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Chapter One:

The Beginning


I guess you could say I’m a natural-born explorer.   There’s not a place in the neighborhood I’ve not seen.  Mrs. Murphy’s cellar?  Been there; even helped her find a jar of her mother’s best pickles once.  Mr. Lambright’s garage?  Seen every inch of it, right down to the old rusty window screens he keeps in the rafters.  The railroad tunnel east of town?  Explored that, too, and almost got flattened by a locomotive in the process.  The old Marlow house?  Well, that’s another story.

The point is, Springfield is a pretty small town.  It didn’t take me long to investigate all of it.  And after a while, a boy’s thoughts turn to wild adventure outside the city limits.  And a boy longing for adventure is worse than having a tiger caged up in the house.  

At least that’s what my dad says.  My dad, J. Nicholas Ford, was in the Great War.  Officially, that is.  In reality, he never got out of New Jersey.  While all his army buddies were going over to France to fight the Kaiser, Dad was stuck at a desk shuffling papers from one pile to another.  Now, as president of a small savings and loan, he still shuffles papers from one pile to another.  Dad understands me.

Mother, however, can’t figure out why someone would want to leave the comfort and safety of Springfield to go poking around into the unknown.  That’s what she says—“The Unknown.”  She makes it sound like some monster movie with Boris Karloff.  Mother stays home all day and tends to the house—cooking, cleaning and the like.  She’d be happy to never leave the confines of our yard—or at the most not go farther than the neighbors’.

Then there’s my dog, Sparky.  He’s a mutt, a mixture of some type of terrier and something else—a small, white, shaggy beast.  He loves exploring almost as much as I do.  In fact, he was the one who found me by showing up at our back door one rainy Saturday morning.  One look at those pitiful brown eyes… well, you know.  Sparky’s been with me through lots of adventures; I guess he knows Springfield as well as I do.  If he sees me grab my cap he knows we’re going out, and then he turns flips to get out the door.

* * *

It all happened at breakfast one morning.  Dad was sipping coffee and reading the paper.  Mother was scrambling eggs at the stove.  I was at the table, drinking orange juice and thinking about the geography test I had that morning.  Sparky sat beside my chair, staring at me and licking his chops.

Mother turned the eggs out on a platter.  “Oh,” she said.  “I got a letter from Dirk yesterday.”  Dirk was her younger brother.  I had only met him once, when I was six.

Dad didn’t look up from the paper.  “Oh?  What’s he say?”

“He’s in Africa.”

My ears pricked up at once.  “Africa?”

Dad looked at her.  “What the devil is he doing in Africa?”

Mother carried the platter of eggs to the table.  “You know Dirk.  One adventure after another.”

My fork paused in mid-air.  “What do you mean?”

“Well, Dirk has always tended to be a wanderer.”

She dished eggs onto my plate and I took a bite.  “I thought he was a teacher.”

“Don’t talk with your mouth full.”  She sat down and dished out eggs for herself.  “He is a teacher.  A professor.  He teaches anthropology at New York University.  You’ve been told that a hundred times.”

“I forgot.”  I took a sip of juice.  “Anyway, it sounds boring.”

Dad chuckled behind his paper.  “Don’t let your Uncle Dirk hear you say that.”

“A couple of times a year, the university allows him to go on research trips,” Mother said.  “One year he went to the Himalayas looking for the Abominable Snowman.  Last year he sailed around South America and almost lost his head to cannibals.”  She took a dainty bite of toast, as if Dirk being eaten alive were the most natural thing in the world.

I stared at her.  “Why didn’t I know this?”

“Really, Brock,” she said, “your father and I talk about him all the time.”

I bit off a piece of bacon.  Dirk was an adventurer.  An explorer.  He sounded like one of those guys I was always reading about in National Geographic, the ones who took pictures of wild animals and naked natives and things.

Under the table, Sparky whined softly.  I broke off a bit of bacon and slipped it to him.  “I’d like to read Dirk’s letter.”

“Sure,” she said. She glanced at the clock.  “But not now.  You’ll be late for school.”

Great.  I had fifteen minutes to get to class.  I downed the rest of my juice and grabbed my books off the side table.  “See you after school,” I told them.  I called Sparky and we headed out the door.

“Don’t let him get lost, Sparky,” Dad called after us.

* * *

That was a long day.

The geography test was hard.  Math and science weren’t bad.  English was easy.  And although I tried to pay attention in history, my mind kept drifting back to Dirk.  I wondered if he was like those paunchy Englishmen with walrus mustaches who went on safari with gramophones and tea and said “Quite right” all the time.  I looked at my history teacher, Mrs. Dalrymple; I couldn’t imagine her exploring Africa.  She was shaped like a pigeon and wore spectacles that dangled from her neck by a chain.

I realized Mrs. Dalrymple was staring at me.  She had asked me a question.  In fact, the whole class was staring at me.  I cleared my throat.  “Um, Africa?”

Mrs. Dalrymple glowered at me, and several of my classmates snickered.  “No, Brock,” she told me.  “General Cornwallis surrendered at Yorktown, not in Africa.”

“Yes, ma’am.”  I face grew hot and I slumped in my desk.

* * *

After school, a couple of friends asked me to play baseball with the gang at Mrs. Keaton’s lot, but I told them I had homework to do.  In reality, I couldn’t wait to get home and read Dirk’s letter.  Sparky found me by the big oak tree in front of the school, and together we raced through town toward home.

In the kitchen, Mother had a plate of cookies and a glass of milk for me.  On the table by the plate was a colorful envelope addressed to “Mrs. Muriel Ford.”  The upper right corner held bright red and purple stamps depicting exotic locales, and the postmark showed the letter was sent from Nairobi on May 14.  Blue and white labels on both sides proclaimed “Par Avion” alongside an illustration of an airplane.  Air mail from Africa.  Inside, my uncle’s precise handwriting covered two pages of tissue-thin paper.







May 10, 1935

Dear Sis,

As you can see from the postmark, I’m in Africa.  Kenya, to be exact.  I’ve come to do a bit of research about the native Kikuyu and their culture.  It is very beautiful here, though hot and dry.  Yesterday my guides took me by elephant out onto the Amboseli Plain to see Mount Kilimanjaro.  It is an awesome sight, rising thousands of feet into the air.  Everything here revolves around the mountain and its powerful influence over the land and people.  It was a wonderful experience. 

This is the height of migration season for wildebeest and zebra.  There are thousands of them streaming across the plains toward the western corridor, where there is a permanent water supply.  

I have made a friend with one of the Kikuyu.  His name is Mikumbo, and he is truly a sight to see.  He stands over six feet tall, with skin the color of burned copper and arms and legs as skinny as broomsticks.  He has become a loyal companion and guide, aiding me in reaching places I would not dare go on my own.

Well, I must close for now.  Hope everyone is well.

Regards,

Dirk

P.S.:  How is the baby?

I blinked at the last line.  “Baby?”

Mother grinned.  “He means you.”  She turned back toward the kitchen counter where she was preparing dinner.  “He hasn’t seen you in so long, I’m sure he’s just forgotten how old you are now.”

“Oh.”  I leafed through the letter again.  “Mother, do you think it would be all right if I wrote him back?”

“Sure,” she said.  “He’ll be surprised to receive a letter from a baby.”

* * *

Up in my room, I sat down at my desk with a sheet of notebook paper and a pencil.  

Dear Uncle Dirk, I began.

After fifteen minutes, I still had a blank page.  I put my pencil down.  

I went to the den and pulled out our photograph album.  Sparky followed, his collar jingling.  If I could see him, maybe I would be inspired.  I leafed through the pages.

Sure enough, I found some photos Dirk had sent Mother from a previous expedition.  He was tall and muscular, younger than I remembered, with a light-colored beard, a ruddy complexion, and a winning smile.  The pictures had been taken in Egypt, and in them my uncle posed in front of various landmarks.  Here he stood in front of the Sphinx, one hand holding his hat onto his head in the desert wind.  Here he rode in a camel caravan with several bronze-skinned men in robes and scarves; behind them rose the Great Pyramids of Giza.  

In the last photo, my uncle was dwarfed by the giant seated statues behind him.  I turned the photo over.  On the back he had written, Temple of Re-Harakhti, god of the rising Sun, at Abu Simbel, Egypt, 1934.  

Abu Simbel.

The name was strange and stirring.  A shiver of excitement ran up my spine.  I grabbed up the album and raced back to my room.  Sparky trotted behind me.

With a sudden burst, I filled up a page of my letter to Dirk.  I poured out my soul - how I longed to travel to foreign lands and see exotic sights.  When I finished, I had six pages.  I read them to Sparky while he watched me and wagged his tail.  I signed it, Your nephew Brock (the baby).

I lifted Dirk’s photos from the album and propped them up on my desk.  I stared at them and wondered how long it would take him to get my letter.  

Little did I know what excitement was in store for me.
