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Chapter One:

A Visit from Dirk

“I forgot to tell you,” Mother said, “Dirk’s coming by tonight.”  

I dropped my pencil in the middle of my homework.  “That’s wonderful!”

Dirk Armstrong, my mother’s younger brother, is famous.  He’s a professor at New York University where he teaches cultural anthropology.  That’s the study of man and how he relates to his world.  I guess he’s traveled all over the world doing research and writing books.  In fact, last summer he took me with him to British East Africa, and we had an amazing time on Mount Kilimanjaro.  

I looked down at my dog, Sparky.  His shaggy white fur fluttered over his eyes as he snored.  “Wake up, Sparky, Uncle Dirk’s coming!”  He yawned and rolled away from me.

Since our trip to Africa, Dirk wrote to say the university tripled his research grants, and he was planning a trip to Egypt.  “I wonder what he’s been up to,” I said.

Mother clucked her tongue and went back to working on dinner.  She gave the mashed potatoes a hard stir.  “Knowing my brother, I hope he’s been working on his will.”  

My mother is convinced Dirk will end up in a big pot surrounded by cannibals, or that some wild beast will rip him to shreds.  Although she is proud of Dirk, she has never shared his adventurous spirit.  Dirk spent days convincing her I would be safe in Africa.  However, on the way back home, we swore we would never tell her about the number of times we came close to certain death.

My father, on the other hand, made me tell him every detail about the leopard we’d encountered at our campsite and the hidden palace inside Mount Kilimanjaro.  He stepped into the kitchen now with the afternoon paper folded under his arm.  “What time’s he coming?”  He stuck a pudgy finger out toward the chocolate cake.

“He didn’t say.”  Mother smacked his hand away.  “You keep away from that cake.  You know it’s Dirk’s favorite.”

Dad slipped on his reading glasses and slunk back to the living room chair by the radio.  These days the evening news is full of troubles in Europe.  A day doesn’t go by when we don’t hear something about Germany and its dictator, Adolf Hitler.

I returned to my essay on Andrew Jackson and just as I finished, the front doorbell rang.  “He’s here!” I cried.  Sparky leaped up and started yapping.

Dad was just letting Dirk through the door as I skidded into the front hall.  “Uncle Dirk!”

“Brock!”  He gave my hand a mighty shake.  “How in the world are you, old man?”

“Great.”

“You’ve grown six inches since I saw you last.”  He was dressed in a dark suit and hat.  Anyone meeting him on the street would take him for an encyclopedia salesman.  But his sun-bleached beard and muscular build give him away as a globe-trotting explorer.  

“Muriel’s in the kitchen,” Dad said.  He led him down the hall.

“There’s cake,” I said.

Sparky ran straight for us and let Dirk scratch his head.

“He remembers you,” I said.

Mother appeared in the doorway.  “I’m surprised he didn’t try to rip your throat out.” 

Dirk gave her a kiss on the cheek.  “Good to see you, too, Sis.”

“Sparky likes Uncle Dirk,” I said.

Mother smiled.  “I always knew that dog wasn’t smart.”

* * *

Over our chocolate cake, I told Dirk all I had been doing since returning from Africa.  “My friends sure are jealous,” I said.  

“Brock was a local celebrity for weeks,” Dad said.  

“The newspaper ran an interview with him, and the Ladies of the Library Club gave him a certificate of appreciation,” said Mother.  “Go get the newspaper clippings, Brock.”

Dirk listened to all of this with amused patience.  He exclaimed over my certificate and read every word of the newspaper article.  

Dad blew on his coffee and took a sip.  “So how are things going at the university?” 

“Good,” Dirk said.  “I wrote you about the increase in grant money.”

“That should keep you away from your real job for awhile,” Mother said.

Dad glared at her.  “Well, I think it’s wonderful.  It’s not often a man gets to live out his dreams.”  He sighed and stared off into space.  Dad’s dream is to be a movie actor.  He often imagines himself clanging swords with Errol Flynn or driving cattle with John Wayne.  

“So you’re going back to Egypt?” I said.

“I believe so,” Dirk said.  “The Egyptian Museum in Cairo contacted me a few weeks ago about some rumors in the scientific community.”

“What kind of rumors?” I asked.

“Well,” said Dirk, “remember the mummies I discovered on my 1934 expedition?”

“The Tomb of the Nobles,” I said.

“Word has it those mummies were part of a larger tomb.  The museum and the Egyptian government are both concerned that thieves will get to it before any research can be done.”

“And they want you to help them?” Mother asked.

“The museum wants me to lead an expedition to search for this other tomb,” Dirk said.  “Back to the Valley of the Kings.”

“Isn’t that where King Tut’s tomb was discovered?” I said.

“Right.  The Valley was the prime burial ground for the ancient kings.  Tut’s tomb was the first complete chamber found in years.  We learned more about ancient Egypt from that tomb than in all the years before.”

Dad drew a pyramid in the frosting of his cake with his fork.  “So would this tomb be as spectacular as Tut’s?”

Dirk scraped the last bit of chocolate off his plate.  “It’s possible, but I believe it’s all nonsense.  The museum insists the mummies I found were close to the tomb of King Kheti the First.  Kheti was a horrible man.  He ordered mass executions and starved his people while he lived in luxury.  He almost allowed the nation to collapse before he was replaced by King Morabbi.”  He licked his fork and scraped his plate again.

Mother took Dirk’s dish.  “Don’t they feed you in New York?”

“Besides,” he said, “we checked every inch of that tomb last year.  Nothing in it indicated any ties with Kheti.  Nothing at all.”

“So why have they changed their minds?” I said.

“Who knows.  The mummies we found were wealthy.  That’s why we called the chamber the ‘Tomb of the Nobles.’  But they were not members of King Kheti’s court.”

“Sounds like a real mystery, Dirk,” my father said.  “Shame you can’t take Brock with you to help again.”

“Yeah, that’s a shame,” I said.

“Brock would love Egypt,” Dirk said.  He leaned back in his chair and smiled at me.  “You saw a small part of it last time when we passed through.  But there’s more to experience there—the pyramids, the Sphinx, the temple ruins.”

Mother stood to clear the table.  “Too bad he has school.”

Dad glanced at her, then looked at me.  “Since I’m on the school board, I bet we could make some special arrangements.”

Mother whirled around.  “Now just one minute, John Nicholas Ford.  I went along with this back in the summer, but Brock is not missing school.  I’m putting my foot down.”

“It would be a fabulous experience, Sis,” Dirk said.
Mother glared at Dirk.  Then she glared at Dad.  Then she glared at me.  I shrugged.  She blew out a breath.  “I don’t know why I’m even arguing with you about this.  I know you three will cook up something behind my back.”  She threw down her dishcloth.  “Just don’t bring any mummies back with you.”
