’
‘Yes! Momie always said you used to study history at Cambridge, and I think it is part of the reason why I became an historian myself. And Papa I know a lot about Odo, I have studied him for a very long time.’
‘I know, Fabien told me. I was quite taken aback by that, it was then that I honestly began to believe that you might really be my daughter after all. Good genes.’
‘Oh Papa.’
‘Yes I know, I know. I was being very silly, but you have to remember that I was in shock. I still am you know.’
‘So can I help you in your research? I would love to you know, anything you need just ask.’
‘Well we know a lot about Odo already, but I want to focus on his relationship with his brother Robert, the Count of Mortain and his wife Matilda. I also want to know more about Gilbert of Montgomerie, Matilda’s uncle.’
‘Yes, I know something about them all. What do you want to know?’
‘Well firstly I want to clarify the relationship between Robert and Matilda. I suspect it was a political union and I don’t think it was a very happy marriage.’
‘No it wasn’t. I have come across many accounts that detailed the fact that she hated him. There is evidence that he beat her too, which became very public. He had to do a very visible penance for that, which he would have found deeply humiliating. He was a bore and a bully and she was well educated and refined, as well as being a great beauty. She was a proper aristocrat and he was a political animal, devoted to his half brother Duke William and his brother Odo.
‘Robert and Matilda actually had four children,’ continued Claudette, as if giving a class, ‘William, Agnes, Denise and Emma. But Matilda had every reason to believe that Robert had fathered many more children whilst fighting for Duke William, he was away for long periods and men of that class, with that sort of power, well they thought nothing of adultery.’
‘Do you think Matilda would have wanted to get a divorce?’
‘Undoubtedly, but it would have been nigh on impossible, Robert was half brother to the Duke and his brother Odo held one of the most important positions in the Church. She was never able to divorce him, they remained married until her death in 1085.’
‘But do you think she would have tried anything to engineer a divorce?’
‘Probably. But why do you ask?’
‘Well this is where her uncle Gilbert comes into the equation. He was with Robert in England in 1078, but we have a letter that suggests he was killed in or near High Beauchamp. And I have a theory that Robert murdered him.’
‘Really? Gilbert de Montgomerie has always been something of a mystery man. Some believe he was accidentally poisoned by his sister-in-law, Mabel of Bellême in 1063 and died as a result. She was a bit of a lunatic, but there’s no conclusive proof that she did that, just hearsay. People liked to spread rumours about those who were out of favour, much like in the modern world. But we do know that Gilbert disappeared from all records about that time.’
‘Ah, well maybe the events at High Beauchamp, which was called Hapleigh at the time, may have had something to do with that. If he had been killed there by Robert maybe he was able to airbrush him out of the equation, a bit like Stalin used to do.’
‘That’s a bit of a stretch Papa, are you sure? And why would Robert murder him?’
‘Well, that’s where it gets interesting. Our theory is to do with the trial of Odo at Penenden Heath. As you probably know he was accused of defrauding both the King and the Church by stealing land and valuables from the Anglo-Saxons of Kent. We believe he saw the writing was on the wall and tried to siphon off the liquid assets in advance of the court case, and therefore asked his brother Robert to hide them near one of Odo’s small manors in Buckinghamshire where no one would think to look for it.
‘Gilbert was with Robert on this mission and I think, for some reason, Robert gave Gilbert he responsibility for burying the valuables. But when push came to shove Gilbert wouldn’t reveal where he hid them, and a fight ensued during which Gilbert was killed.’
‘But why do you think that? What is your evidence?’
‘Well we have uncovered a letter at Battle museum, a letter from Robert to Odo in which Robert tells his brother that there was a small problem at Hapleigh, but that he was sure it would sorted. It all seemed deliberately vague. But there was one telling thing in this letter, a reference to something Gilbert said before he died.’
‘What was that?’
‘Well it sounds like a poem but I think it was a message to Matilda. It read:
An opulent man will be
He who prises away
The treasures held
In Odo’s Fist
‘That’s very cryptic. But what I don’t understand is why Gilbert wouldn’t tell Robert where he’d hidden the valuables in the first place.’
‘Well I think that goes back to Matilda and her desire to get rid of Robert. She needed something to use as leverage and Gilbert must have known about that. And I think that Gilbert saw secretly hiding these valuables as the perfect way to put pressure on Robert. Maybe he volunteered to bury it, maybe he had planned to get as close to Robert as possible and wait for his opportunity.’
‘Well that would certainly fit into the culture at the time Papa,’ agreed Claudette, ‘the Normans were forever plotting and planning to acquire land, influence and wealth, so a bit a blackmail would have been par for the course.’
‘That’s what I think too.’
‘But are you any closer to finding these buried valuables?’
‘No, not really. But we all think the clue lies within Gilbert’s last words.’
‘I agree. But what do they mean?’
‘Well we were hoping this trip would help us to get to the bottom of that. Do you have any thoughts Claudette?’
‘Well not really. Clearly the expression Odo’s Fist is the most interesting element, but I’m unsure of the meaning. I can only think that that might refer to the Norman Yoke, how the Normans really made the Anglo-Saxons suffer at the invasion. Odo was at the centre of that, he acted as regent in England whilst Duke William was back here in Normandy for long periods after the conquest. And Odo was notoriously ruthless. But I don’t understand how that might relate to a possible burial site.’
‘Neither can I.’
‘Well Papa let me do some further research for you. Tomorrow I will go to my office and dig out everything I have about this group of Normans and see if there is anything I can find that helps you and your friends find this hoard, should it still be there.’
‘Thank you Claudette, that’s very kind of you.’
‘It’s nothing, I’m happy to do it for my Papa. And by the way you can stop calling me Claudette all the time. You can call me Coco. Momie always called me Coco from the expression Cocotte, which means honey, I think because of my blonde hair. My blonde hair and blue eyes reminded her of you.’
‘I’d like that very much, Coco. But doesn’t Cocotte also mean a hen or a stewpot?’
Claudette burst into laughter.
‘Let’s stick with honey! No come on, let me take you to my flat. I have many photos of Momie and me when I was growing up, I’m sure you’d love to see those.’
‘My God, that would be utterly wonderful.’
‘The Good Lord is being very kind to you today, isn’t he? Right come on, it’s not too far.’
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Tom arrived home after yet another fruitless day working with Taggart in the areas he and Gerald had identified. Of course he’d been a bit pessimistic but he’d expected to find something significant sooner. Most everything had fallen into place pretty quickly over the last week or so, so he felt frustrated that the whole process had been reduced to a crawl.
Gerald had been his ever optimistic self and had taken great interest in the finds they had unearthed, a few old nails and a couple of pieces of broken blue and white glazed pottery that was clearly Victorian. Gerald seemed very pleased that they were finding something about life on the estate, to the extent that Tom thought Gerald was actually beginning to believe their cover story, and forgotten that they were really looking for an Anglo-Saxon hoard. 
Tom decided that after his egg-based tea he’d go to The Beau - maybe a pint or two and a bit of socialising would take his mind off of the matter.
He was worried that he was becoming completely obsessed with Odo’s skulduggery and was very conscious that he’d done next to nothing on the planned book about Silas. That had all been sidelined, when really that was what he should be doing at every opportunity. He desperately wanted to become a published author, that was his one true ambition, and he had been presented with a great story to tell. So he really needed to knuckle down and get a synopsis written at the very least. So he resolved to put a work schedule together, devoting a number of hours each day to the book. He needed to give himself some structure and discipline - something he recognised was a major failing during those fruitless years in London.
When he entered the Beau that evening the first person he saw, much to his surprise, was Freddie Dawson. And it was the first time he could remember seeing him not wearing his dirty farm overalls too.
‘Hello Freddie, I haven’t seen you in here before.’
‘Ah hello Tom! Well, as you know I’m not really one for drinking, but I thought I needed to change my routines a little, you know, be a bit more sociable.’
‘Well I think that’s a splendid idea. Can I get you a drink?’
‘That’s very kind of you, I’ll have another pint of Bitter shandy if that’s OK.’
‘Of course.’
A few minutes later they were sat at the table by the main window looking back down the green.
‘How’s that thing you and Gerald are doing going?’
‘The search for clues about the old estate?’
‘Yes, I’ve been keeping an eye on you two from the farmhouse, fannying around along the hedgerows like a couple of tramps.’
‘Well it’s very early days, we haven’t found too much just yet. I imagine it’s going to be a long old process.’
‘To be honest I don’t understand is why you’re doing it, it seems like a perfectly barmy idea to me.’
‘I guess you could be forgiven for thinking that Freddie. It might seem quite odd, but Gerald is very keen on the project, you know, finding out about the history of his family.’
Freddie leaned forward conspiratorially and dropped his voice.
‘Well I have a theory Tom. Now hear me out on this one. I think he is using you, he’s really looking for something valuable, something that was buried on the farm that very few people know about.’
Tom was stunned. Did Freddie know about the hoard? Did his great-grandfather Frank know something about Silas’s discovery when he agreed to manage the farm for him? Had the legend of the Anglo-Saxon hoard been passed down from generation to generation of the Dawson family? He tried to appear calm.
‘What do you mean Freddie, what’s your theory?’
‘Well, it’s like this. I think it’s got something to do with The Great Train Robbery in 1963. Think about it, they stopped the train at Bridego Bridge over near Cheddington on the Euston line, and they hid at Leatherslade Farm near Oakley. If they gang had taken a route south of Aylesbury they’d have passed High B alone the main road down in the valley.
‘You’ve got to think they did a great deal of planning beforehand and explored many routes from the site of the robbery and the farm, and I can’t help but think that one or two of them might have thought the village was a great place to hid some of the loot, you know, until the heat had died down. And you could argue that to get back to London a few of them would have come this way.
‘And lets think about the facts, £2.6m was stolen and only £400,000 was ever recovered. That’s £2.2m that has been unaccounted for. Of course we know some of the robbers escaped abroad and would have spent a lot of the money doing so, but I think there would be plenty still hidden somewhere.
‘So I think that Gerald thinks there’s a suitcase full of money buried in those there fields, that’s why he’s got you jumping around with that metal detector thingy.’
Tom was quite relieved, but thought he’d just play along with Freddie’s speculation, not because he believed it, but he because he was enjoying seeing where Freddie’s logic might take him.
‘Wow, that’s quite a theory Freddie. But I really don’t think Gerald is looking for the proceeds of the Great Train Robbery.’
‘That money has got to be someplace Tom. And whilst some of those crooks might not have been the brightest, they were always very canny. Don’t forget that the police found some of the money in a caravan and some more hidden in a telephone box.’
‘But why here, why bury it on the farm?’
‘Well no one has thought to look here before have they? That’s the very definition of a good hiding place isn’t it? It would have been perfect, up here in the hills. They could have easily parked up on the road up to the village, dug a hole alongside one of the hedgerows, or in one of the copses, and been on their way in less that an hour. There’s hardly any traffic on that road after dark these days and it would have been even quieter back in 1963.’
‘So why would Gerald suddenly think he knew where it was?’
‘Maybe he’s read as many books as I have on the robbery. Maybe he came up with the same conclusions as I did.’
‘Does that mean you’ve been looking for a suitcase full of cash too?’
‘Well I have to admit I’ve done some digging over the years, in the hedgerows alongside the bit of road next to my land, but I haven’t found anything yet. I think that’s because the farmhouse would have been too close to the road there, they wouldn’t have risked being disturbed.’
‘What would you do if you found anything?’
‘Well I’d hand it in of course. The money they stole was mainly old pound notes and white fivers which are obviously out of circulation now so they wouldn’t have be much good to me. No, hand them in, hope there was some sort of reward. And of course the newspapers would have been very interested, they’d have paid good money for the story don’t you think?’
‘I guess so.’
‘And of course I could have done with the money.’
‘And what would you have done with that?’
‘Back then I would have spent it on the business, you know, improving the buildings, perhaps building a few more hen houses, you know the sort of thing.’
‘Hmm. You say back then, what would you do if you found they money now?’
‘Well that’s a different story I guess. I think I would take whatever the newspapers would give me, sell the farm because the value would go up wouldn’t it, you know, what with the notoriety and the like, and use the money to buy a cottage, travel the world and enjoy a very long retirement.’
‘You thinking of selling up Freddie?’
‘Well you know how hard its been for me of late, the business is running at a loss no matter how many hours I put in. And I’m not getting any younger Tom.’
‘But the farm Freddie, it’s been in the Dawson family for a long time.’
‘I know I know, but all things must come to an end don’t they? And it’s not as if I have a son or daughter to pass it onto. No, all good things must come to an end. And I think I might be able to get a good price for the place, not as a working poultry farm but as a country home. The farmhouse, as I’m sure you’ll agree, is a fine building with great views down the valley, maybe someone would buy it and do it up, you know, like someone from the City who’s looking for a slice of the country life. It could easily be a lovely home.’
‘I guess that could work. But what about selling it back to Gerald, he might want to bring it back into the estate.’
‘Ah but I daresay I’d get more money selling it for development. I need to think about myself Tom, I can’t afford to be too sentimental.’
‘I guess not. Well whatever happens I hope it goes well for you Freddie, you’ve worked hard for many years and it’s perhaps time for you to put your feet up and enjoy life.’
‘My thoughts exactly.’
‘So when are you thinking of doing this?’
‘Oh not for a bit yet Tom, I’m just thinking hard about it. It’s nice to have someone to share my ideas with. Right, you ready for another pint?’
‘Why not. And never fear, I’m always around if you ever want a chat Freddie, you know that. I’ll have another pint of Toad please.’
‘Good. When I’m back from the bar I want to talk to you about if and when we might ever get rid of that horrible old witch Maggie Thatcher.’
‘Agreed!’
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Tom hadn’t been home from the pub for very long when Bren called.
‘Evening Wishers! Now where have you been?’
‘Hi Bren. Well I’ve been over in the pub actually.’
‘Keeping an eye on that Emma for me right? Top man, I knew I could rely on you to keep her sweet.’
‘Well not really Bren, I just went in for a pint and found old Freddie in there and we had a good old chat.’
‘Freddie? What was he doing in the Beau? From what you’ve told me he prefers to keep himself to himself.’
‘Well quite, but he’s making some changes in his life and wants to get out and about a bit more.’
‘Is he hitting the booze then?’
‘Well no, I don’t think you can get too drunk on shandy. No he told me he’s thinking about selling the farm and retiring.’
‘Really? That’ll be a big thing for him wouldn’t it?’
‘I’ll say, his family have had that farm for about 100 years or so. No, he’s decided that he’s had just about enough, he’s been working his nuts off for years and he just can’t do it anymore.’
‘Well I suppose we’ll all end up thinking that way,’ agreed Bren.
‘Oh and he’s got a theory about what Gerald and I are up to in the fields, he thinks we’re looking for a suitcase full of cash from the Great Train Robbery.’
‘He’s what!’
‘Yes I know, he’s put two and two together and come up with twenty-two! No, it turns out that he’s a book of a Great Train Robbery enthusiast, read loads of books about the subject and has even had a dig around the farm himself.’
‘Where?’
‘Oh only on his patch, he thought some villain would have buried his share in one of the hedgerows alongside the farm, but he found nothing.’
‘That’s hardly a surprise.’
‘You’re right, but he’s a very likeable chap and very good company as it turns out. And you should hear what he’d like to do to Mrs Thatcher. Now, to what do I owe the pleasure of this phone call? Is it that you’ve got another appalling sexual escapade to share with your single mate?’
‘Not this time, you cheeky sod. No I’m just phoning to find out what’s the score for your birthday. It’s not far off you know, what is it, the week after next? Are you still planning to have a do at the Beau?’
‘Yes, that’s the plan. I spoke to Diddy about it a while ago, he says we can have the back room, which he likes to call the ‘function room’. It’s nothing fancy, no bar or anything, but he says I can have some music and he’ll to put some food on. It’s all going to be a bit low key, just you, me and a few of my new friends from the village.’
‘Well no it’s not actually. I’ve taken the liberty of contacting a few of the old boys from Poly, from the football team.’
‘You did what!’
‘Oh come on Tommy, you’ve been up in that village by yourself for a while now so I thought it might be fun to make your birthday a bit more of an occasion, dig up a few old faces and have a few beers. It should be a giggle.’
‘Well actually that’s a very nice thought Bren, and much appreciated. So who’s coming then?’
‘Secret Tommy, can’t tell you, I want it to be a surprise. But what I will say is that I’ve booked out all of six bedrooms rooms at the pub. I called Diddy and it’s all sorted.’
‘Bloody Hell Bren, you have been busy!’
‘I’m always quite organised when it comes to a piss-up. Now I’m calling because I was wondering about the sleeping arrangements at the cottage.’
‘Oh really? What poor girl are you planning to subject your questionable charms on this time? Emma from the pub by any chance?’
‘Well I wasn’t thinking about me necessarily, but of course if anything did happen with her it might be a bit risky under her Dad’s own roof, I mean the bloke is built like a brick outhouse. So yes, just to be on the safe side, I wouldn’t mind booking your spare room in advance.’
‘Fair enough.’
‘Brilliant. But I also wanted to check what you’re planning that night, I don’t want to interrupt if you were planning a romantic evening with someone.’
‘Me?’
‘Yes you, you dummy.’
‘Why?’
There was a significant pause.
‘Well I was wondering if you were going to invite Lizzie.’
‘Lizzie?’
‘Yes Lizzie. I know you’ve been missing her like mad and what with her contacting me the other week wanting to know where and how you were I kind of assumed that a reconciliation might be on the cards.’
‘Oh did you!’
‘Yeah why not. You two were made for each other and apart from her having that almighty eppy last year I think you both still love each other. Personally I think you should get back together. I was thinking about inviting her a surprise guest, but I thought I’d better run it by you.’
‘That wouldn’t make it much of a surprise Bren.’
‘Yeah, OK that’s true, but you’re a mate and it would be your birthday so I thought I’d better check that you were OK with the idea in advance, I wouldn’t want it to be a complete disaster.’
‘I suppose there’s some sort of twisted logic in there. Well for the record Lizzie and I haven’t spoken at all. The only thing that’s happened is that she sent me a card congratulating me on my new home.’
‘Is that all?’
‘Yes. And the card had a kitten on the front of it.’
‘A kitten, what the bloody hell was that about?’
‘Lord knows, but I’m assuming humour.’
‘And you’ve not been back in touch with her?’
‘No.’
‘Are you planning to?’
‘I really haven’t decided yet.’
‘So you’ll be on your Jack Jones on your birthday?’
‘Not necessarily.’
‘Not necessarily! Why you sly old dog, you’ve got a bit of crumpet sorted haven’t you?’
‘Possibly.’
‘Oh no hang on a minute, its not Emma is it? You’ve not done the dirty on me have you, taking advantage of the fact she’s probably the only pretty girl in the village? I can’t believe it you lanky git. You’ve let me down Lighthouse, you’ve pulled a fast one!’
‘Calm down Bren, its not her.’
‘Well that’s a bloody relief. Well who is it then?’
‘Well you know I went down to Battle…’
Bren cut right across him.
‘It’s not that bird at the museum isn’t it! What was her name, Ingrid, Erika, Eva?’
‘Inga.’
‘That’s it, Inga! Well what’s that all about?’
‘We made a bit of a connection.’
‘No you didn’t, not in the museum?’
‘No, there wasn’t an episode over a display case Bren. Honestly I worry about how your brain works sometimes.’
‘Well what’s she like then?’
‘She’s very nice.’
‘Nice tar-tars?’
‘Stop it. She’s half-Swedish, very bright, very lovely and she fancies me.’
‘Half-Swedish and she fancies you? Ding-dong!’
‘And she’s coming up this weekend to see me.’
‘Too right she is! Fill your boots sunshine!’
‘She’s helping with the search for the hoard Bren, she’s an expert on Norman-English translation and she seems to know a lot about Odo. She’s going to be very helpful.’
‘She does want a cut of the action does she? She’s not using her womanly wiles for cash?’
‘No no, she’s fine, she’s a historian who’s interesting in furthering her career. A find of this magnitude would do wonders for her academic credibility.’
‘Really?’
‘Yes of course. I think she thinks that the hoard might be the greatest discovery since Sutton Hoo, so she’s not exactly going blab about it to anyone else. So no, she’s good. She could be a real asset.’
‘Well if you’re sure.’
‘I am.’
‘And she’s up for it, surely.’
‘You are just relentless aren’t you?’
‘I can’t help it. So, Lizzie’s completely out of the picture then.’
‘That was her decision wasn’t it, it was her that dumped me not the other way around.’
‘I think she wants you back.’
‘She’s got a funny way of showing it Bren.’
‘Listen you’ve got to admit that I know women and I’m absolutely sure she’s regretting what happened. I think a few months without you in the equation has made her realise that she’s made a terrible mistake. But she just doesn’t know how to get you back.’
‘You’re quite the expert all of a sudden.’
‘I just know she is Tommy, I can read women. And I thought you wanted her back too.’
‘Well I did, but not now, things have changed.’
‘You’ve changed.’
‘We’ve all changed Bren, well, all with the exception of you of course. You’ll always be the same.’
‘I’m going to take that as a compliment.’
‘That’s completely your choice,’ laughed Tom.
‘By the way, how’s the treasure hunt going?’
‘Well the whole metal detector thing is a bit soul destroying, it’s going to take forever at this rate, and we’re not even sure we’re looking in the right place.’
‘But you’ve got to remember that it is there, Silas did find something.’
‘Yes I know, it’s just bloody hard work at the moment.’
‘So what about the illustrious Father Nagle, have we heard anything back from him yet?’
‘Well not too much, but Gerald tells me he’s made a connection with an academic out there and he’s sure she can help him.’
‘Jesus Christ he’s not at it too? What is it with female academics, they’re all bloody rampant! I’m going to have to find myself one.’
‘He’s about 70 Bren, and he’s a priest.’
‘It takes all sorts you know. He’s probably on the nest right now!’
‘Enough Bren, you’ve lost the plot. I’m sure she’s some dusty old historian who probably looks like Alain Prost.’
‘She’s French Tommy, it doesn’t matter how old she is, she’ll be beautifully turned out, she might even turned the old boy’s head.’
‘OK I think you need to go have a cold shower or something Bren, you’re showing all the signs of mental illness.’
‘Fair enough Tommy Boy, but I’m sure I’ll be dreaming of sexy older French women tonight, or maybe some young Swedish nympho.’
‘Goodnight McGonigle.’
‘Night Big Boy!’
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Dicky had never experience joy like this before.
Coco had indeed have dozens of photographs of her and Simone. It was wonderful. And seeing Simone grow older was remarkable, she just seemed to become even more beautiful in every picture. And she was smiling in almost every photo, as was Coco, first in pretty little dresses with her curly blonde hair in ribbons, and later in school uniform, then in her teens and early twenties, looking more rebellious. You could sense how much Simone adored Coco too, often looking at her with an expression that verged on awe. Was she thinking of him in those moments, wondering what had become of him? He’d never know.
And one thing struck him - there were no photos of Pierre. Nothing at all. Had Simone expunged him from her memories? He’d never know that either, and didn’t really what to ask. He felt sorry for Pierre, he had been damaged like Dicky but his life had taken a different path.
Whilst Dicky had been sitting on the sofa, completely engrossed by Coco’s photo albums, she had quietly busied herself in her reference books, flicking through pages and making notes.
After an hour or so she got his attention.
‘Papa I have some things to share with you about Odo, Robert and their associates.’
‘You have?’
‘Yes. I don’t know whether it will help you or not but I should tell you anyway.’
‘Brilliant, thank you darling.’
‘OK, let us begin with Robert. After his coronation in 1066 William claimed that all the land in England now belonged to him. William retained about a fifth of this land for his own use, the rest was distributed to those men who had helped him defeat Harold the Battle of Hastings, including his half-brother Robert.
‘Robert was granted land in Cornwall, Yorkshire, Northamptonshire, Devon, Sussex, Dorset and Buckinghamshire. He also had manors in ten other counties. His 793 manors made him the third largest landowner in England after the King and Odo. Most of these manors were in Cornwall and he may have been given the title the Earl of Cornwall, although there is some confusion over this.
‘Anyway in exchange for this land Robert had to promise to provide the king with sixty knights. In order to supply these knights, people like Robert and Odo would have divided their land up into smaller units called manors. These manors were then passed on to men who promised to serve as knights when the king needed them.’
‘So you think there would have been one of these knights resident at Hapleigh?’
‘Yes undoubtedly. And if Robert and his entourage had visited the village the knight in question would have been duty bound to entertain them and put them up for the night. And it is highly probable that Robert himself would have visited a some of his manors to collect his rents too.’
‘Ah I see. So that would have been perfectly normal?’
‘Yes Papa, but with the number of manors under his control I very much doubt he would have visited them all, but if he was on his way down to lands in Cornwall it would have been perfectly feasible for him to use these manors as staging posts.’
‘But here’s the thing, Hapleigh wasn’t one of his manors, it was one of Odo’s. A little strange given that Robert had a number of his own manors in Buckinghamshire, yet he chose to stay at Hapleigh. That’s a bit suspicious isn’t it?’
‘I think you’re right, that is odd. Maybe I should tell you what I know about Odo. I’m sure you may know some of this already but I guess it can do no harm. So, in 1049 William, the Duke of Normandy appointed Odo Bishop of Bayeux, and the important thing to remember is that Odo would have been quite young then, perhaps only in his early teens.’
‘Good Heavens, that’s very young to become a Bishop isn’t it. Is that normal?’
‘Well sort of, it was clearly a political appointment, he was the Duke’s half-brother after all and there would have been a great deal of nepotism. William would have only been 21 or 22 at the time too. Anyway over the next few years Odo organized the rebuilding of Bayeux Cathedral, perhaps him not personally, but he gets the credit for it. Again, all good politics.
‘When William decided to invade England in 1066, he invited his three half-brothers, Odo, Robert of Mortain and Richard Fitz Gilbert to join him. One Norman chronicler claims that Odo of Bayeux contributed as many as 100 ships to William's invasion fleet.
‘I’ve never heard of Richard Fitz Gilbert before Coco. What was his role?’
‘I’ll get to him later Papa. First more on Odo. He fought at the Battle of Hastings and afterwards was given the title of Earl of Kent and the castle at Dover, which I’m sure you know. Like Robert, Odo was granted manors in thirteen counties, which gave him an income of over £3,000 per year. That made him the second richest tenant-in-chief in the kingdom.
‘In 1067 William the Conqueror appointed Odo as regent while he spent time back in Normandy. For the next few years Odo was William’s right-hand man in England. It is believed that Odo commissioned the Bayeux Tapestry by way of a thank you for this honour.
‘So, William was in Normandy in 1073 Odo was presented with the task of dealing with a rebellion, the Revolt of the Earls, led by Waltheof the Anglo-Saxon Earl of Northumbria and Ralph de Guader, the Earl of Norfolk. Odo crushed it pretty quickly. On Williams return in 1076 Waltheof was executed - the only time an Anglo-Saxon nobleman was executed during his reign. However, the Earl of Norfolk managed to escape to Brittany.
‘Odo was variously described by contemporaries as ambitious, rapacious, and destitute of virtue. He forcibly seized lands for his family and associates, leading one chronicler to describe him as a ravening wolf.’
‘That fits with everything we’ve found out about Odo so far Coco, he was a pretty nasty piece of work.’
‘Absolutely. Now in 1082 William heard complaints about Odo's rule. He returned to England and Odo was soon arrested and charged with misgovernment and oppression. Found guilty he was kept in prison until his brother Robert achieved his release on the death of William the Conqueror in 1087.
‘Thereafter Robert Curthose, William's eldest son, had expected to become king of England on his father’s death. However, William preferred his third son William Rufus, who, unlike Curthose, had remained loyal to his father throughout his rule. Rufus was crowned by Lanfranc, the Archbishop of Canterbury, on 26 September 1087 and in the following year, Geoffrey of Coutances, and the three half brother - Odo, Robert and Richard Fitz Gilbert, led a rebellion against his rule. Curthose was across the channel with his own army but bad weather prevented them from getting over to England to support the uprising, which pretty much left their plans in ruins. Furthermore many of the Normans in England remained loyal to the succession, and William Rufus cornered and defeated the rebels at Tonbridge Castle.
‘Odo was forced to flee to Normandy. He then became an adviser to Robert Curthose, who was the new Duke of Normandy. Odo was present at the council of Clermont in November 1095, when Pope Urban II proclaimed the First Crusade. In September 1096 Odo accompanied Curthose on that crusade. Odo died in Palermo in February 1097, while visiting his friend, Roger, Count of Sicily. Odo was buried in the cathedral on Sicily.
‘So, onto Richard Fitz Gilbert, who’s quite an interesting character. In about 1026 Herleva of Falaise, a sixteen year-old tanner’s daughter from Falaise in Normandy, gave birth to a son called Richard. It appears that the Richard's father was Gilbert, Count of Brionne, one of the most powerful landowners in Normandy at the time. As Herleva was not married to Gilbert the boy became known as Richard Fitz Gilbert, the term 'Fitz' was used to show that Richard was the illegitimate son of Gilbert.
‘Later Herleva became the mistress of Robert the Duke of Normandy and when she gave birth to a son named William the Duke wouldn’t marry her, probably because of her lowly status. He instead persuaded her to marry one of his friends, Herluin of Conterville. It was with him that she was supposed to have had Odo, Robert and a daughter called Muriel - but I wouldn’t be surprised if the Duke of Normandy was their father too. That might explain Odo’s later sense of entitlement.’
‘Well I think we can surmise that Herleva must have been extremely attractive Coco, what with all these men of importance chasing after her.’
‘Oh yes Papa, she was regarded as the most beautiful woman in Normandy. So the Duke of Normandy dies in 1035 and young William, who we all later became to know as William the Conqueror, inherited his father's title. Several leading Normans, including Gilbert of Brionne, Richard Fitz Gilbert’s father, became William's guardians.
‘But a number of Norman barons would not accept an illegitimate son as their leader, so in 1040 an attempt was made to kill young William. The plot failed but they did manage to kill Gilbert of Brionne. Sadly as young Richard Fitz Gilbert was illegitimate, he did not receive very much land when his real father died.
‘Richard then married Rohese, daughter of Walter Giffard of Normandy, which gave him a bit of credibility. The couple had at least three children, Rohaise, Gilbert de Clare and Walter of Clare.
‘When William decided to invade England in 1066, he invited his three half-brothers, the 40 year-old Richard Fitz Gilbert, and the younger Odo and Robert, to join him.
‘After the victory Fitz Gilbert was also granted land in Kent, Essex, Surrey, Suffolk and Norfolk. He then built four impressive castles - at Tonbridge in Kent, Clare in Suffolk, Bletchingley in Surrey and Hanley in Worcestershire.
‘Everyone was impressed with Richard's castle at Tonbridge and after a while people in Kent began calling him Richard of Tonbridge. Other people called him Richard of Clare, after the castle he’d built in Suffolk. In time, Richard adopted Clare as his family name and he became known as Richard de Clare.
‘William the Conqueror really trusted his older half-brother Richard and appointed him as a member of his ruling council. Richard was also given the title Chief Justiciar. This meant that Richard took over the running of the government when the king was making one of his many visits to Normandy, with Odo acting as regent. Clearly Richard and Odo were pretty close and joined forces to try and oust William Rufus after King William died in 1088.
‘However after a two-day siege at Tonbridge Castle, Richard, Odo and Robert were forced to surrender to William Rufus. Richard was punished by having his castle at Tonbridge burnt to the ground, together with the surrounding town. Richard was also forced to live in a monastery where he died three years later.’
‘Well Coco, he doesn’t sound much like his half-brothers Odo and Robert, he seems to have been quite a noble fellow. He was what, 62 when they tried to get rid of William Rufus? That must have been quite an age back then.’
‘Oh absolutely, I think you’re right, I suspect that Odo and Robert convinced him to join them perhaps because they convinced him that he had had his own birthright taken from him, and he should therefore be sympathetic to Robert Curthose’s claim. And also Odo and Robert were his half-brothers, so maybe that loyalty played a part too.’
‘Have you got anything on Matilda or her uncle Gilbert?’
‘Well not too much I’m afraid Papa, Norman women, even those of high birth like Matilda were regarded much like chattel. But I did find something about her father, Roger de Montgomerie, Gilbert’s older brother. He had been pretty close to William, becoming one of his principal counsellors, which was probably why Matilda came to the attention of Robert, who decided to marry her to cosy up to his half-brother William.
‘It is not clear whether Roger de Montgomerie actually joined the invasion of England but he certainly did very well out of it, he got about 160 manors and what was pretty much all of what we would now call West Sussex, then became the Earl of Shrewsbury. His income from those estates would have been about £2,000 a year, which was pretty impressive seeing as Odo, who earned the most, got about £3,000. You’ve got to remember that the entire landed property for England after the invasion was worth about £72,000 in total.
‘Now here’s the interesting thing Papa. When Curthose, Odo, Robert and Richard all tried to topple William Rufus in 1088 Roger de Montgomerie initially joined them, but pretty quickly decided to change sides and fight with Rufus. Now you’ve got to remember that Robert had been married to his daughter Matilda until her death in 1085, so it might have been a bit of a dilemma for him.
‘But maybe it had more to do with how Robert had treated Matilda, and perhaps, if your theory is true, Robert’s alleged role in the death of his younger brother Gilbert too. Maybe he said yes to Robert and Odo in order to gather information about their plans, but had seen an opportunity to avenge Matilda and Gilbert’s deaths. It would have been sweet revenge don’t you think?’
‘So you think my theory has some credence?’
‘Yes, I do. It’s all complete speculation of course, but I don’t think it’s beyond the realms of possibility that Robert had been personally responsible for the murder of Gilbert at Hapleigh, and that might have been all down to the buried treasure. I think Gilbert of Montgomerie is a lot like Richard Fitz Gilbert, they are both old school Norman nobles, I think they both just wanted to do the right thing, whilst the younger generation was scrambling around trying to make themselves rich.’
‘Thank you Coco, that’s just what I wanted to hear.’
‘OK, enough of the history work, I’m going to cook you dinner, one mother’s favourite dishes, Gigot d'Agneau Pre Sel.’
‘Roasted leg of lamb, from lambs raised on the salty marsh lands?’
‘How did you know that?’
‘Your mother would never stop talking about it, I think it was the thing she missed most during the occupation.’
‘In which case you stay here I’m going shopping. We’re going to have a lovely evening together Papa.’
‘The first of very many I hope my darling.’
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It was Saturday morning and Lizzie was seriously worried. It was a few days since Tom would have received her card, but she hadn’t heard a thing, not a peep. What could she do?
She sat on the sofa in her dressing gown and fluffy pink slippers sipping her third cup of coffee. She had to think of something.
Maybe she could call Bren again, but that risked showing her hand - that she was desperate to hear from Tom. Perhaps she could call him to check the address, play it cool and pretend that she hadn’t sent anything yet and had lost the address. But what if Bren had spoken to Tom since then? Her ruse would be compromised immediately. No, she had to think of something else.
Maybe she would send him another card, like she’d forgotten to say something in the Kitten one. But what could that be? What would be a legitimate excuse? Then she had a brainwave. Find something of his in the flat, and ask him if he’d like her to send it on to him. That way he’d have to reply, wouldn’t he?
That was it - today she would search the flat for something of Tom’s.
---
Tom had spent a restless Friday night. He’d already been tidying up most of the evening and was up again very early fussing about and dusting. Inga was coming today and he wanted to make a good impression. But added to that he was exhausted - the week with Taggart had been pretty fruitless, they’d come up with next to nothing. Gerald had remained chipper, obviously, but Tom had felt an increasing sense of dread, he was sure they weren’t going to find the hoard.  
But the weekend held enormous promise. He’d tossed and turned most of the night wondering what Inga might look like naked. It was incredibly distracting. He hoped he’d be up to the task.
He continued with the cleaning in the morning and put fresh sheets on the bed. Next was a trip down to Wendover in the Morris to stock up on proper food (he could hardly expect Inga to survive on a diet of eggs), and he suspected he’d need something substantial to keep his energy levels up.
He got back at ten and had just finished putting the shopping way when the doorbell rang.
He scurried to the front door, almost injuring himself on the edge of the dining room table in the process. He brushed himself down, took a quick look in the mirror in the hallway and open the door.
There stood Inga, looking quite magnificent in jeans and a tight fitting polo-necked jumper. She was carrying a suitcase that seemed far too big for just an overnight stay.
‘Lovely village isn’t it Tom.’
He stood there opened mouthed for a moment or two, completely transfixed. Did this delicious creature really fancy him?
‘Aren’t you going to invited me in then?’
‘Oh of course, come in, come in.’
He stood aside and she wiggled into the hall.
He let her lead the way and she looked around the place as she headed through towards the dining room. ‘This is a very pretty cottage Mr Wishart, you’re a very lucky boy.’
‘I know I am,’ replied Tom as he focused on her pert bottom. Bren would be so jealous.
She placed her suitcase beside one the dining room table and turned to face him, chin tucked into her neck smiling seductively.
‘Well I think we should get down to it straight away don’t you?’
‘Pardon?’
She giggled. ‘Oh Tom you are rude. Not THAT, we’ve got plenty of time to get acquainted later, no I was talking about the search for Odo’s booty, I want a full update.’
‘Oh of course, yes. And no, I wasn’t thinking about, you know, the other thing.’
‘But I bet you have been over the last few days, haven’t you?’
Tom found himself looking at his feet. ‘Well yes, I suppose I have.’
‘Good, so have I. I think we should plan for a quiet night in together, don’t you? But in the meantime we should do some work.’
‘Agreed. Would you like a cup of tea?’
‘That would be lovely, and while you’re making it I’d like to have a read of Silas’s old notebooks, if that’s OK.’
‘Right you are, I’ve stored all of that stuff behind the sofa here.’
He pulled the end of the sofa back from the wall and reached down to pull out one of the cardboard boxes he’d placed behind it. Suddenly he felt a hand on his backside.
He stood up straight and turned around to find Inga standing very close to him. She began to twist a finger through her hair.
‘I’ve changed my mind. I think we should start the weekend off with a good old snog on the sofa like a couple of over-sexed teenagers. What do you think Mr Wishart?’
‘Oh, er, God yes.’
‘Good. We’ll keep our clothes on though, I don’t want you to think I’m easy.’
‘No, no, that’s fine.’
‘Excellent.’
And with that she pushed him backwards onto the sofa and climbed onto him. Tom wasn’t entirely sure, but he thought he might have had a little accident right there and then.
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Knowing that he was due to sail home soon, Claudette spent as much time with Dicky as she could. She was determined to share everything about her mother’s life as possible, desperate to show him that she had thought of him often and not blamed him for anything.
She’d made her decision to marry Pierre, always knowing in her heart of hearts that it was the wrong decision, but after Pierre died she was free to bring Claudette up the way she wanted to, as Dicky’s child.
Claudette showed him Simone’s ‘Meredith Book’, large bound scrapbook containing her correspondence with the War Office and the British Army, her returned letters and memories of Dicky and one solitary photo of them together after liberation. Both looking hollow-eyed yet happy, arm-in-arm walking down a bombed out street in the city. The scrapbook was clearly a labour of love.
They had both become quite emotional when they read Simone’s scribbled notes in the margins, venting her frustration and writing of her undying love for the elusive Captain Meredith.
And every day Dicky would slip off to the cemetery to sit with Simone, sometimes for hours.
They’d also spent time with Manon, and she and Dicky recounted more shared wartime stories for Claudette over dinner, stories she’d heard many times before but happily listened too again.
And as the days passed their mutual affection grew to new heights. They both knew their lives had changed fundamentally, and that they would be forever entwined. There was a lot of laughter. Claudette had found the man her mother had told her so much about to be everything she said he would be - kind, thoughtful and utterly charming. For his part Dicky still could not believe that he’d been blessed with such a beautiful, intelligent daughter.
On the Saturday night Claudette invited Fabien, Manon and Father Gental over for a farewell dinner with Dicky.
‘So when will you be leaving us?’ enquired Father Gental as they sat around the table whilst Claudette busied herself in the kitchen.
‘First thing tomorrow I’m afraid, my ferry sails at about 10am.’
‘And when will you be back to see us again Dicky?’ asked Manon.
‘As soon as I can, believe me.’
‘The one thing I still can’t believe that we’ve spent the last 45 years thinking your name was Meredith Dicky, how could you deceived us so?’ asked Fabien moodily.
‘The fog of war Fabien, it was a necessary evil.’
‘But after the liberation, why not tell us then?’
‘It’s difficult to explain. All I can say that it was a combination of exhaustion and confusion. How can I put it, I wasn’t even sure who I was anymore. Maybe, deep down, I wanted to keep the two parts of me, Nagle and Meredith, separate. I wanted to leave Meredith and the horror of war behind me, that I could go home and be Dick Nagle again, to restart life.’
‘But what about Simone?’ asked Manon, ‘why did you not tell her?’
‘I wanted to, I really did, and I had planned too. I wanted to bring her home to England with me, so we could start a life together anew in a world without bullets and bombs. But then there was Pierre. Pierre threw an almighty spanner in the works. All of a sudden it seemed better to remain Meredith.’
‘You really felt that way?’
‘Oh course Manon. I had been living in a dream and in some way Pierre’s returned brought me back to reality back with a bang. Suddenly the war was over for us, and those things that were important before it, the world we had all previously inhabited, had suddenly returned.
‘Pierre had been an important part of Simone’s life, that couldn’t be denied. She’d told me all about him, when we were together. He’d been through hell and when we met him in the street she naturally ran to his side. She did not tell him about us, she instinctively went to him. For me that was it, what we had was a wartime romance, I thought she was in love with him.’
‘Maybe she was in love with the man Pierre had been before he went to Spain Dicky,’ said Fabien, ‘but he came back as another person. Simone came to understand that very quickly, but it was too late, you’d disappeared and Pierre wanted to marry her. She was trapped. She may even have realized she was pregnant too.’
‘I had to get away from there Fabien, I could not stay around and see them together. He was stealing my life and I had no control over it anymore. No, I had to get back to England, back to sanity. I was spent, both mentally and physically, I needed to start over.’
‘This was a time of great crisis for you Dicky,’ offered Father Gental, ‘I think you did what you felt you had to do. You should have no regrets.’
‘I know Father, but I still did. When I got home all I thought about was Simone, I should have fought for her, but at the time I had very little fight left. But if I’d known about the pregnancy, well that would have changed everything.’
‘We cannot change what has passed Dicky. But now you have Claudette, she is your gift from God.’
‘She certainly is Olivier, I could not be happier.’
With that Claudette emerged from the kitchen, triumphant with a huge stewpot.
‘Well everyone here it is, my famous rabbit stew!’
‘Ah, enough of this emotional talk, let’s eat,’ bellowed Fabien, ’we must respect the rabbit!’
They all laughed. Fabien could always be relied upon to say something to break the tension. 
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Tom had spent an exhausting day with Inga.
After their episode on the sofa the afternoon had been a series of tactile encounters, giggles and corny double-entendres. He’d lost count of the times that Inga had grabbed his bum or pressed herself up against him. She was insatiable. Not that he was complaining, he only hoped he’d have the energy to keep up. He felt that the day was building to a crescendo, and as it went on his sexual anticipation grew. He was truly putty in her hands.
They’d been through all of the information Tom had gathered, together with Silas’s journals. He’d also explained on an Ordnance Survey map all of the areas he and Gerald had identified, and those areas they had covered already.
They had discussed at length the credibility of all of the information, and agreed that the key to the whole issue lay within Gilbert de Montgomerie’s riddle. They were convinced that Silas had found the hoard, so it was just a case of reviewing everything they had discovered over and over until they saw something Silas had seen.
After a leisurely walk around the village, Ordnance Survey map in hand, with Tom pointing out the key landmarks on the search area, they returned to the cottage about 6pm.
‘Right Inga, time for me to cook us our tea.’
‘You’re cooking? Quite the modern man, aren’t you? I like it, what are we having?’
‘I’m going to cook you my specialty, Spag Bol.’
‘Once a student always a student eh?’
‘Well I suppose so, but I’ve refined my recipe over the years, lots more garlic, proper tomatoes as well as tinned, lashings of good red wine and fresh basil in at last knockings. And linguine, much more interesting than spaghetti.’
‘Hmm, sounds like you should really call it Linguine Bolognese.’
‘I suppose you’re right, I’d never thought of that before.’
‘Well I’m sure it’ll be a treat, a bit like the one I’m planning for you later.’
‘Crickey.’
‘Crickey indeed. A little something for someone very special.’
‘I don’t deserve it,’ said Tom nervously.
‘You most certainly do you big handsome hunk. And I’m sure you’re going to love it. Right, would it be OK if I go take a little nap upstairs while you’re cooking? The early start, our hard work and all that fresh air has finally caught up with me.’
‘Yes of course, go make yourself comfortable. I’ll give you a shout when it’s nearly ready so you can have a quick bath, the water should be piping hot.’
‘Ooh, you thinking about me naked are you Mr Wishart?’
‘Behave! Now go on, off you go, have a pleasant kip.’
‘I will sweetheart.’
She pecked him on the cheek and made went upstairs, her big suitcase thumping up the stairs behind her. It promised to be some night.
---
Lizzie had search everywhere until, finally, she found something of Tom’s behind a wardrobe. Actually she couldn’t believe her luck - she’d found one of his prized mementos, the fisherman’s cap he was given by his football mates at Poly.
She laughed when she dusted it off and examined it - it really was a bloody stupid cap. The last time she’d seen him wearing it he was screaming at the telly watching England getting stuffed 3-1 in their third and final group game against Russia in Euro ’88. Funny how boys have their rituals for watching football, somehow believing that wearing their lucky Y-fronts or somesuch could actually influence what happened on the pitch. He’d worn it for every game England had played in Germany that summer and they’d lost all three. He must have thrown it across the bedroom in a rage. God, he could be quite childish when it came to sport.
But she knew that the ‘Lighthouse’ would definitely be pleased to see it again.
Now all she needed to do was think of a message to send with it. Obviously subtlety hadn’t worked before, she needed to be bolder. Hell, she needed to direct and unequivocal. Enough was enough, she wanted him back and she was going to get him back. 
---
Tom was very pleased with his work. The dining room looked like a very atmospheric candlelit Trattoria - the table had a brand-new red and white gingham tablecloth, on which stood a huge black pepper mill, some ornate candlesticks he found in one of Rita’s cupboards, and the most expensive bottle of red wine he’d been able to find in Wendover. He’d also found an old Dean Martin tape for background music, to ensure a romantic ambience.
He’d called upstairs to Inga when he started to set the table, and then heard her running a bath. Now he could hear her coming down the stairs.
‘I’m looking forward to this Thomas,’ she shouted.
So was he.
When she appeared in the doorway he couldn’t believe his luck. She was wearing black leather knee length boots, fishnets, a short black skirt, a tight-fitting white cotton shirt and black tie. Two other things caught his eye - her bright cheery-red lipstick and the fact that she very obviously wasn’t wearing a bra. Actually that should be three things that caught his eye - either the radiators upstairs needed to be bled again, or she was rather aroused herself.
‘What do you think?’ she asked.
‘I think you look bloody amazing.’
‘Thank you, that’s the correct answer. And I love what you’ve done with the room, very romantic.’
‘That was the idea.’
‘Well you’re to be congratulated, it looks very charming.’ She ran a fingertip over the top of the pepper mill. ‘I’m particularly impressed with this.’
‘OK. Er right, well I guess you’d best sit down whilst I go fetch the food.’
‘Whatever you say big boy, I think I’ll sit at this end of the table.’
Tom backed into the kitchen, without taking his eyes off of Inga’s impressive breasts. She must have sensed he was looking at her and slowly pulled her shoulders back to maximize the effect.
He wondered what Bren might make of all this.
---
Lizzie was pleased with her idea. This time her plan wouldn’t fail. She knew which buttons to press when it came to Tom, and this time, thanks to her Polaroid camera, she was pushing them all.
---
Tom had never wanted to finish a meal so quickly. He watched blankly as Inga seductively sucked in a long length of linguine.
‘Well what’s the rush Tom? Going somewhere?’
‘Upstairs I hope.’
‘Well I guess its about time. Let me go up first, and come up in about five minutes.’
‘Really? Should I ask why?’
‘No, it’s another surprise for you. I’m hoping you’ll like it.’
‘I can’t wait. OK I’ll clear the table, you go do what you need to do.’
She got up and slowly made for the stairs. ‘Don’t be too long.’
‘Don’t worry I won’t.’
Tom cleared the table in no time, and practically threw the dishes into the sink. He stopped himself and took a few deep breaths, this was no good, he was going to have to calm down. Tonight was probably going to be the most exciting night of his whole life and he wanted to enjoy it as much as possible. He went to the bottom of the stairs.
‘Can I come up now?’
‘Yep, I think I’m ready for you darling.’
Tom bounded up the stairs and into the bedroom. She wasn’t there.
‘Where are you?’
‘I’m in the other bedroom.’
‘You want me to come in there?’
‘No, just draw the curtains, put the bedside table light on, take all of your clothes off and get into the bed.’
‘OK.’
Tom did as he was asked, tore his clothes off and jumped under the sheets.
‘Are you ready Tom?’
‘You bet I am!’
‘OK, close your eyes, I’m coming in.’
‘Whatever you say!’
He closed his eyes tight listened intently as he heard the door squeak open. The anticipation was killing him.
‘Can I open them now?’
‘Go right ahead!’
When he opened his eyes they nearly popped out of his head.
She stood before him, legs slightly apart and hands on hips, elbows out. He had been expecting her to be wearing a baby-doll nighty or stockings and suspenders, but no, this was not what he expected, not by a long chalk.
Everything she had been wearing downstairs remained. She’d actually put more clothes on.
But now she was now wearing a pristine black Waffen-SS officer’s tunic with an Iron Cross, a black peaked visor cap, complete with Death’s Head insignia and a black Sam Browne belt. And if that wasn’t enough she was wearing a red Swastika armband.
‘Fucking hell!’
‘I’m not wearing any knickers.’
‘But look what you ARE wearing! You look, you look like a bloody Nazi!’
‘Good isn’t it? All authentic I assure you, bought all this at an auction in Zurich a couple of years ago.’
‘But why?’
‘You’re killing the mood a bit Tom.’
‘I want to know why you’re wearing them.’
‘I like them.’
‘I’d like you to take them off Inga.’
‘That’s more like it. You want a bit of a striptease?’
‘Just so long as you take them off.’
‘You wish is my command.’
She started to sway and hum The Stripper tune to herself, prancing and wiggling around the bedroom discarding various items. She was clearly enjoying herself, and Tom found it virtually impossible not to enjoy the show too. Before long all she was standing proudly at the end of the wearing just the fishnets and the Death’s Head cap.
‘And now for the finale Thomas.’
She grabbed the bed sheet in her fist and pulled hard.
‘Hey presto!’
There was a moment of silence as the cotton sheet fluttered to the floor.
‘Oh my God, that looks just like a Field Marshall’s Baton!” she squealed. ‘Prepare for to be invaded Mr Wishart, I’ll be taking no prisoners!’
‘Oh sweet Jesus,’ moaned Tom as Inga leapt on him.
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Claudette had insisted on driving Dicky to the ferry port herself.
‘You really didn’t need to do this Coco, I’d have been perfectly happy on the bus.’
‘Don’t be silly Papa,’ said Claudette as she negotiated the early morning traffic on the way into Ouistreham, ‘I want to see you off personally.’
‘Thank you my darling, that’s very kind of you.’
‘Papa, when will I see you again?’
‘Well I’ve still a few months before my official retirement, so I expect I’m going to be quite busy handing over the reins and whatnot, so I don’t think I’ll be back for a little while.’
‘In which case can I come to see you?’
‘Of course my darling, you can come to stay with me at the Vicarage anytime you’d like, and you can stay for as long as you like too!’
‘I’d hoped you’d say that. I want to see what your life is like, see High Beauchamp for myself.’
‘Well just let me know when you’d like to come and I’ll make sure Mrs Bull prepares the spare room for you.’
‘Thank you Papa. I just need to sort out when I can take some time off at work and I’ll give you a call.’
‘I’ll be calling you every day Coco, you can be sure of that.’
‘Thank you Papa, I’d like that.’
Claudette turned into the passenger-only car park and pulled up at the drop-off point.
‘Here you are Papa.’
‘Are you going to stay to watch the ferry pull out? I could wave to you from the viewing deck if you’d like.’
‘No Papa, I’m not good at goodbyes. The thought of watching you sailing away might just be too much for me. No, I’ll just drop you off here if that’s OK.’
‘Of course my darling, I understand.’
‘Come here Papa.’
Claudette reached over and cuddled her father and whispered into his ear.
‘I lost my mother, but I finally found my Papa. I haven’t been so happy in years.’
‘Me either Coco.’
‘A part of my heart was once empty and now it is full to bursting. I love you Papa.’
‘I love you too Coco, very deeply.’
‘A part of my heart now belongs to you too.’
Dicky kissed her on the cheek.
‘Right,’ announced Claudette, pulling herself up straight. ‘Time for you to go. Have a safe journey Papa and call me to let me know you got home safely.’
‘I will.’
Dicky got out and leaned back into the open car window.
‘Farewell my darling, drive carefully.’
‘Remember to call me later, I’ll be waiting for the call.’
‘The minute I get home.’
‘Remember, no goodbyes Papa, not anymore.’
‘Adieu Coco.’
‘Adieu Papa!’
And with that she put her little Renault into gear and drove away. Dicky stood for a minute or two watching her disappear. As she turned onto the main road she beeped her tinny horn and waved one last time.
Dicky returned her wave and remained fixed to the spot. What a trip he thought. The last time he’d left France he was a broken man. This time was completely different - he’d never felt so alive.
---
Tom awoke to the sound of the kettle whistling.
God, what a night. He tried to move but couldn’t, his limbs refusing to respond. He felt like he’d spent the night in a tumble drier. Christ that Inga was an utter revelation - it had been like sleeping with Olga Korbut. But then he remembered the Nazi outfit. What the hell was that all about? It did explain the size of her suitcase - that was one mystery solved. He tried to stretch around to see what time it was, but only managed to knock the alarm clock off the bedside table.
‘Ready for Tea and a bit of breakfast Big Boy?’ called Inga from the kitchen.
‘Yeah, I’ll be down in a minute.’
‘OK Mein Liebling, don’t be too long!’
Again with the German. This was totally confusing. Tom almost fell out of bed, pulled on his underpants, grabbed his dressing gown and staggered to the bathroom. After brushing his teeth, and having a good look at himself in the mirror, he went downstairs. He could see Inga fussing in the kitchen so sat down at the dining room table.
‘Morning Inga.’
‘Morning my darling.’
Inga entered the dining room clutching two steaming mugs of tea. She was wearing one of his shirts, loosely buttoned at the front. She didn’t seem to be wearing anything underneath. Again.
‘I’ve made you a special breakfast, I brought a couple of things with me I hope you’ll like.’
He eyed her suspiciously, ‘Thanks Inga.’
‘She returned to the kitchen and reemerged with a plate of food which she placed before him. German sausage, mushrooms beans and, of course, eggs. She picked up a fork and stuck it into the huge sausage and waved it before him.’
‘Good choice, don’t you think?’ she laughed.
‘Er, yes, thank you Inga.’
She went back into the kitchen and returned with her own plate. Tom sat staring at his breakfast.
‘Don’t you like it Tom?’
‘We’ve got a talk, talk about what happened last night.’
‘yes I now Tom, you were absolutely magnificent.’
‘Not about that, about the uniform thing.’
‘What about it?’
‘Well, it was, you know, a bit extreme.’
‘Didn’t you like it?’
‘I’m just a bit confused that’s all.’
‘Why?’
‘Well, it was a bit right-wing don’t you think, what with the uniform and all the paraphernalia, and last but not least, this bloody sausage.’
‘What can I say, I admire the Germans, you know, the whole Third Reich thing.’
‘You do?’
‘Yes of course, I’m a historian Tom, these things interest me.’
‘Oh so it’s the look, the theatrical design and whatnot?’
‘Well yes there’s that, but I’m also interested in the politics.’
‘What, from the historical perspective, you know, the extremism?’
‘Well yes, that and the Jews.’
‘Oh you mean how they suffered.’
‘They didn’t suffer enough in my book.’
Tom nearly spat out his beans.
‘You what?’
‘The Jews. They were to blame for the hyper-inflation in the 1920s, exploiting the German working class, robbing the people blind. That and they were responsible for the Germans loosing the First World War what with their rampant profiteering. No they deserved everything they got.’
‘Are you serious?’
‘Absolutely.’
‘You’re an anti-Semite?’
‘Absolutely.’
‘But why? You’re Swedish?’
‘Oh yes my family is Swedish, but my grandfather was ethnically German. He met and married her in Stockholm where he was studying, and in 1941 he volunteered for the SS Panzer Division Wiking. He won the Iron Cross fighting in Russian and rose to the rank of Obersturmbannführer, but was killed in the Korsun-Cherkassy Pocket in early 1944. Granny had followed him to Germany with my infant mother and they were finally evacuated from the Courland Pocket in East Prussia late in the war. Mum was about six or seven then. They finally got back to Sweden in 1947.’
‘So your Grandfather was a Nazi?’
‘Very much so. He was a great man, he fought and died for what he believed in, National Socialism.’
‘And you believe in that too?’
‘Of course.’
‘Bloody hell.’
She leant across to him and ran her hand up his thigh inside his dressing gown.
‘Is that a problem for you darling?’
‘I don’t know, I just can’t get my head around it.’
‘Oh, talking dirty again Tom, I like it.’
She moved her hand even further up his thigh.
‘I’m ready if you are Mr Wishart.’
She stood up, moved around the table and straddled him, then pressed herself into his face.
‘Let’s do it again Big Boy.’
Given what was happening in his underpants Tom didn’t see that he had much choice.
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After a couple of false starts and several retaken Polaroids, by mid-morning Sunday Lizzie was finally happy with her efforts. She’d had to rush out to the corner shop just after 10pm the previous evening where the owner Mr Aziz was slightly bewildered that she’d bought a large padded envelope and a small plastic photo album, rather than the usual bottle of Chardonnay.  
She’d stayed up late deciding on the sequence the photos should go in and what she should write on each of them. She wanted maximum effect and was now sure she’d cracked it.
Over her coffee and toast she thumbed through the photo album once more, just to be on the safe side. Yep, that should do the trick she thought. Tom would get the message, loud and clear.
---
After a torrid morning Tom was secretly pleased when Inga announced that she would be leaving immediately after lunch and was off to take a bath. Tom decided to have a sit in the garden with another cup of tea and reflect on the last 24 hours. He positioned his deckchair in a semi-shady corner close to a now blossoming cherry tree and tried to take stock.
He’d enjoyed all the physical stuff, no question, but he couldn’t cope with Inga’s extremist views - not least because she was so casual about them.
How had he not noticed? He tried to think back to all their previous conversations - what had he missed? The more he thought about it the more he realized that his head had been turned by Inga’s flirting and his preoccupation with Odo. He’d bought it hook line and sinker - she was a firm-bodied temptress who’d dazzled him with her pert little bottom and an impressive knowledge of Norman Britain.
In his pre-Lizzie student days he’d have been surprised but ultimately unconcerned by the revelation that Inga’s views where slightly to the right of Genghis Khan. Back then he’d only have been interested in bedding her. He was that immature. But now it was very different. He’d really thought they might have some sort of future together. She was exciting, smart and very attractive, but all that was comprehensively cancelled out by her politics. He’d have to dump her. Perhaps he’d give her a call in the week, give her the bad news from a distance. Oh what a bloody mess. He leant back, closed his eyes and tried to enjoy the sunshine.
It didn’t seem that long before heard her in the kitchen, calling out his name. He must have dozed off.
‘I’m out her Inga, in the garden!’
‘Coming!’
She swanned into the garden wearing jeans and a sleeveless white vest top with a Bundeswehr army badge sewn onto the middle of the chest. The black eagle. Nothing surprised him anymore. She stood in front of him, blocking out the sun.
‘Hi handsome. What’s for lunch?’
‘What do you fancy?’
She smiled at him. ‘Don’t start all that again my big blonde beefcake, you’ve pretty much worn me out.’
‘Do you want something light?’
‘Yes, that would be perfect.’
‘How about an egg salad?’
‘It’s a good job I like eggs isn’t it?’
‘OK, when would you like to eat?’
‘As soon as possible if that’s OK, I really need to get off by two.’
‘Do you have to get home for work?’
‘No, I’m due to speak at a meeting in South London this evening.’
‘Oh really? What’s the subject?’
‘My presentation is called The Ramifications Of European Invasion.’
‘Oh, so it’s about how the Anglo-Saxons dealt with the Norman Yoke?’
‘No, not quite, it’s about the EEC’s plans to allow free movement of workers across all European member states. It’s a bloody disgrace, the place will be awash with bloody foreigners.’
‘Oh, I thought it was to do with your work.’
‘No, it’s a British National Party meeting, above a pub in Croydon.’
‘Oh.’
There was a very pregnant pause.
‘Tom, are my politics an issue with you?’
‘Well, yes, a little bit.’
‘Don’t you agree with them?’
‘They make me feel very uncomfortable.’
‘So what are your politics?’
‘I’m not sure that I have any.’
‘Oh don’t be silly Tom, we’ve all got to have some politics.’
‘Well all I know is that when I was at Poly and again when I lived in London I had friends of all colours and creeds, all of them lovely people. I judge others by what sort of person they are, not the colour of their skin. You could say I’m colourblind.’
‘Really?’
‘Yes really. And I lived very happily for years in Kilburn too, which might as well be called County Kilburn for Christ’s sakes there was so many Irish living there. But I liked it. More importantly I liked them, they were great people. No, I believe in multi-cultural Britain. And we’re a national of mongrels anyway, are we?’
‘You really believe that Tom?’
‘Yes, I do.’
‘Hmm. That could be a big problem.’
‘There’s no could about it Inga, I think it is one.’
‘Are you saying what I think you’re saying?’
‘Look Inga, I think you’re fantastic, but I can’t agree with your politics. I don’t think I could live with them.’
‘But if I explained it all to you Tom I’m sure you’d agree with my views. Can you at least let me try? I’d really like to be with you.’
‘Why were you ever interested in me Inga?’
‘Well look at you, you’re tall, blonde, blue-eyed, handsome and funny. What’s not to like?’
‘The Aryan ideal then.’
‘Well yes, I guess that’s part of it. But why are you interested in me?’
‘You’re cute, intelligent and very sexy.’
‘Well we’re the perfect couple then aren’t we?’
‘I’m not sure the Ken and Barbie thing works in real life Inga.’
‘Why not, we’re the beautiful people, the chosen ones.’
‘Relationships are not just about appearances are they? There has to be something more, there needs to be some sort of deep rooted shared connection.’
‘You don’t think we have that? We seemed to have a pretty good connection a few times last night, and again this morning too.’
‘We don’t have a proper connection Inga, not really. I mean I’m very attracted to you physically, but I’m not sure about the rest.’
‘The rest?’
‘You know what I’m on about Inga - the bigotry, I just can’t get my head around it. It’s like you’ve been indoctrinated.’
‘Oh have I?’ Inga’s anger was completely at odds with the beautiful sunlit garden. ‘Well that’s bloody nice isn’t it. You’ve had your bloody fun with me, and now you’ve got the temerity to sit in your bloody deckchair and tell me I’m not worthy.’
Tom rose out of the chair.
‘Hang on Inga it’s you who’s telling people they are unworthy, you’re the one who is dismissing people who aren’t like you.’
‘I can’t believe it, I let a bloody communist shag me!’
‘And I can’t believe I’ve had it off with a fascist. I only wish I knew more about you beforehand, I probably wouldn’t have invited you here.’
Her face became flushed.
‘I think I should go now.’
‘That might be for the best.’
‘Well, I think you should know something else too, you were bloody crap in bed.’
‘That’s not exactly news to me, but thank you for sharing. Do you want a hand getting your suitcase of hate downstairs?’
‘Oh just sod off Tom.’
She then pulled her T-shirt up over her breasts, and lifted her bra out of the way.
‘See these beauties?’
Tom didn’t answer.
‘We’ll that’s going to be the last time you ever see them, you bastard.’
And with that she turned on her heels, pulled herself back together and stormed off into the house.
Tom decided it was probably best to stay in the garden. God that was horrible, he hadn’t really planned to have an argument with her there and then. He could hear her talking to herself through the open bedroom window, the stupid great suitcase being bumped down the stairs and then the front door being slammed hard. A moment or two later he heard her car burst into live, rev loudly then scream off.
And then there was silence in the garden once more, warm sunshine, twittering birds and a gentle breeze.
---
It was perhaps an hour later when the phone rang. Tom really hoped it wasn’t Inga. He was relived to hear Gerald’s dulcet tones.
‘Afternoon Thomas!’
‘Oh hi Gerald, to what do I owe the pleasure?’
‘Just a quick call to say that Penny and I are about to set off for Portsmouth to pick up Dicky.’
‘Oh of course, I had forgotten he was back today.’
‘Well not to worry. It’s just that he called me before he left this morning to say that he thinks we should have a little get together this evening.’
‘Oh of course, no problem at all.’
‘Good. It sounded like he had something interesting to share, but didn’t say much more than that.’
‘That sounds quite cryptic. Maybe he found out something from that academic he mentioned before.’
‘Possibly, possibly. I just wanted to know if you were around at about 8pm, so we can all get together. We should be back in High B for about 7.30pm and Dicky’s quite keen to have a pow-wow.’
‘Yes, absolutely, that will be brilliant. Where are we going to meet?’
‘Best we meet at the Vicarage, just we three.’
‘OK, that sounds like the sensible option.’
‘Right I better go, Penny will have finished powdering her nose before long. Sorry I didn’t call earlier, we’ve been to mass this morning.’
‘How was Father Nagle’s replacement?’
‘Oh well all I can say is that he’s a trier, but he couldn’t hold a candle to Dicky when it comes to delivering a sermon. Quite dull I’m afraid.’
‘What was the subject this morning?’
‘The dangers of extremists.’
‘Well I know from personal experience that there are a number of dangerous reactionaries lurking out there.’
‘Really, you know about extremists in the Church of England? I didn’t think you cared much for church politics Thomas! What are your views on women priests?’
‘Female priests? Er, well I suppose we’ve got a female Prime Minister, so why shouldn’t we have women priests?’
‘Well said young man! I wish I’d thought of that analogy myself. Right got to go, Penny’s here and giving me that look.’
‘Give her my regards and drive safely. See you later Gerald!’
‘Of course dear boy, goodbye!’
Tom replaced the handset and decided he should have a nice long bath, it had already been quite a day and maybe a soak would help him return to normality.
He took himself upstairs and into the bathroom and couldn’t help but notice the message scrawled in bright red lipstick on the bathroom mirror.
DICKHEAD!
Nice. At least she hadn’t wrecked the place. He rubbed the message off with some toilet roll, turned the bath taps on and went to the bedroom to get undressed. There was another message written in huge letters with the same lipstick, this time on the Rita’s old Tea Rose wallpaper above the bed.
SHRIMPDICK!
How the hell was he going to get that off?
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It was about 7pm when Bren called. He dispensed with the traditional salutations.
‘Can you talk Wishers? Is she still there?’
‘No she went about lunchtime.’
‘So how did it go? I bet you got up to all sorts!’
‘Let’s just say it was an eye-opener.’
‘I knew it, I knew it! I always had her down as a dark horse!’
‘You never met her Bren.’
‘Yes, well of course I know, but I know the type don’t I? It’s the quiet ones you’ve got to keep an eye on Tommy, always the quiet ones!’
‘I think it’ll be more like MI5 keeping an eye on her Bren.’
‘What do you mean?’
‘She was a raving Nazi that’s what! A bloody lunatic!’
‘You’re kidding me.’
‘I shit you not Bren. Grandfather was in the Waffen-SS no less.’
‘I don’t believe it!’
‘Well you should. She even dressed up in a Nazi uniform!’
‘She what?’
‘A Nazi uniform Bren! Jackboots, Death’s Head cap, Iron Cross, stockings, the lot!’
‘Did you say stockings?’
‘Yes I did.’
‘Did you, you know, do it?’
‘I had no choice Bren, she sort of sprung the uniform thing on me at the last minute. I was in no position to resist.’
‘She didn’t tie you to the bed did she?’
‘Thankfully not.’
‘So you did it regardless then?’
‘Yes, and again at breakfast.’
‘You filthy sod!’
‘It wasn’t what you think Bren.’
‘It sounds like exactly what I think Tommy Boy!’ he giggled. ‘So are you really sure she’s a Nazi? She wasn’t just dressing up, you know, being a bit kinky? I like a bit of kinky.’
‘Oh no, she’s a card-carrying fascist Bren. She left at lunchtime to go speak at a BNP meeting in Croydon.’
‘Jesus H Christ!’
‘You can say that again.’
‘So how did you leave it, are you going to see her again?’
‘No I don’t think we’ll see each other again Bren, we had what you might describe as a terminal argument.’
‘Bloody hell!’
There was a brief silence. Tom didn’t quite know what to say next but could sense Bren had another question and he was just trying to work out how to phrase it.
‘Tommy, what was she like, you know, in the sack?’
‘That’s the greatest tragedy Bren. She was bloody dynamite.’
‘I knew it, I knew it! Well, at least that bit of the weekend was a success.’
‘I’m not really going to have fond memories of it in the long-run Bren, and I’d be grateful if you could keep it all under you hat too.’
‘What, I’m not allowed to tell the boys about it at your birthday do in a couple of weeks?’
‘Don’t you bloody dare! And anyway who exactly have you invited?’
‘I’m sworn to secrecy mate, it’s got to be a surprise hasn’t it. Oh and I guess that means you’ll be on your lonesome for the do then, it’ll just be us lads.’
‘Well I’ve invited a few friends from the village Bren, so I trust you’ll be discreet.’
‘I suppose I could try, but I’m not promising anything.’
‘Try very hard Bren.’
‘I’ve got it, I know what would stop me telling everyone about your Neo-Nazi sexual encounter.’
‘What’s that then?’
‘Invite Lizzie.’
‘You seem to forget she dumped me you pillock.’
‘Trust me she wants you back.’
‘I wish I could share your optimism Bren.’
‘Believe me mate, she wants to get back with you.’
‘She’s shown no signs of that. All she’s done is send me some sarky card with a flipping kitten on it.’
‘Oh ignore that Tommy, she was just re-establishing lines of communication. That kitten was some sort of message, a gesture of some sort. Trust me, I’ve a feeling in my water.’
‘In your case I’d recommend a trip to the clap clinic.’
‘And I’ve just had a brilliant idea for your birthday do.’
‘A brilliant idea? That’s one for the diary that Bren. Go on then, what’s this brilliant idea?’
‘Fancy dress.’
‘Go stick your head in a bucket.’
‘Bye mate!’
‘Goodbye McGonigle…’
---
Tom knocked on the Vicarage front door at 8pm sharp. It was Gerald that answered.
‘Come in Thomas, Dicky’s just on the phone to his daughter.’
‘Dicky has a daughter!’ Tom could barely contain his shock.
‘Yes, he found out about her on his trip. Her name is Claudette.’
‘Jesus Christ!’
‘Well the Good Lord may have had something to do with it, but I’ve never seen him quite so happy. It’s like a man reborn.’
‘That’s absolutely incredible Gerald.’
‘Isn’t it just. Seems Claudette was born to a Resistance fighter who Dicky was very close to during the war, the love of his life by all accounts. It’s all a bit complicated, but it seems he left not knowing anything about her. Now come in to the drawing room and we’ll wait for him.’
The pair didn’t have to wait long. Dicky was beaming when he joined them.
‘I’ve heard your news Father Nagle, about your daughter. That must have been quite a surprise.’
‘It certainly was Tom, but a perfectly delightful one nonetheless. And furthermore my lovely daughter Claudette has been very helpful in our little project - she just happens to be a lecturer who’s specialty is the Normans.’
‘I don’t believe it, the whole world is full of historians all of a sudden!’
‘Yes, it is quite remarkable isn’t it Tom, what with the friend you made down at Battle. Has she made herself useful?’
‘Er yes well, I suppose so. But anyway enough of that, what is the important information you’ve got to share?’
‘Well nothing absolutely concrete, but some very telling circumstantial evidence that would suggest that Gilbert de Montgomerie may well have hidden the hoard to use it as leverage on behalf of his niece Matilda.’
‘Really? What Robert’s wife Matilda?’
‘Yes.’
‘But why did she need some leverage?’
‘I think we can surmise that she wanted a divorce. We know that Robert wasn’t a very nice man and that a few years later he did a very public penance for beating Matilda. You’ve got to ask yourself what had happened to provoke that.’
‘Ah, he attacked his wife because of what Gilbert had done!’
 
‘That about the size of it. And you’ve got to remember that Robert’s brother was the Bishop of Bayeux, he and Robert were very powerful men. She’d have needed something pretty big to hold over them if she was going to get them to agree to a divorce.’
‘But why did Robert ask Gilbert to bury the hoard if he was Matilda’s uncle and he was going through some marital strife?’
‘He may have been blissfully unaware of how unhappy she was, and probably cared even less. You see Norman women weren’t held in terribly high regard by their menfolk. Matilda was just one of Robert’s possessions, you see it was all politics back then Tom. Important Norman families were bonded by blood or marriage, it was all designed to ensure the Duchy of Normandy and the lands bordering it were kept in line, to ward off the French crown.’
‘So it was a marriage of convenience then?’ asked Gerald.
‘Absolutely.’
‘And Matilda was keeping her cards close to her chest?’
‘Absolutely.’
‘Well I never. So how does this relate to what we think happened in the village?’
‘Well I think it’s all got to do with the way King William parceled off the land after the invasion. Both Robert and Odo were given various manors around the country from which they could exact local rents. But there was something of a contract involved, each manor would be required to provide a knight and men for William’s army, so Robert and Odo would have installed a reliable ally in each, someone they wished to reward in some way.
‘Periodically they, or more commonly one of their trusted lieutenants, would go and collect their rents. This I would surmise was the cover for Robert’s trip to Cornwall, visiting various manors along the way. It was routine, no-one would have thought it particularly suspicious.’
‘But why didn’t Robert bury the loot himself, why get Gilbert to do it?’
‘I have two theories about that. Gilbert was ‘family’ he could be trusted, and I’m sure he would have wheedled himself into Robert’s good books over time. And the second factor would be that, to keep up appearances, Robert would have had to be entertained by the local knight on a stopover. Perhaps Robert made sure that everyone but Gilbert got drunk that night so nobody would notice that Gilbert had sloped off.’
‘I guess that’s feasible Father Nagle,’ agreed Tom, ‘but why kill him?’
‘Well I’ve thought about that. I think Robert and the rest of his men got raging drunk and when Gilbert returned from his little mission it all came to a head - Gilbert refused to say where he’d buried the loot and Robert went crazy. At that moment he would have understood that Gilbert was betraying him, and then it would have occurred to him that Odo would be utterly furious. Gilbert was a relatively old man, so if there had been a fight it would have been a pretty one-sided affair. Or maybe he was trying to torture the information out of him. Either way I don’t think Robert actually meant to kill him, I just think things just got out of hand.’
‘But Dicky,’ interrupted Gerald, ‘why didn’t Robert go looking for the burial site the next morning? Surely the ground would have been disturbed or somesuch?’
‘Well just think about that for a minute Gerald, Robert would have had quite an entourage and he couldn’t afford anyone knowing about the existence of buried treasure, the proverbial cat would have been out of the bag don’t you think?’
‘So what would he have done?’ asked Tom.
‘I think his most pressing issue would have been what to do with Gilbert’s body. He was an important nobleman, and Robert wouldn’t want to stay around the village for others to work out what had actually happened, that would be too risky. No he’d have left as soon as possible so he could then claim that Gilbert had been killed a day or two later in an ambush.
‘And I think he would have decided that the treasure was probably safe enough for now, and that he could come back sometime after Odo’s trial, when the heat was off, and recover it. The village couldn’t have been very big, so I’m sure he decided that that was his only viable option.’
‘But he never got back to the village did he?’ asked Tom.
‘Exactly. We have to assume that only Robert, Odo and Gilbert knew about the hoard, and only Gilbert knew exactly where it was. But Gilbert was died and the other two soon got involved in a revolt in Kent and were ultimately banished back to Normandy.’
‘So you’re sure the hoard is still out there Dicky?’
‘Oh more so than ever Gerald. But the only clue we have is Gilbert’s riddle, I’m convinced that the location lies within that.’
‘Well that’s filled in most of the gaps Father Nagle and I can see your logic,’ agreed Tom, ‘but we’re no closer to finding it are we?’
‘It’s out there Tom, we just need to keep looking.’
---
Tom decided he needed a pint before going home. As soon as he entered the pub he saw Freddie standing alone at the end of bar nursing the remains of a pint.
‘Hello Freddie, can I get you another one of those?’
‘Oh hi Tom, yes that would be very kind of you, a pint of Bitter shandy please.’
‘Emma can I have a pint of shandy and a Toad please?’
‘Of course, won’t be a minute.’
‘So Freddie, you’re looking a bit glum, is there anything on your mind?’
‘Oh you could say that, yes.’
‘Is it something you want to talk about?’
‘Well I suppose I should tell you, you’re family aren’t you.’
‘Here you go lads. That’ll be £2.28 please Tom.’
‘Thanks Emma,’ he fumbled in his pockets for some change. ‘Here you go, £2.28 exactly.’
‘Thank you!’
‘Come on Freddie, let’s find somewhere quiet to sit.’
They made their way over to Tom’s favourite table, the one between the fireplace and the large window with views across the green.
‘So, what’s troubling you Freddie?’
‘I’ve made the decision Tom, I’m putting the farm up for sale. I had a couple of estate agents over last week and they reckon that I could get about £300,000 for it if they find the right buyer.’
‘Bloody hell Freddie, that’s a pretty good price, you could buy a house in the village for what, £50,000, and you’d still have plenty left over for your retirement.’
‘Yes I know, but it’s not about the money really Tom, although that valuation was far higher that I’d ever had expected. No it’s about tradition, it about coming to the end of an era. Us Dawsons have lived on the farm for a very long time and with the For Sale signs go up in the morning and I can’t help but think I’m letting them down.’
‘Oh don’t be silly Freddie, I’m sure your Dad, Grandfather and Great Grandfather would understand. You’ve worked very hard for a very long time to keep the business going, I can’t imagine they would begrudge you your retirement.’
‘Well that’s as maybe Tom, but it’ll be hard. That farm has been my life.’
‘True, but it’s also been a millstone around your neck for a while now Freddie, it will be nice not to worry about paying the bills and whatnot.’
‘Oh I don’t disagree. But I’m not so sure about buying another place in the village, being so close to the old place knowing that it’s not mine anymore, that might just be too much.’
‘Well I guess that’s true. Where would you go then? Retire to somewhere on the coast?’
‘Oh no, I couldn’t move too far away, I’d want to stay somewhere in the area. I don’t want to be a fish out of water.’
‘So where are you thinking of?’
‘Oh maybe down the road in Wendover, or perhaps Tring, I’ve always liked the look of Tring.’
‘Well wherever you end up just know that you’ll always be welcome to come see me at the cottage, and I’ll be sure to visit you regularly too.’
‘That’s very decent of you Tom, thank you. And in case you’re wondering wherever I end up I’ll be sure to have either a big garden or a bit of land where I can keep some chickens. I don’t think I would be able to live without my chickens.’
‘Excellent, then I’ll know I’ll always have a constant supply of eggs!’
Freddie slapped him on the back, ‘You’re a good man Tom Wishart, a very good man!’    
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Monday and Tuesday passed painfully slowly for Tom, more huffing and puffing in the fields with Taggart. Gerald had been unable to join him, Penny having decided that they should go down to Dorset to visit her sister. Gerald had been very apologetic, but he reminded Tom that the plan was to create as little suspicion as possible, so the fewer people who knew about their quest the better.
He arrived home Tuesday afternoon exhausted and increasingly disgruntled having found precisely nothing. However he was intrigued to find a small parcel on his doorstep, and recognised Lizzie’s distinctive handwriting immediately.
He parked Taggart in the hall, put the kettle on and examined the parcel. It was bulky and about eight inches square. He gave it a gentle squeeze and it gave a little. Interesting. Was it a book?
The kettle started to whistle so he left the package on the dining room table and went to make a cup of tea. Why was she sending him a book? It had better not be about bloody kittens.
It wasn’t long before he was back at the table, this time with his tea and a pair of scissors. He attacked the package carefully and soon discovered that it wasn’t a book, it was a small pink plastic photo album with a flower on the front. Was this another statement of some sort?
He opened up the first page and saw the Polaroid of his fisherman’s cap, sitting on Lizzie’s coffee table. Underneath was written in black marker pen:
Your old friend
He turned the next page and there was another Polaroid, this time the cap sitting on top of the telly:
Your friend is missing you
Next page, cap on the window sill, the one with the view overlooking the railway lines to Kilburn Station:
Your friend feels very lonely
Next page, the cap sitting in an empty bath:
Your friend feels quite low
Next cap on the closed toilet seat:
In fact your friend feels like crap
Next, the cap on the bookshelf:
Your friend has been thinking hard
Next, cap on the top of the swivel bin:
Your friend made a terrible mistake
Next, cap on a box of tissues:
Your friend is very sorry
Next, cap on the bed:
Your friend wants to see you
And then the last one, Lizzie wearing the cap blowing a kiss to camera:
Your friend still loves you
Tom flicked through it again and again, smiling and laughing. His cap. His girl. His Lizzie. She really wanted him back.
Bliss. 
He reached for the phone and called her number, a number he knew off by heart. Lizzie picked up almost immediately, as if she was sitting by her phone in the flat, praying that he’d call.
‘Hello.’
‘Hello Tom.’ Her voice was calm.
‘I got it.’
‘I thought that might be the case.’
‘I miss you too.’
‘Oh Tom, not nearly as much as I’ve missed you.’ He could sense she was smiling.
‘I’m sorry, I’m sorry for how I behaved Lizzie. I must have been utterly infuriating. I don’t blame you for sending me on my way.’
‘I shouldn’t have done that Tom, we should have sat down and talked things through.’
‘Well that’s as maybe, but in a strange way I’m glad you did what you did, I needed a proper kick up the arse.’
‘Well yes you did, but I shouldn’t have been quite so bloody theatrical about it all. I behaved liked a teenager.’
‘It was me behaving like a teenager Lizzie, I was a complete idiot.’
‘I’m not going to disagree with you there Tom,’ her voice started to break, ‘I was just at the end of my tether. I didn’t quite know what to do.’
‘It’s my fault, completely my fault, so don’t blame yourself. I was a stupid bastard, a stupid, stupid bastard. I’ve no idea why I was being like that, a complete dreamer. You deserve better than that from me, all the things you’ve done for me - the way you’ve supported me over the years. I was just taking you for granted.’
‘Don’t make me cry Tom, I’ve been crying too much recently.’
‘Oh I’m sorry darling.’ Tom was welling up himself, ‘I don’t want you cry anymore. I’ve learnt something really important over the past few months Lizzie, and that’s that you don’t know what you’ve got…’
‘…until it’s gone. We both know that now Tom.’
‘Do you want to come to my birthday party?’
‘Of course I do! What have you got planned?’
‘Saturday week, at the pub in the village, The Beau. Bren’s coming, along with a few people from around here and a few old Poly mates.’
‘Which ones?’
‘I’ve no idea, Bren’s invited them, he won’t tell me who.’
‘Typical Bren! Yes Tom, that sounds lovely.’
‘You can stay here in the cottage if you like. Bren’s probably staying here too so I’ll sleep on the sofa if you like.’
‘Why would you sleep on the sofa?’
‘Well I thought, I thought that might be sensible, you know, not to rush back into things.’
‘Tom if I can’t share your bed I’m not coming.’
‘Really?’
‘Too bloody right. You’re my boyfriend.’
‘Brilliant! Yes, of course, brilliant, thanks!’
‘Well that’s settled then.’
 
‘Would you be able to come up before then?’
 
‘No, I don't think I should.’
‘Why?’
‘Knowing you as I do I think that your cottage probably looks like a bomb site and you know how much I hate clutter, No you’re going to have to have a proper tidy up and that’s going to take at least a week.’
‘Really? You won’t come until it’s tidy?’
‘It would be physical evidence that you’ve turned over a new leaf.’
‘You’re serious about that aren’t you?’
‘Well no, but it would be nice. No the real reason I can’t come over is that we’re understaffed at work at the minute and some idiot broke his leg playing rugby right in the middle of a big project, so it’s a bloody nightmare. That and I’ve got to go to a seminar in York this weekend, so Saturday week will be the first time I’ll be free.’
‘But you’ll call me in the meantime?’
‘Every day, if you give me your number of course.’
‘Brilliant.’
‘And I’m also looking forward to see how you’re getting on with your new book, the one about that Victorian cricketer.’
Tom was a little taken aback. Of course, Bren had told her about the book on Silas, but he’d done precious little on it, despite devising a formal work schedule.
‘Yes, well it’s coming along.’
‘I’m sure it is, you’ve got plenty of time to work on it up in that village.’
‘Well there’s something else I’m working on.’
‘What, another book? Two at a time? You are a changed man!’
‘Well no it’s not a book, it’s a bit of a project of my own really.’
‘Oh Christ, what is it with you? That’s the reason why you never finish a book Tom, you are too easily distracted!’
‘No, no, this is different Lizzie, it’s important, it’s bigger than any book, honestly it is.’
‘Well, what is it then?’
‘I can’t tell you, not yet.’
‘Oh come on, you can’t leave it like that, you’ve got to tell me now.’
‘I can’t, I really can’t.’
‘Well give me a clue then Tom, throw me a bone.’
‘OK, well all I can say is that if this ‘thing’ works out as I hope I might end up becoming a very rich man.’
‘You’re not planning to rob a bank are you?’
‘No, not quite.’
‘What, a building society then?’
‘Stop mucking about, there’s no criminal activity involved whatsoever. Honest. It’s just a bit secret that’s all, it would take me ages to explain.’
‘So when will you tell me?’
‘When you come to my birthday do. How’s that?’
‘Even more reason for me to come then. I can’t wait.’
‘Neither can I. I really love you Lizzie, you know that don’t you?’
‘Yes Tom, and I love you too.’
Neither knew quite what to say next.
It was Lizzie who broke the silence.
‘I’d glad you called me Tom, I really am. This feels like a very significant moment in my life, perhaps the most significant.’
‘Mine too.’
‘Right I’d better go, I don’t want to start crying again.’
‘Goodnight darling.’
‘Goodnight my love. Speak to you tomorrow.’
She put the phone down, and he sat there, staring at the receiver. Was life really like this he thought? Did things really fall into place so easily? Mind you, life had always been pretty easy with Lizzie, back in the day, maybe that meant something. Or was it fate again? All he knew was that he’d never felt so happy.
He was also determined to have some evidence that the book about Silas was underway. He owed Lizzie that. He’d get right onto it.
And he had to try and get Inga’s lipstick message off of the bedroom wall too.
---
Father Nagle was also had a wonderful phone call that evening.
Claudette had called to say that she had arranged to take some time off work and would be coming to visit him the weekend after next for a few days.
 
She also said that she had a surprise for him, something that she was working on that she was sure that he’d like. He didn’t bother quizzing her on it, whatever it was it was absolutely fine by him.
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Tom and Lizzie spoke every day in the run-up to her visit, they had comfortable, easy-going chats about everything and nothing – it was just like one of them was working away from home for a while. Tom loved it. He also made significant progress with the book on Silas, often staying up to the early hours working on a synopsis that took Silas all the way from the farm in Sussex to his last few years in the village and his sudden death. Lizzie would be impressed.
The only downside was the search for the hoard.
He and Gerald plugged away stoically in the fields and by the eve of Tom’s birthday they had a motely collection of finds - several nails, a couple of old horseshoes and some broken cutlery though to, bizarrely, a small battered kettle. They also found various unidentifiable bits of metal and few coins, including a Victorian farthing from 1849 and a 1823 Shilling from the rein of George IV. Not much to show for all of their efforts.
He and Gerald had been forced to review their strategy and discuss new tactics. They had sat around Tom’s dining table on the Friday afternoon and tried to put themselves in Gilbert’s shoes.
They agreed that:
 
	Whilst Robert and the rest of his group were being entertained up in the village, Gilbert would have gone down the hill with the loot, well away from everyone else.
	The loot would have been quite heavy and Gilbert was not a young man, so if he was working alone he probably needed a small handcart of some sort to transport the valuables. Therefore he wouldn’t have gone too far away from any cart tracks or paths where the hillside was too steep – and pushing something like that over rough ground would have been really difficult.
	At least some of the area around the village would have been cultivated or used for livestock - another reason why he would have stuck close to the more conventional tracks or paths.
	However, he wouldn’t have buried too close to an established track, just in case anybody was out and about.
	He’d have probably been in the dark too, unless there was a full moon.
	He’d have marked the location somehow, so he knew where it was. That marker would have to be something discreet like a large stone or a specific tree, something he could use for orientation. They would have to take that into consideration.

‘The one thing I can’t understand about Dicky’s theory,’ pondered Gerald, ‘is the fact that after Gilbert refused to say where he’d hidden the valuables, and after Gilbert had been killed, why didn’t Robert just retrace Gilbert’s cart tracks from that night and search for an area where the earth had clearly been disturbed? That’s what I would have done.’
‘Maybe there was another factor Gerald. Maybe he couldn’t. I know Father Nagle argued that he’d have wanted to get away as soon as possible before anyone noticed that Gilbert was dead, but maybe there was something else. What if there had been a big storm overnight? What if everything had been turned to mud and all traces of disturbance had been washed away? Or maybe it had snowed overnight, we’re not too sure what time of year Robert was here are we.’
‘I suppose that might be what happened, but whatever the case we need to understand Gilbert’s riddle, that surely is the biggest clue.’
‘Well yes we’re all agreed on that but the more I think about it the more unreliable I think it is. Just consider the facts, Gilbert didn’t write it down himself and whoever heard it had had to try and remember it as best they could. And we don’t have the bit of paper that the riddle was originally written on either, so the details could have changed over time, you know, a bit like Chinese whispers.’
‘You’re sounding negative Thomas, never forget that Silas found it, Silas worked it out, and Silas only every shared one item that we know of, the Crown of Hengist, the rest never saw the light of day.’
‘What if Silas had reburied it, maybe it’s in the garden out the back here?’
‘But he moved to the farm Thomas, he wouldn’t move to the farm and bury the valuables in the cottage garden. No, he’d have wanted to remain close to it.’
‘That’s true I guess. Well what about this marker, you know the stone or tree that he’d have used as a reference point, should we be looking for those sort of things? Or should we assume that any rocks have been broken up, removed or washed away and or that trees have been cut down? We’ve got to assume that the landscape may well have changed quite a bit over time, what with the expansion of the village all the agricultural development.’
‘I take your point, but we need to plug on with search Thomas, it’s out there somewhere.’
‘You’re right of course Gerald, we need to keep at it.’
Tom decided to change the subject.
‘Are you and Penny still OK for my birthday do tomorrow evening Gerald?’
‘Oh course dear boy, looking forward to it.’
‘I’m just a bit worried that it might get a bit rowdy, my friend Brendan has invited some old college mates but won’t tell me who. I’m worried that it might get, well, a bit messy.’
‘It’s your birthday Thomas, you’re perfectly entitled to let your hair down. But if it does get a little boisterous I’m sure Penny and I will just slip off home. But to be honest we like the company of young people, it keeps us feeling young.’
‘Well just know I appreciate that you are coming, along with Father Nagle too.’
‘I believe his daughter Claudette will be joining us too, she’s due here first thing tomorrow morning and I’m sure Dicky would like her to experience a bit of village life.’
‘Wow, that’s great. I’ve never been too bothered about birthdays but this one’s going to be quite exciting isn’t it? And I’m looking forward to introducing you to my girlfriend Lizzie, I think you’ll like her.’
‘You have a girlfriend Thomas? You’ve kept that quiet.’
‘Well she was my girlfriend for a very long time and then she wasn’t. Then I moved here and, well we seem to be back together again now.’
‘I’ll never understand you young people. Once I met Penny I was determined never to let her out of my sight!’
‘That’s my plan with Lizzie Gerald, I nearly lost her forever but this time will be different.’
‘Good to hear it. Well I’m sure she’ll be delightful. What time are things due to start?’
‘Well I’ve told everyone to meet for about 7pm and Diddy is serving a buffet sometime after that, is that OK?’
‘Very much so Thomas, I may even nip in a bit earlier to ensure we get a good table.’
‘Excellent. Well, I think we’re finished here Gerald, I’ve had a very stressful week or two so I’m planning an early night tonight, I suspect that I’ll need to be on top form tomorrow.’
‘My dear boy, you’re starting to think like an old man. Maybe it’s a sign of a new found maturity?’
‘You might be onto something there Gerald.’    



35.
Tom spent the next morning dusting and cleaning. He’d even called his Mum in Saudi during the week to ask her how he might, theorectically, get lipstick off of the bedroom wallpaper. She knew well enough not to enquire precisely why he need to know that, and duly suggested he scrapped it carefully with a butter knife to get as much of the waxy lipstick off, and then removing as much as he could with a tissue. She then said he should then mix up a combination of washing-up liquid and white vinegar in water then, using a clean sponge, take off the residue that was left. It had worked pretty well, but the wallpaper was old and faded so he could still see the outline of the lozenge shaped area he had cleaned. It looked really odd. So he decided the best option was to hang a picture there to cover it.
He’d then searched the bedroom and made a surprising find under the bed - a framed copy of the Gentlemen Of Lucknow cricket team from 1876, the same one that Mrs Mizon had found with the bearded Silas siting next to Sir Cyril. It covered the clean area almost perfectly.
At he stood back to admire his work he suddenly heard a knock at the door and rushed downstairs. Could this be Lizzie? She wasn’t due for an hour or so and, that would be down at the station in Wendover - she was due to call from there for him to pick her up. Had she come early and got a taxi to give him a surprise?
He opened the door to find a postman with a package.
‘Parcel for you sir.’
It was about the size of a shoebox and had clearly come from overseas. This could be a present from Mum and Dad.
‘Thank you, do I need to sign anything?’
‘Yes, just here.’ The postman held out a small book and a pencil. Tom scribbled his signature and returned it. In turn the postman handed him the parcel. It seemed quite heavy for its size.
‘Thank you.’
‘No trouble sir, have a good day.’ He turned and went back down the short path to the gate.
Tom took the package into the dining room, fished out his scissors and began to carefully snip away at the thick tape.
In the box was a birthday card from his parents and a brand new Sony TR-55 Handycam camcorder. It was tiny, about the same size as a pound of butter and weighed much the same. It had a tiny little cassette cartridge too, together with a dozen blank cassettes.
The message in the card read:
Dear Darling Tom,
Sorry we can’t be with you on your birthday. We thought you’d like this funky little gadget (the shops here are full of electronic wizardry). Perhaps you can become a filmmaker rather than an author? In the meantime how about you start with a little film of your birthday party to send back to us?
Lots of love,
Mum (and Dad) xxx
PS. We’ll be home this Christmas, looking forward to seeing you!
What a brilliant present he thought. What with his little Macintosh computer and Taggart the metal detector his life was slowly being invaded by technology. He sat having a play with his new toy until the phone rang. It was Lizzie. He realized that he must have been fiddling with the camcorder for the best part of an hour.
‘Hello darling it’s me. I’m here at Wendover station, how long will you be?’
‘About 10 or 15 minutes I guess. Keep an eye out for me in my pale blue Morris Minor.’
‘I’m sure I won’t miss that. See you in a bit hun.’
It took him precisely 17 minutes to get to the station and as he pulled into car park he could see Lizzie standing on the station steps with a small suitcase at her feet. She was wearing jeans and a T-shirt and wearing a cap. A fisherman’s cap. She was talking to an older, rather elegant blonde woman who looked like the actress Catherine Deneuve, but broke off and waved when he tooted the Morris Minor’s pathetic horn. He pulled up in front of her and jumped out of the car.
‘Happy Birthday darling, come here and give me a hug!’
Tom launched himself into her arms, then spun her around like in the movies, her feet off the ground.
‘God, you don’t know how much I’ve missed this Tom.’
‘Me too.’
She kissed him hard on the lips.
‘I missed those too Lizzie.’
‘Me too.’
With that another car horn sounded, this time deeper and more manly. They turned to see Gerald’s Jaguar pulled up behind them. Gerald got out of the driver’s seat and walked towards Lizzie and Tom. Behind him Tom saw Father Nagle emerge from the passenger side and scurry off up the station steps.
‘My dear boy, so this must be Lizzie! What a beautiful creature, lovely to meet you my dear.’
‘Lizzie this is Gerald Denly-Moffat, Lord of the Manor and one of my new friends in the village.’
Gerald kissed Lizzie on the cheek.
‘I’ve heard a lot about you Gerald, very nice to meet you too.’
‘What are you doing here Gerald?’ asked Tom.
‘Oh I clean forgot.’ He turned around to see Father Nagle helping Claudette put her bags in the boot of the Jaguar. ‘Dicky and I are here collected his daughter Claudette.’
The group reassembled around Claudette and Father Nagle introduced her enthusiastically.
‘I’m delighted to say that this beautiful girl is my daughter, and I assure you she got all of her good looks from her mother, not me.’
‘I’m very pleased to meet you Claudette,’ offered Tom bashfully, ‘Our Father, or should I say your Father, has hardly stopped talking about you and your mother since his return from Caen.’
‘And I have been talking all the time about him too!’
‘Oh and this is my girlfriend, Lizzie.’
‘Actually Claudette and I have already met,’ said Lizzie, ‘we sat next to each other on the train and had a lovely chat. We couldn’t believe we were heading to the same little village so put two and two together.’
‘Well that’s splendid!’ announced Gerald, ‘now we’d better get back into our respective vehicles before the station master come out and tells us off for blocking his forecourt.’
‘We’re looking forward to your party this evening,’ added Father Nagle, ‘I thought Claudette might like to experience a proper English ale house.’
‘I’m looking forward to it too, it should be a fun evening Father Nagle.’
‘Come on Dicky, let’s get going,’ and ushered the priest and his daughter towards his car. ‘Penny is expecting us for tea at the Hall.’
‘Goodbye Claudette, catch up with you later,’ shouted Lizzie. She turned back to Tom. ‘Right come on Mr Wishart, take me to your country cottage.’
‘Our country cottage Miss Finch, our country cottage. And when we get there I can tell you all about the little project I’ve been working on.’
‘I can’t wait!’
They kissed again and clambered into the ancient Morris.
---
It was well passed 4 o’clock when Tom had finished explaining everything about Odo and the missing hoard.
‘It’s utterly unbelievable Tom, what a story!’
‘I know, I know. And you can now understand why I’ve been so consumed with the whole thing for the last month or so, it’s sort of got in the way of the book about Silas.’
‘The Bishop of Bayeux, the Count of Mortain, Matilda, Gilbert de Montgomerie, the Archbishop of Canterbury, King Hengist’s Crown, the Great Train Robbery, the Odo’s Fist poem, not to mention William the fucking Conqueror, I mean Jesus Christ Tom, it’s absolutely unbelievable!’
‘You do believe it though, don’t you?’
‘Oh God of course Tom! Sod the book about Silas, that can wait, no you need to write a book about what’s happened in the last few months!’
‘Really?’
‘Yes really! Just think about it for a minute, it’s got all the ingredients you’d need for a bestseller - avarice, politics, murder, history, and mystery, Christ even if you don’t find the loot it’s got everything you need! And I absolutely love the central character Odo, he seems like a proper pantomime villain.’
‘I hadn’t thought about it like that.’
‘Well you ought to.’
‘But you’re suggesting that we won’t find it.’
‘Oh I’m sure you will, but even if you don’t it’s still a belting story.’
‘Well I suppose so.’
‘There’s no suppose about it Tom.’
‘But we need to find the hoard Lizzie, we really need to find it. We’re so close we just need to work out the riddle. It’s here, it really is here.’
‘I know, but that riddle is, well, just impenetrable. I mean what the hell does it mean?’
‘I wish I knew. It’s been driving me crazy since I heard about it.’
‘But Silas worked it out didn’t he? That means it can be cracked.’
‘Well yes, but I think he knew something back then that we don’t, it’s like there’s a bit chunk of the story that we’ve just missed, a clue that we haven’t yet seen.’
‘Just think about it for a minute Tom, you need to put it into some sort of perspective. You’ve got to look at it logically, like looking at a profit and loss account. Silas was working on it for months, possibly years. You and your little gang have been working on it for what, a matter of weeks? He worked it out, I’m sure you will, in the end.’
‘But I’m worried it will drive me around the twist Lizzie, I mean look what it did to Silas, I think he went a bit chicken oriental in the end, he just lost it and it killed him, he had a heart attack.’
‘Don’t forget the crown, he found the Crown of King Hengist here and he in all probability bought the farm with it, so the hoard is probably on the farm, you just have to keep going and you’ll find it.’
‘You believe in me don’t you Lizzie?’
‘Yes of course I do you idiot. I’ve always believed in you Tom. Why do you think I’ve always been there for you?’
‘Well I’ve only come to recognise that recently my darling. I took you for granted for far too long, and I took our love for granted too. I shouldn’t have done that, that’s what I’ve learnt in the past few months. Sod Odo, sod Silas and sod the bloody treasure, the most important thing I’ve learned is that I’m bloody useless without you.’
‘I need you too darling, I’ve been a hopeless fool since I kicked you out. It was the worst thing I ever did.’
‘Don’t be silly, it was the best thing. We know where we are now.’
Lizzie looked wistfully out of the dining room window.
‘What time are we due at the pub Tom?’
‘About 7 o’clock.’
‘Which means that we’ve got two hours before we’ve need to start getting ready.’
‘About that, yes.’
‘Well Tom, we’ve got about six months worth of shagging to catch up on, so I think we need to get cracking, don’t you?’
‘Oh Lizzie, that would be the best birthday present in the world.’
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At 7.15pm Lizzie and Tom ambled hand-in-hand across the Green to the pub. It was like they’d never been apart, but it seemed better now, more real somehow.
‘So do you have any idea who Bren has invited?’
‘None, he’s been decidedly cagey about it all. All he’s said is that it’ll be a few old faces from our football team at Poly.’
‘That’s not like him, he’s normally Mister Indiscreet. Well if you had the choice who would you like to see in the pub?’
‘Hmm, tough one. Well let’s see, it would be good to see old Floyd Nessett again, I haven’t seen him since we left Coventry.’
‘Floydie? The big rangy fella with the huge Afro from Huddersfield? He was very droll wasn’t he. Whatever happened to him?’
‘I’m not sure, the last I heard he was working as a town planner back at home in Yorkshire, but that was ages ago.’
‘Interesting. So who else?’
‘Oh, well there’s a few to choose from, Machine, Buggy, Sumo, Turps, Posh Adam, Buzza, Bidet, Bony Bonney, or maybe even Ozone, albeit I think he now works in the Far East, teaching English. Frankly the list could go on. I knew a lot of people at Poly.’
‘It’s always amazed me how you boys are so keen on nicknames, why is that?’
‘Oh I suppose it’s a badge of honour, if you’re given a nickname it means you’re accepted, you know, an official member of a social group.’
‘What even if it’s something like Bidet or Sumo? I’d be really unhappy if someone always called me Toilet or Fatso.’
‘The thing is you’re not allowed to choose your nickname, you have to accept the one you’re given, it’s like an unwritten rule. If you let on that you don’t like it then it will definitely stick forever.’
‘Well, I’m just glad I’m not a boy. Anyway, are you set for this party? I think meeting up with some long-lost friends is going to be a lovely present.’
‘True, but I’ve already had my favourite birthday present, twice!’
‘Yes, well I was surprised as you, I didn’t realize all that metal detecting had done so much for your stamina. But seriously, I’ve got the Handycam at the ready for your Mum and Dad, so you just have a good time, and I’ll record all of the most embarrassing bits for posterity.’
‘Fair enough.’
Lizzie reached the door of the pub and paused.
‘Right Tom, your mission tonight, should you wish to accept it, is to have some fun and to get as pissed as a fart.’
‘Mission accepted. Now open the door!’
As he walked into the unusually crowded bar there was plenty of noise and laughter, then there was a cheer.
‘Here he is everyone, the Lighthouse has arrived!’ announced Bren, waving a half drunken pint above his head.
Tom viewed the knot of people that now greeted him. Outside the likes of the Denly-Moffats, Father Nagle, Claudette, Freddie and a whole host of Beau regulars, there were a few faces that seemed familiar, but strangely mutated – all either fatter, balder or slightly world-weary looking. These were the faces of Sumo, Bidet, Turps, Machine and Floydie.
‘Hello boys, who’s round is it then?’ beamed Tom.
‘Sumo’s in the chair.’
‘Best he doesn’t sit in one, they look expensive!’
‘Piss off Turps you skinny little runt. That’s all muscle that is.’
‘You look like you’ve been lifting pints not dumbbells Sumes.’
‘You can talk Machine, you look like you’re about to have twins.’
‘At least I’m not bald Floydie, or is that a fashion statement?’
‘I like it, and more importantly the ladies like it too,’ said Floyd smoothly, ‘they say I’ve got a perfectly shaped head.’
‘Best we don’t dwell on that statement Floydie!’
‘Lizzie!’ screamed Bren, ‘Come here and give me a kiss. I hardly recognised you behind that thing! Why are you filming this rabble?’
‘Hello Bren! Tom parents sent him it and wanted some evidence that he was enjoying his birthday. You’ve done well getting this lot to come, how did you manage that?’
‘Oh I just told them that the old Lighthouse was very much down in the dumps and needed a bit of cheering up, but you being here sort of makes that idea redundant. I was really very pleased to hear that you two were getting back together.’
‘Not as pleased as me Bren,’ confided Lizzie, ‘I don’t know what I was thinking when I gave him his marching orders.’
‘Don’t apologise Lizzie, you were perfectly within your rights, the old fool was drifting aimlessly, he needed a right kick up the jacksie and he knows it.’
‘That you for putting that so beautifully Bren, you should get a job writing greeting cards.’
Meanwhile Tom was reacquainting himself with his old mates, and in his head giving them new lookalikes. Sumo was now looked more like John Candy than John Candy did; Turps was looking even more like Charles Hawtrey; Machine, who might once have been easily mistaken for an Olympic track athlete, now looked liked a Curly from the Three Stooges; and Floydie was the spitting image of Errol Brown out of Hot Chocolate. For a second Tom wondered whether the Afro had been a wig all along. Bidet was the only one who hadn’t really changed, he still looked just like Dirk Bogarde -mind you he always looked older than everyone else.
Lizzie tried to stay on the fringes of the melee, attempting to preserve her G&T and the expensive camera, and found herself standing next to Freddie Dawson.
He proffered a handshake. ‘You must be Lizzie.’
‘Yes and I think you must be Tom’s cousin Freddie, so lovely to meet you.’
‘It’s nice to have all these young people here enjoying themselves,’ he continued, ‘I’m going to miss that when I’m gone.’
‘Gone? You’re not ill are you Freddie?’
‘No, not like that Lizzie, when I move away from the village. I was telling Tom the other day that I’d decided to retire and I put the farm up for sale and my estate agent tells me today that I’ve had two offers at the asking price, so I’ve accepted one. The place is all but sold.’
‘Well that’s brilliant Freddie, you must be pleased.’
‘Well yes and no, I’m going to miss the village.’
‘But why don’t you buy something else around here?’
‘Oh I couldn’t, what with new people in the farmhouse, seeing them living in in my old home that would send me over the edge.’
‘I see what you mean Freddie, that sort of thing might be a bit too painful.’
Tom broke away from his old mates for a moment.
‘Freddie, did I just hear you say that you’ve had an offer on the farm?’
‘I’ve had two actually. Accepted one yesterday afternoon, off to do the paperwork on Monday morning.’
‘Well that’s wonderful, but I don’t think the village will be the same without you, you’re part of the furniture you know.’
‘Aye, like a knackered old stool that sits in the corner of the room because no-one can think quite what to do with it you mean.’
‘Ah Freddie you do say the funniest things. People around here do think the world of you, you know that don’t you?’
‘Would that be them who call my place Chicken Auschwitz?’
‘A term of endearment I’m sure.’
Tom found himself having to raise his voice as the bar was getting noisier and noisier. There was lots of banter, roars of laughter, and chinking of glasses amongst the old Poly friends, until one voice could be heard over the din.
‘Tom!’ boomed Diddy, ‘Could you ask your guests to move to the function room now, the buffet is now ready!’
‘You heard him everyone, follow me!’ shouted Tom.
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The group piled down the back corridor to the function room, which was cheerfully decked out with balloons and bunting and lined with chairs. There was also a row of trestle tables against one wall, heaving with all sorts of homemade delicacies.
‘Jesus Christ Diddy, you needn’t have gone to so much trouble.’
‘It wasn’t me Tom, it was Bren and your mates. They’ve been here since mid-morning doing all of this. Proper little beavers they were, mind you they’ve been drinking since they arrived so I’m a little surprised no-one fell off of the step ladder when they were larking about.’
‘I’m amazed, each and every one of them was a lazy bastard at Poly.’
‘Well maybe they did it because they like you Tom.’
‘Don’t embarrass me Diddy, I’m uncomfortable enough as it is, I really don’t like being the centre of attention.’
As he and Diddy chatted Bren climbed up on an upturned wooden beer crate and produced a microphone.
‘Ladies and gentlemen, a little hush please!’
‘Where did he get that thing Diddy?’
‘Brought it with him. He assures me it’s not going to blow up the fuse box. I think he’s been planning this little performance for weeks.’
‘Ladies and gentleman, thank you all for coming to Tom’s 33rd birthday party. Now I know a few of you have come from far and wide to be here this evening, so well done for that - but I’d also like to say thank you to all of Tom’s new friends from the village who’ve been so extraordinarily accommodating.’
He glanced over at Emma who was busily arranging plates at one end of the buffet and winked. She giggled and batted a hand in his direction. The McTwit charm had clearly been on full throttle all day.
‘I’d ask you all to raise your glasses to Tom and ask him to come up here and give us a few words.’
Oh bollocks thought Tom, he hated public speaking with a passion.
‘Come on Wishers, don’t be shy!’
Tom was pushed towards the front of the gathering and Bren slapped him on the back as he stepped down from the beer crate and handed him the microphone.
‘All yours mate.’
‘Cheers,’ mumbled Tom unconvincingly.
As he stood on the crate the crowd applauded.
‘Thank you everyone. Well I’m really quite overwhelmed. I mean your 33rd birthday isn’t really a traditional landmark in life is it? But having said that it’s turned out to be quite a year for me, I had a lovely girlfriend, I lost a lovely girlfriend and now I have her back, so everyone could you give Lizzie over there with the camera a round of applause, she really does deserve one!’
‘I wouldn’t mind giving her one!’ shouted Turps.
Lizzie hid behind the Handycam, scanning the room as the applause and laughter rang out, waving her free hand in response.
‘And I’d also like to thank a few other people, Bren and the boys for both coming and decorating this room, Diddy over there for letting us have the do here and for putting up with them, and his lovely daughter Emma, at the back there with Bren, for all this lovely food.
‘I’d also like to thank all my new friends from the village, Gerald and Penny, my cousin Freddie and Father Nagle, who have made me feel very much part of this lovely village. I’d like you to all to give yourselves three cheers!’
Which they did, enthusiastically.
‘Now, that’s more than enough from me, would anyone else here like to say something?’
‘I would please Tom.’
They all looked around as Claudette made her way forward, and changed places with Tom on the crate.
‘Hello everyone, I am Claudette Sachs, and I am very proud to say that I am Father Nagle’s long-lost daughter.
‘You must forgive me, I have only been in your country for a matter of hours and in this village for even less, so I don’t know very many people here. But I’d also like to thank you all for making me feel so welcome, it is a beautiful place and I know Papa must have very much enjoyed living here.
‘I’d just like to make a little announcement of my own if that’s possible, and it’s important I do it amongst many of Papa’s friends. You may or may not know this but until a few weeks ago I had never met my real father and he in turn had no idea that I even existed. You see I was a war baby, my mother and father met and fell in love in occupied France in 1944 and afterwards they were torn apart and never saw each other again. But fate has reunited us and I know my lovely mother Simone, who sadly passed away a few years ago, would be thrilled to hear what I have to say this evening.’
She smiled across the room to Father Nagle who face betrayed both his pride and sadness.
‘So I promised Papa that I had a little surprise for him and this is it.’
She produced a sheet of paper from her pocket whilst the crowd looked on in anticipation.
‘This little document is official confirmation that my name is no longer Claudette Sachs, from now on my name is Claudette Nagle.’
The room was filled with cheers and applause again as Claudette jumped down from the crate and embraced her father. After a moment or two she offered him the microphone.
‘Say something Papa.’
Father Nagle steeled himself then walked towards the crate. Behind him Claudette was embracing Gerald and Penny.
‘Dear Thomas, I do hope you don’t mind that we’ve somewhat hijacked your little presentation, so please forgive us.’
‘No need to apologise Father Nagle,’ shouted Tom, ‘your news is far more important than mine.’
‘Thank you Thomas, that’s very generous of you.’
He looked lovingly towards Claudette.
‘This won’t be a sermon I’m sure you’ll all be glad to hear, I only have a few words to say. So you all know my news. And you know that saying you don’t know what you’ve got until it’s gone? Well I’m sure that’s very apt for Thomas and Lizzie too and I’m delighted, as I’m sure you all are, to see them back together.
‘But I’d like to propose a little variation on that old saying, and that is this, none of us know what we don’t know, but when you do know it can be the most wonderful thing in the world. Thank you Coco my love, I can now die a very happy man.’
‘I do hope you have no plans to die on us yet Dicky,’ exclaimed Gerald, ‘you have too much to live for now!’
Tom made his way back to the impromptu stage and helped Father Nagle down and took up the microphone.
‘Right settle down everyone! OK well that was far more exciting that I’d ever imagined, but I’d just like to point out something important to all of those with overactive imaginations, something that I hope Father Nagle won’t mind me sharing, will you Father?’
Father Nagle, overwhelmed, waved him on. 
‘Well as it turns out Father Nagle wasn’t a priest when he met Claudette’s Mum, he was in fact a member of the SOE during war which meant he was parachuted into Normandy months before D-Day to cause the Germans as much trouble as possible. And it was there that he met and fell in love with Claudette’s mother Simone who was a member of the local French Resistance.
‘As you can imagine they were both amazingly brave people and the work they did helped make the world the way it is today, so count yourselves very privileged to be in the company of a real hero!’
The room erupted once more.
‘Right everyone get stuck into the food and drink, I think its fair to say that we have plenty to celebrate tonight!’
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It was more than an hour later before Tom and Lizzie escaped the party, stealing a few minutes together back out in the main bar.
She was still persisting with the Handycam, and held it in front of his face.
‘So Mr Wishart, how are you enjoying your birthday?’
‘Loving it. But I’m beginning to feel a bit tipsy.’
‘I’m loving it too.’
‘But you’ve been behind that thing all the bloody time, you should have a bit of a break from it.’
‘I will in a minute Tom, I just want to get as much footage as I can for your Mum and Dad.’
‘Well they pretty much know what I look like by now, how about you do a quick tour of the bar whilst I get us some more drinks, I’m sure my Dad would like to see the inside of the Beau.’
‘Fair enough, I’m going to get a few shots of those lovely photos of the village too, I think your Mum would like that.’
‘OK, right what do you want, another G&T?’
‘Yes please!’
Tom made his way over to the bar as Lizzie headed off around the pub.
‘Another Toad Tom?’ asked Emma.
‘Yes please, and a G&T for my delightful girlfriend.’
‘Right you are.’
‘Oh by the way Emma, what’s going on with you and Bren?’
‘What do you mean?’
‘Well I’ve got the distinct impression that he’s got you well and truly in his sights.’
‘Yes I’ve noticed that too.’
‘So is there anything I should know?’
‘Not really. But he is very cute.’
‘He’s not made a move on you yet then?’
‘Well I wouldn’t say that,’ she answered bashfully, leaning towards him and speaking in a whisper, ‘but we did have a little snog in the kitchen earlier.’
‘Never!’
‘I’m afraid so.’
‘So you like him then?’
‘I wouldn’t let me near me if I didn’t!’
‘But what about your Dad?’
‘Oh I don’t think Bren wants to have a snog with him.’
‘You know what I mean Emma, what if he finds out?’
‘I think he’ll be OK, I think he quite likes Bren, he’s been very impressed at all the work he’s been doing today.’
‘Really?’
‘Yes really.’
‘Well I never.’
‘Tom!’ called Lizzie from over by the wall above Tom’s favourite table.
‘Won’t be a mo dear!’
‘Tom, come over hear now!’
‘Sorry Emma, duty calls. I’ll be back for the drinks in a minute.’
‘Don’t worry, they’re not going anywhere.’
Tom meandered across the bar to where Lizzie was standing, Handycam at her side staring at one of the framed photographs.
‘Tom have you seen this?’
‘What the photo of the village under all that snow?’
‘Yes, can’t you see what I’m seeing?’
‘I’ve no idea what you’re talking about my darling.’
‘Look at the green in this photo Tom, it’s long and thin surrounded by all those trees.’
‘And?’
‘And look down here at the bottom, those three hillocks near that building, they’re almost in a line.’
‘So?’
‘So what was that thing you said Odo was famous for wielding about, that club thing?’
‘You mean his baculum?’
‘Yes that’s it. Now look at the green again, don’t you think that looks like a club?’
‘Yeah well, sort of.’
‘Well if that’s the club what are those hillocks?’
‘I dunno, the handle?’
‘Exactly, and what does that mean?’
‘That it’s the other end of the club?’
‘No you idiot, it means those hillocks are like a fist, as in Odo’s Fist!’
‘You what?’
‘You know, the answer to the riddle,’ she persisted, jabbing a finger at the photo, ‘that is Odo’s Fist!’
‘Jesus Christ Lizzie,’ gasped Tom, sobering up instantly, ‘I think you’re onto something.’
‘Of course I’m right, and if that’s the fist then the treasure is burying in or near those hillocks!’
‘Right stay here, don't’ move, I’ve got to go and tell Gerald and Father Nagle.’
Tom scuttled back passed the bar, and past the drinks on the counter.
‘Don’t you want these Tom?’ asked Emma.
‘Oh sorry, Lizzie,’ he shouted back over his shoulder, ‘can you pay for our drinks?’
He rushed back into the function room without waiting for an answer and found Gerald, Penny, Claudette and Father Nagle chatting merrily together.
‘Sorry ladies, but could I steal Gerald and Father Nagle for a moment?’
‘What is it dear boy?’ Gerald sounded a little tiddly. Penny was staring at him disapprovingly.
‘Oh something and nothing really, I think I’ve got the answer to that little riddle we were talking about the other day.’
‘Have you, what’s that?’
‘Well I for one would be very interested to know,’ said Father Nagle, subtly gripping Gerald by the elbow, ‘come on Gerald, let’s give the ladies a little peace and quiet for a minute or two.’
‘OK Dicky, whatever you say.’
Tom led them back through the corridor, into the bar and over to Lizzie. She had placed Tom’s pint on the table under the photo, and was sipping her G&T. She stood up as they approached.
‘So Thomas, you’ve got something?’ asked Father Nagle, ‘you think you’ve worked out what Odo’s Fist means?’
Gerald raised an eyebrow suggesting that he’d finally understood why he’d been removed from the function room.
‘Not me, Lizzie did it.’
‘Oh just the benefit of a fresh pair of eyes gentlemen, nothing more than that.’
‘Well what is it?’ asked Gerald.
Tom lowered his voice.
‘Well let’s just take a look at this snowy aerial photo of the village shall we,’ he said, pointed at the framed photo before them. ‘Note the green, long and white like a club, then look down here, in the corner, the line of hillocks on Happe Hill Farm, do they look like a fist to you? A fist holding the club?’
Father Nagle genuflected.
‘Oh my good God, that’s it, that’s where it is!’  
‘Odo’s baculum, of course! That’s got to be it!’ exclaimed Gerald, trying hard to contain himself. He looked around behind him, as if worried that someone might have heard his outburst.
‘That’s what Lizzie and I think too.’
‘It’s got to be Thomas, why didn’t we think of that before Dicky?’
‘Maybe we weren’t thinking laterally enough Gerald. But there’s something else you’ve overlooked my dear friend.’
‘What’s that Dicky?’
‘It’s not on your land.’
‘Oh blast, of course not. Oh well no matter, that’s the luck of the draw isn’t it? All’s fair in love and war what? The hoard is on Freddie’s land, fifty per cent of it belongs to him. Well in a strange way I think that’s apt, the old boy must be struggling with old Chicken Auschwitz, I bet the money will come in very useful.’
‘Oh Christ,’ gasped Tom.
‘What’s the matter what?’ asked Gerald.
‘I think he accepted an offer for the farm yesterday.’
‘You mean he’s sold it without giving first refusal to the Estate?’ cried Gerald. ‘That’s damned impertinent of him, I don’t know what my old father would have said about that!’
‘That’s not the point Gerald, we’ve got to tell him everything now, we’ve got to stop him from selling, we’ve got to tell him he doesn’t have to sell - Christ, we’ve got to tell him he’s probably a very rich man!’
‘Well let’s get him then. Where is he, still stuffing his face full of the sausage rolls?’
‘No Gerald, I think he went home about an hour ago,’ said Lizzie.
‘Right you two, yet get back to the ladies. If anyone asks Lizzie and I have just gone back to the cottage for something. Lizzie, grab your coat!’
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Freddie had left the pub not long after the speeches. It wasn’t as if too many people noticed. Tom was in the middle of a ruck of friends and Lizzie was still wandering around with her camera thingy. And what was he thinking anyway, he’d only just met her, she didn’t want to spend the evening talking to him. No, he really was that stool in the corner, the one that nobody cared too much about.
He wandered back to the farmhouse, kicking stones into the grass verge as the sun began to set. Red sky at night, farmer’s delight? Not in his case. He felt quite miserable. What was the point he thought, what was the bloody point?
When he got back he did something he’d never done, he made straight for his father Archie’s cupboard in the dining room sideboard. He’d perhaps opened half a dozen times since his dad died back in 1965, but he knew there was a bottle of Scotch in there somewhere. He found it. A dusty bottle of Haig, about half full. Perfect. He’d never been a drinker, but maybe it was time to give it a try. Everything was different now, the world was suddenly an uncertain place. There were no rules anymore, so why not.
He moved thought to the kitchen, picked up a mug from the draining board as he passed, and sat down at the table. He unscrewed the cap and poured himself a drink then took a long deep slug. It tasted strange, but not as unpleasant as he’d expected.
What was he going to do now he thought? He’d have plenty of money sure, but what real use was that? Money couldn’t buy him happiness. The farm and the chickens had been the only thing he had known, what else was he good for? He was kidding himself if he thought he was going to make a new life for himself, he was too old, too fat, too ugly and too set in his ways. He re-filled his mug and put his head in his hands.
---
Tom held Lizzie’s hand as they skittled down the road towards Happe Hill Farm. It was getting pretty dark now - a partial moon barely illuminated the tarmac.
‘Slow down Tom, I can’t really run fast in these heels!’
‘What are you doing wearing heels, you never wear heels.’
‘Just slow down Tom, Freddie’s not going anywhere.’
Tom slowed to walking pace. ‘I guess you’re right.’
‘Look I don’t know what the rush is, it’s Saturday night and he won’t be signing anything until Monday so the sale isn’t official yet. We just need to tell him the whole story and everything will be rosy.’
‘Well I suppose so. I just hope he hasn’t gone to bed, I don’t want to be waking him up.’
‘But it’s not very late, why would he have gone to bed?’
‘He’s a farmer Lizzie, they go to bed early.’
‘Even chicken farmers?’
‘Well, I’m assuming so.’
‘Don’t you think this is all a bit weird Tom, almost everyone up at the pub getting drunk and you and I on a mission in the dark, a bit like Gilbert don’t you think?’
‘Christ I hadn’t thought of that, now that is spooky.’
As the turned off of the road and into the farmyard they saw that there was a light still on in the kitchen.
‘Looks like he’s up,’ exclaimed Tom, ‘come on Lizzie!’
As they passed the kitchen window on the way to the front door Tom took a quick look inside and was stopped in his tracks.
There was an open bottle of Scotch on the table and Freddie was holding the shotgun under his chin, with his fist on the top of the barrel.
Tom frantically knocked on the window. ‘Stop! Freddie! Don’t do it!’
Freddie glanced over to Tom, his eyes now sleepy his face pale, looking uncertain as to where the strange voice was coming from.
‘Put it down Freddie, put the shotgun down!’
Tom looked on in disbelief as the kitchen door behind Freddie burst open and there stood Lizzie, looking completely confused. She had not looked through the window and had run into the house - assuming Tom was just behind her.
‘Freddie!’ she screamed, ‘Don’t! Put it down, put the gun down!’
Freddie now turned towards Lizzie. He slowly lifted his head and pulled his fist away from the barrel. As he did so Tom could see there was some sort of cord between his hand and the end of the barrel.
‘Don’t worry Lizzie, it’s not what you think, I’m only cleaning Old Thumper! I likes to do it every Saturday night, but I’ve had a bit to drink tonight and I can’t get the bloody bore snake out. That and I think I may have nodded off there for a bit.’
‘Oh Jesus Christ Freddie, you scared the bejesus out of me!’
‘And you scared me young Lizzie, bursting in like that. And what’s Tom doing pressing his face up against the window like that, acting the goat?’
‘Stay right there Freddie, I’ll be in in a minute!’
Tom saw Freddie rest the shotgun against the chair next to him and then rushed from the window to the front door.
‘Are you alright Freddie?’ asked Lizzie, putting an arm around his shoulder.
‘Oh I’m just feeling a bit sentimental that’s all, giving up the Dawson family home and whatnot, not having anyone to pass it onto properly. I don’t feel good about that.’
‘What if we bought it Freddie, Tom and me, would you class us as family?’
‘Well of course Lizzie, that would be great, but can you afford the place?’
‘We might just be able to.’
‘Well that’s wonderful news.’
Tom rushed into the kitchen to see them both smiling.
‘Did you tell him?’
‘She did Tom, and I’d love you two to buy this place, I really would.’
‘You what?’
‘It’s alright Tom, I haven’t told him the big news.’
Freddie’s face brightened. ‘Is you pregnant Lizzie?’
‘Not that I know of Freddie.’ An image of Alistair Ray flashed across her mind, she screwed her face up as if trying to exterminate the very idea.
‘No Freddie it’s not that, it’s just that we might be coming into some money very soon, but not as much as you.’
‘I don’t understand boy.’
‘Well let me explain. Lizzie, put the kettle on, I think we all might need some coffee.’



40.
‘I simply don’t believe it,’ gasped Freddie, finishing off his second cup of Nescafe Gold. ‘Some dodgy Normans buried a load of valuables on my farm? Not the Great Train Robbers?’
‘That’s exactly what I’m saying,’ explained Tom, ‘I’m convinced that Odo’s Fist is those hillocks out there, and we think there’s an amazing hoard of God knows what under them. Silas found it and that’s why he bought the place.’
‘And that’s what you and GDM were doing in the fields down below all that time, looking for this hoard?’
‘Exactly right Freddie.’
‘Well bugger me, I knew you were up to something.’ He caught himself for a moment, and a grave expression appeared on his face. ‘But what will I tell my estate agent, I’ve just agreed to sell the place.’
‘You can tell them to sod off Freddie, you haven’t signed anything,’ said Lizzie, ‘so you haven’t actually sold it. You can just pull out of the deal.’
‘I can do that?’
‘Oh course you can!’ agreed Tom, ‘It’s not a legally binding contract until you sign.’
‘Bugger me double. So this treasure, it’s all mine is it?’
‘Well technically yes.’
‘And how much is it worth?’
‘It could be millions Freddie, millions of pounds.’
‘Oh no, that won’t do.’
‘What do you mean that won’t do?’ asked Freddie.
‘Well it’s not really mine is it?’
‘Of course it is, it’s on your land!’
‘No, no I couldn’t have it all. And what would I do with all that money? No, I think half of it belongs to Silas, and given that he’s long gone I think half of it should be yours Tom, you’ve done all of the investigation haven’t you? Without you no-one would know anything about it.’
‘Are you sure Freddie, you want to share it with me?’
‘Of course Tom, you’re family. But there’s one condition.’
‘What’s that?’
‘That you and Lizzie here take over the farmhouse, like Lizzie said. Do it up and make it into a proper family home. It would be perfect and I’d love to come over and visit all of my little nieces and nephews. That would be grand.’
‘You want us to have it Freddie?’ asked Lizzie, ‘Tom, me and a brood of kids?’
‘A brood is right, it’s about time this place replaced chickens with kiddies.’
‘Bloody Hell,’ uttered Tom, ‘you’re serious aren’t you?’
‘Very.’
‘And it’s not the Scotch talking?’
‘Absolutely not.’
‘But where will you live?’
‘I was rather hoping you’d let me live up at Silas Cottage, that would do me perfect.’
‘Are you sure Freddie?’
‘I’ve never been more sure of anything in my life.’
‘Well in which case I suppose we’d have to say yes.’
Lizzie leaned across the table and grabbed Tom’s hands with hers.
‘Is that a proposal of marriage Tom?’
‘Well yes, I suppose it is.’
‘In which case I accept! Not as romantic as I’d hoped, but a proposal nonetheless.’
She leapt up and hugged Freddie roughly, kissing him the top of his bald head.
‘Thank you Uncle Freddie, you’ve made me the happiest girl in the world!’
‘Uncle Freddie? I like the sound of that girl!’
‘Hang on a minute you two, we don’t even know if the hoard is here yet.’
‘You’re right Tom.’ said Freddie, rising from the table, ‘You go back up to the cottage and get that bloody detecting contraption of yours, Lizzie and me will get out the spades, a few torches and a wheelbarrow. And get some wellies for Lizzie, she can’t work in those silly little shoes.’
---
The three of them spent the best part of four hours searching around the hillocks in almost complete silence. Not one car passed the farm. Tom had completely forgotten about his birthday party, which was fine, most everyone got so drunk they’d not noticed that he and Lizzie hadn’t come back. They’d probably gone home and wouldn’t want to be disturbed. It was his birthday after all.
It was at 3.26am that Taggart started beeping madly. They dug like feverously, and were soon covered in damp white chalk.
But they found it.
It would be more accurate to say that they found them - six filthy wooden strong boxes with metal hinges and locks, all about the size of portable TVs. They lay jumbled in a rough cavity within the middle hillock.
They all hugged and kissed and Tom ran around the farmyard like a lunatic.
By 5am the kitchen table was groaning with the all six chests, which they’d done their best to clean up.
‘Well, what do you think Freddie, did we do well or what!’
Freddie was standing over the kitchen sink, cleaning the chalky soil off of his hands and face.
‘I can’t believe they’ve been out there all of this time.’
‘What I don’t understand is how Gilbert buried all six of these in one night, I mean he wasn’t exactly a young man Freddie.’
‘I know how he did it,’ announced Freddie as he dried his hands on a dishcloth. ‘Those hillocks have always been full of rabbit holes Tom, as long as anyone can remember, and I’ve always thought there had to be a pretty large warren underneath each of ‘em. I think your Gilbert knew about rabbits and he’d seen the rabbit holes and he’d have known the was probably a big warren beneath. So he opened up a hole, found one of the larger communal burrows and dropped these here chests in.’
‘But surely that would have left lots of spoil and it would have been obvious that he’d been digging in there?’
‘Maybe but maybe not, the chalk up here only has a thin layer of soil and the rabbits and other animals are forever scraping away at it, so it’s not uncommon to have bare patches. People might have thought it was a fox or a dog that had tried to dig into the warren, you never know. And you said yourself that you thought there might have been a storm that night, that would have confused things even further.’
‘And remember Tom you and Father Nagle speculated that old Robert would have wanted to get out of High B double quick, what with the Gilbert’s dead body to disposed of,’ added Lizzie. ‘So maybe no-one was hanging around investigating.’
‘I suppose there must be some truth in that,’ agreed Tom, ‘I mean it’s self-evident, no-one seems to have tried to dig them up before, so no-one would have known they were here.’
‘Except Silas,’ pointed out Freddie.
‘So Freddie how are we going to get into these strong boxes then? They seem in pretty good condition despite their age.’ asked Lizzie.
‘Oh I think that would have been down to the drainage, rabbits don’t like their warrens to fill up with water so they build ‘em where they know it’s gonna be dry most times. As for getting into them well just leave that to me, I’ve got a crowbar, chisels and a drill in the workshop, I’m sure we can bust them open.’
As he went off to get the tools Tom and Lizzie stood there grinning inanely.
‘It’s brilliant isn’t it, I’d never dreamed this would ever happen to me.’
‘I know, it’s completely unbelievable and its only going to get better I’m sure.’
‘You know if someone told the twelve year old me I’d dig up buried treasure I’d have thought them completely nuts.’
‘Oh.’
‘What do you mean oh?’
‘I wasn’t talking about this lot, I was talking about us getting married.’
‘Oh that, of course yes, that’s going to be pretty good too.’
‘What do you mean pretty good?’
‘I mean pretty good as in utterly fantastic, astonishingly wonderful and deliriously blissful.’
‘For someone who wants to be a writer I’ve got to question your ability to articulate your thoughts and feelings by means of the English language, I mean pretty good just doesn’t quite cut the mustard does it?’
‘Well no, you’ve got a point, but I was going to do it anyway, you know, ask you to marry me.’
‘You were?’
‘Yes of course, I was going to do it this weekend.’
‘I don’t believe you.’
‘Well you should.’
‘But you had a great opportunity up there on the beer crate in the pub, you could have done it there and then, that would have been nice. I mean Claudette got up and told her Father Nagle that she was changing her surname to his, you could have got back up there and told them I was going to have to change mine to Wishart!’
‘Oh no, I was far too nervous.’
‘Oh really?’
‘Yes really.’
‘I’m still not sure I believe you.’
‘Well you should, I proposed didn’t I?’
‘In the most roundabout way possible, with the carrot of a stack of money and a farmhouse.’
‘Ah but Lizzie that’s where you’re wrong, we didn’t know we’d find the hoard tonight when we were making speeches did we?’
‘Oh well you’re splitting hairs now, remember I know you all too well Thomas Wishart.’
‘Well what about the ring I’ve got you then.’
‘You’ve got me a ring?’
‘Yes, back at the cottage.’
‘Are you serious?’
‘Of course I’m serious! It’s a family heirloom, been in the family for donkeys years.’
‘Well I don’t know quite what to say Tom, just come here and give me a big hug you beautiful, beautiful man!’
Tom was relieved - he’d dodged a serious bullet there. He only hoped that there would be a nice ring in Rita’s jewellery box back at the cottage, something he could present to Lizzie - something that’s been in the family for years.
Or maybe she’d like a ring from one of these chests in front of them. But he was very happy nonetheless, he’d always planned to ask Lizzie to marry him one day, so this was as good a time as any.
‘OK you two enough of that cuddling, we’ve still got some work to do!’
Freddie had re-emerged with a toolbox in one hand and a crowbar in the other.
‘Right, let’s see how that old bastard Odo is going to change our lives!’



Epilogue
The three of them couldn’t really get their heads around what they had found, even a year after the discovery.
The boxes had been full of an amazing assortment of valuables - exquisite jewellery, precious gemstones, delicate metalwork, thousands of coins, as well as gold and silver artifacts. There were rubies, emeralds, sapphires, garnets and even some carved ivory, all of which the experts declared demonstrated the extensive international trading networks the Anglo-Saxons had enjoyed.
There were also eight beautifully illuminated manuscripts that gave historians incredible insights into the history of England. And one of manuscripts provided unequivocal proof that Hengist and his brother had indeed arrived in Kent with an army and that his crown was indeed genuine.
The press went mad and the British Museum declared the hoard as the most significant archeological find in British history. And despite being lauded as priceless, a grateful nation finally bought the entire hoard for £8m.
Odo had indeed changed the lives of everyone involved.
Father Nagle had delayed his retirement to perform one last wedding ceremony - he had married Tom and Lizzie at St Germanus at the end of the summer. He also appreciated the generous donation they had made towards the repair of church roof. Thereafter he bought a small farmhouse in Normandy to be close to his beloved Coco.
Tom and Lizzie had bought Happe Hill Farm from Freddie and he had insisted on a nominal fee - the price of a half dozen eggs. They pulled down the chicken sheds and completely renovated the farmhouse to create a magnificent five bedroomed family home. Which was perfect for their new arrivals, twin boys they named Freddie Silas and Gilbert Odo Wishart.
Lizzie had retired from the world of high finance to concentrate on motherhood and Tom had had his first book, Odo and Me published.
Given the publicity around the discovery of the ‘High B Hoard’ it sold like hot cakes, and had even attracted attention from Hollywood producers who wanted to negotiate the film rights.
Freddie had been happy to move into Silas Cottage, but he also bought holiday homes in Cornwall, Italy and Barbados. He also got his teeth fixed and had started courting Mrs Mizon - the pair spent their time holidaying around the world, which was pretty impressive given that Freddie had never previously been more than thirty miles from High B in his life.
Gerald was very magnanimous about the fact that he had no claim on the hoard, perhaps satisfied that the provenance of Crown of King Hengist had finally been established.
Bren had been Tom’s best man and as a thank you Tom had bought him a Porsche. He had gone out with Emma from the pub for a few months, until she discovered he’d moved in with a burlesque dancer with the unlikely name of Chesty Lovepocket. Bren simply couldn’t change.
Inga Appleyard had faired less well. She had stood in the European Parliamentary Elections for the BNP, but had been exposed by a tabloid newspaper as a dominatrix called Evil Eva, who dressed as a concentration camp guard and beat her willing clients semi-conscious. Tom was grateful for his narrow escape. 
And later Tom had eventually found time between playing with the twins and changing nappies to start writing his second book, The Magnificent Scythe.
All was well in High B.
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