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And at the last from inner Egypt came

The strange dark One to whom the fellahs bowed;

Silent and lean and cryptically proud,

And wrapped in fabrics red as sunset flame.

Throngs pressed around, frantic for his commands,

But leaving, could not tell what they had heard;

While through the nations spread the awestruck
word

That wild beasts followed him and licked his
hands.

 


Soon from the sea a noxious birth began;

Forgotten lands with weedy spires of gold;

The ground was cleft, and mad auroras rolled

Down on the quaking citadels of man.

Then, crushing what he chanced to mould in play,

The idiot Chaos blew Earth’s dust away.

 


"Nyarlathotep" (XXI from H.P.
Lovecraft's Fungi from
Yuggoth)
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The Chapter of Experiencing Departure and Disappointment

 


Luxor, Egypt,
September 27th, 1962

My hair
flopped into my eyes—again. I tried to blow it out of the way, but
that never works. I pushed it behind my ear for the hundredth time
that day, my dirty hand adding to the accumulated grime on my face.
Sighing, I turned back to the pile of rocks in front of me. Check
for inscriptions. Check for chisel marks. Attempt to discern shape.
Sort and classify.

The clink of
tools on stone and the murmur of voices blurred into a distant hum,
joined by the drowsy buzz of flies. Even in the shade of the tarp
stretched over the sorting area, it was hot and getting hotter.

"Hello, Miss
America!" The Grinner arrived with another basket of rocks. His
thin body jiggled under his grey galabeya and his eyes
squinted under his faded blue turban. "It is beautiful day!
Very happy to see you!" He was smiling so hard I thought his
face would split and the top of his head would fall off, turban and
all.

"Hello," I
said. I couldn't remember his name. Ali? Omar? I couldn't keep them
straight. To me, this one was "the Grinner," and I couldn't call
him that to his face.

"Please put
that here." I pointed to a spot next to the basket I was working
on. "Thank you. Very much." I turned back to my current rock,
hoping he would take the hint and leave.

"His name's
Mustafa," Hank said from behind me. "It's no hardship to remember
the workers' names, France. Just like I remember yours. They
appreciate it."

Great.
Another mini-lecture from Hashish Hank. I squinted up at him,
brushing the hair out of my eyes yet again. "But my name isn't
'Miss America.'"

Hank grinned.
"That means he thinks you're pretty."

"I'll keep
that in mind." Even my sarcasm-producer was weary.

"And you'd
better step it up." He gestured toward the new basket of stone
fragments that had joined my half-full one. "The Boss wants us to
get this section done today, so there's lots more to come."

"All right." I
blew a raspberry at his departing back and picked up a rock. Check
for inscriptions. Check for chisel marks. Try to discern shape.
Sort. Classify. Wipe sweat, push hair behind ear.

Shit, it's
hot!

Archaeology,
Egyptian style.

If only I'd
known.

 


*******

 


Providence, Rhode
Island, two weeks earlier

"You're really
going."

I turned from
the gaping suitcase on my bed to look at Alma, who stood peering at
the pile of papers on my dresser—passport, proof of vaccinations,
letters of invitation and introduction, plane tickets and
itinerary.

"Yes, of
course I'm going. You knew that."

"Knew but
hoped you wouldn't. Even though I admit if I were you, I wouldn't
let anyone convince me not to." She smiled, which made me feel
guilty.

"Don't worry
about me," Alma said, as though she had read my mind (which I often
thought she could). "I'll be fine. The young should leave the nest.
The old can look after themselves, and if they can't, it's time
they kicked the bucket." Her hearty tone failed to contradict the
sadness in her eyes. "Come along for a drink when you're done or
need a break."

Her voice
faded as she escaped down the hall. Alma hated anyone to see her
cry, so I didn't follow her, but went back to packing. All the new
clothes I'd bought—cottons and linens for a hot climate—were safely
stashed. I was in the final stages now, dithering over an extra
blouse or two, wondering how often I would be able to do laundry,
so were three dozen pairs of panties enough? And what about those
Bermuda shorts? Totally appropriate for an archaeological site, but
would shorts, even tailored ones, be considered indecent in Egypt?
I tossed them in anyway.

Egypt! I was
hit by another one of those bolts of excitement and nervous fear. I
was really going to Egypt. My tickets were bought, my seat on the
plane reserved for departure in exactly three days.

The trip was a
gift and a celebration, a generous graduation present from Alma and
Charles. Everything had come together about the time I graduated
from Brown University with a BA in Ancient History. I applied for
and got a job as assistant to Dr. William Stanton, an archaeologist
conducting excavations in Luxor, Egypt, the site of ancient Thebes.
And my legal change of name was finalized in time for me to obtain
a passport.

I picked up
the passport—new and pristine, but not for long. The picture was
too serious, of course, but it made me look older than twenty-one,
which was a good thing. France Leighton—a new name for my new life.
Much better than Francesca Willett.

I sighed,
thinking of the obligatory side trip to visit my mother, followed
by another, to see the man who was my father, whether he liked it
or not. Once that was out of the way, a hop across the Channel,
train to Paris and then to Marseille, and another boat, across the
Mediterranean to Alexandria. Just me, alone (except for Eudora, of
course).

Another
bolt—of pure excitement this time. I picked up Eudora and did a
little dance with her before grabbing my bow and sitting down to
play the opening of Bach's first cello suite, sloppily and too
fast. I switched to one of the Sarabandes instead. Eudora's
vibrations matched the current of excitement running through me.
"We're going on an adventure," I said, laying down the bow. I
gently plucked her strings. "What do you think of that?"

Dark chocolate
notes and contented rumbles. Happy sounds.

 


Since Uncle Charles's
death five months before, Alma had taken to having afternoon tea in
a remote room on the second floor. "It was Charles's study, back in
the old days," she said. "And it's nice and cozy."

Well, maybe
she thought it was nice, but I didn't. The room was full of old
books, and the furniture looked like it belonged in a junk store.
Alma always kept the curtains closed and turned on the lights, even
on bright, sunny days. If I were Lucy or Andre, I would have
complained about the extra work it took to lug the tea-trays up
there, but they didn't mind. Of course, they'd worked for Alma and
Charles since what she called the "old days."

By the time I
arrived, they'd been and gone, leaving a plate of sandwiches and
another of iced cupcakes beside the teapot and cups. Alma was
sipping what was probably her second glass of Scotch.

"Dig in and
have a drink," she said, putting down the magazine she was reading.
"Tell me again what you'll be doing in Egypt." She lit a cigarette.
"You'll be this professor's secretary, is that it? Or are you going
to look after his kids?"

"No, no! The
kids are in school somewhere. I won't be a secretary, either. I'll
be keeping records of the excavation, listing finds made every day,
taking pictures, making sure everything is recorded properly. Dr.
Stanton said there's a chance of finding a tomb, just like King
Tut's, so it's a fabulous opportunity. I guess I might have to type
a few letters, but mostly I'll be in charge of documenting the
dig."

"Hmm. Sounds
like you'll be a secretary. Okay, okay, don't get upset," she said,
laughing. "I'm sure it'll be interesting, and at least you'll be
using some of the stuff you've been studying the last four
years."

"Exactly. Just
think, I'll be in the land of the pharaohs. I'll walk in their
temples and touch things they made and used. I'll experience
ancient Egypt, not just read about it in books."

"You're a
romantic, just like Charles."

 


Three days later, Andre
manhandled my two heavy suitcases down to the front hall. I
followed him with my overnight bag and Eudora in her case.

Alma emerged
from the office she had shared with Charles. "Francesca, surely
you're not taking the cello!"

"Why shouldn't
I? She's mine. If I don't take her, I'll forget how to play."

"But you'll be
living in a tent or something. Think of the dust! And the air is
really dry in Egypt, especially where you'll be. The wood will
crack. It's almost two hundred years old. And I doubt you'll have
any time to play."

I put my arm
around the case. "I won't be in a tent. There's a dig house. I told
you about it. Uncle Charles gave her to me. I don't want to leave
her behind."

Alma waved her
hand and turned away. I thought she was about to cry again. "Too
late to argue with you."

Charles had
given me something else not long before he died. The day after my
birthday, he summoned me—yes, "summoned" is the only word that
fits—into the office.

"I have
something for you," he said. "You're twenty-one now, so it's time
you had this. It's not a birthday present, though, but a legacy."
He reached into a pocket and placed a ring on my outstretched
palm.

It was a big,
clunky ring, made of pale gold with engraved designs and an
emerald. It wasn't pretty. It didn't suit me.

"It's… Why are
you giving me this? What do you mean, it's a legacy?"

"You're meant
to have this ring, Francesca. That's all you need to know."

He looked
tired, and I was pretty sure he was hoping I wouldn't argue or ask
any questions. But I had to.

"Where did it
come from?"

"I don't know.
It's very old. Put it in a safe place. Keep it. That's all you need
to do. You don't have to wear it. In fact, it might be best if you
didn't. Just keep it."

"Where did you
get it?"

Charles closed
his eyes for a second and took a deep breath. "From your
grandfather, Francis Dexter."

That made
me want to close my eyes and sigh. Grandparents were
supposed to be simple and reliable, not messy and complicated.

Charles and
Alma became my legal guardians when I was twelve. I knew Alma was
my grandmother and Francis Dexter, who died years before I was
born, was my grandfather. But to me, Alma's husband Charles was my
grandfather, even though I called him "Uncle."

As if this
wasn't enough, my father wasn't married to my mother, because he
already had a wife. I was illegitimate. And after my mother married
Alfred Willett and had two more kids, she didn't want me around, so
I was exported to America. Which was just fine with me,
actually.

I was glad to
be getting away from all these complications. In Egypt, I would be
whatever I could make of myself—France Leighton—and not anyone's
mistake or unwanted loose end.

I didn't want
Francis Dexter's ring. But Uncle Charles was dead serious, and he
didn't look well, and I loved him.

"Okay," I
said, "I'll keep it safe."

Packing for my
big trip, I dug the ring out of the bottom of my jewelry box and
tucked it into a secret pocket inside my overnight bag. To remind
me of Charles when I was far away in the land of the pharaohs.

 


*******

 


The Cairo train station
was huge and busy, full of people hurrying in all directions,
bumping into each other, their voices echoing and mingling. I was
the only one standing still, because I didn't know where to go. How
would Mrs. Stanton recognize me?

Fortunately,
there weren't that many tall, blond Americans in the crowd. A few
minutes later, I heard my name called, and saw two American-looking
people emerging from a huddle of dark-suited Egyptians.

"France
Leighton?" The trim, brown-haired woman held out a white-gloved
hand. "I'm Adele Stanton. At least your train was on time. This is
Hank Dykstra, our excavation lead hand. He'll deal with your bags.
What's that, a guitar? Oh, a cello. All right, give it to Hank.
Come along, both of you."

She led the
way quickstep through the crowd, not bothering to check if Hank and
I were following. I looked at him helplessly, and he grinned.

"Better do as
ordered," he said, his voice muffled by the voices and echoes all
around. "When Adele speaks, everyone jumps."

The taxi from
the train station took us through the colourful melee of the city.
Poring over articles about Egypt in the National Geographic,
I had concentrated on pictures of archaeological digs, rather than
urban scenes. The streets were full of men in galabeyas and
turbans, men in western suits and fez hats, men, men, men. There
were a few women in traditional loose black outfits that made them
almost invisible, and even fewer wearing modern clothes. Egypt was
a man's world, despite a billboard showing a sophisticated woman
drinking Coca-Cola.

We ended up at
a hotel, not quite as cool and tidy as the one in Alexandria, where
I had spent my first night in Egypt. At this point I was no longer
Miss France Leighton, independent traveller paying her own way, but
an employee of the Stanton Temple Precinct Project.

I was dazed by
the rapid transitions of the past several days. Train from
Providence to New York City, transatlantic flight to London, a
prickly visit with my mother, followed by a rather chilly one with
Nicholas Leighton. And then the train through France, southward and
southward; the Mediterranean crossing to Alexandria, and finally
another train to Cairo.

Mrs. Stanton
and Hank carried on a conversation while we had supper in a
restaurant near the hotel. The waiters spoke Arabic or French. I
didn't know Arabic at all, and it felt like my college French had
been lost on the trip, so I was glad Mrs. Stanton took charge and
ordered for me. Hank was quite the conversationalist, jabbering
away to the waiters and making them laugh. I couldn't tell if they
were laughing at him or with him. He looked American, even with his
dark suntan. I guess it was the light brown curly hair and the
straightened teeth.

I kept quiet
and listened to their talk, which was mostly about supplies and
meetings with different people in government offices and museums.
No one said anything about what I would be doing once we got to the
dig site, and I didn't want to ask. Dr. Stanton's letter of
appointment had been encouraging but vague.

 


The next day, Hank
toured me around while Mrs. Stanton went off to do business. Cairo
was a confusing mixture of old and new. We jostled through narrow
alleys between ancient stone walls, with tall buildings visible in
the distance. Hank was a real help in carving a way through the
crowds and bargaining with people selling things. I bought
postcards and some glass and enamel beads.

In the
afternoon, the three of us went to the Egyptian Museum. Statues of
pharaohs near the entrance welcomed me to their country. I didn't
have time to linger near them, because Hank steered me toward a set
of stairs, while Mrs. Stanton went off somewhere, saying she would
see us later.

"Let's go up
to the Mummy Room," Hank said.

I wondered if
he was trying to test me. Maybe he thought I would faint at the
sight of ancient dead bodies. I decided I wouldn't, no matter what,
but I did feel a bit queasy looking at the dry, leathery skin
clinging to the skeletons and flaking off in spots, and the ropy
shrivelled muscles.

"How did they
get this way?" I asked. "I mean—they used to be wrapped in those
linen bandages, didn't they? Like in that movie, 'The Mummy.' Why
are they lying here naked?"

Hank laughed.
"For the sake of knowledge, of course. Egyptologists have been
unwrapping mummies for decades. In the old days they used to have
unwrapping parties."

Now I did feel
a bit sick. "But it's… indecent. When they were bandaged and put in
tombs, it was supposed to be forever."

"Well, tomb
robbers didn't think so. And without studying the mummies, we'd
know less about how they lived and died. It's science now, not like
before. And they're treated with respect here."

I didn't want
to argue. "I think I've seen enough, if you don't mind."

Gold funeral
masks from various tombs should have been a relief but weren't. Not
as directly disturbing as the human remains, but I couldn't help
thinking about how they must have been carefully placed over the
swathed faces of the mummies. Now they were displayed in one room,
while the mummies were in another. I thought about the curse of the
pharaohs and wondered what I would do if the excavation I'd be
working on found an unopened tomb.

Leaving the
room of masks, I noticed one I hadn't seen before. The eyes—black
irises on white enamel, outlined in black—looked right at me out of
the golden face. The full lips almost smiled, as though he was
thinking, "Ah, there she is!"

I wanted to
linger, to get acquainted and savour the welcome, but Hank was
halfway down the hall.

 


We arrived in Luxor at
dusk. The air smelled of smoke and dust, but I was happy to leave
the stuffiness of the train. Hank picked up my bags and directed me
toward a big black car. It was fully dark by the time we were ready
to go. After a short drive along a bumpy road we stopped.

"Home sweet
home," said Hank, getting out and shouldering my cello case.

"I can carry
that," I said, determined to bring Eudora into her temporary new
home myself, like a bridegroom carrying his bride across the
threshold. Besides, Hank would have to lug my suitcases.

"Okey-dokey.
This way, please. And be quiet, everyone's probably asleep."

"Already?" I
was tired from the trip, but it was barely nine o'clock.

"Breakfast's
at five, and everyone's on the job by five-thirty. The early bird
beats the heat." He waved at a closed door. "Girls' Dorm in there.
You'll be okay with the overnight bag? I'll leave these out here
then. Good night."

 


An unfamiliar voice is
more effective than any alarm clock. "I guess this is the new gal,
France Leighton. Odd name—France."

"Do you think
we should wake her up? You know how upset Mme Stanton gets when
someone's late." This one had a French accent.

It was pretty
awkward waking up in a strange place, with total strangers looking
me over when I was half-awake and had to pee. Rising to the
occasion, I excused myself, found the washroom again, peed, had a
quick wash and returned to the scene prepared to meet and
greet.

The others
were gone. Being on time, it seemed, was more important than
meeting the new gal. I hauled my suitcases from where Hank had left
them and dug out what I hoped was an appropriate outfit—khaki linen
skirt, white cotton blouse, blue neckerchief for accent. Then I
went to find the rest of the crew.

That, believe
it or not, was the best part of the day.

When he
interviewed me back in Providence, I thought Dr. Stanton was kind
of handsome, for an older man, but at breakfast he looked untidy
and frazzled. After a fleeting handshake he didn't spare me a
glance. Right after the meal, Mrs. Stanton summoned me to an office
on the second floor of the house. She wore an olive-green dress
with brass buttons and pocket flaps, almost military. It suited
her.

"Miss
Leighton," she said, "I'm not quite sure what we're going to do
with you."

I felt my jaw
starting to drop and clamped my mouth shut.

"You see," she
continued, picking up a letter opener from her desk, "I wasn't
aware my husband had hired you until a few days ago, when he
informed me of your imminent arrival in Cairo."

"But he
interviewed me at Brown University, back in May! I sent in an
application in response to an advertisement for someone to keep
records of the excavation." I hated that my face felt hot, and
sweat was breaking out in my armpits.

Mrs. Stanton
laid down the letter opener and held up a hand. "Oh, I'm sure you
did. And of course he interviewed you. He never hires anyone sight
unseen. Young women especially." She moved her lips in what must
have been meant as a smile. "I don't expect he told you that
I'm in charge of documenting and record-keeping. Or that I
already have a competent assistant. But here you are, so we may as
well use your talents, whatever they are."

What followed
was another interview, way tougher than the one by Dr. Stanton.
That had been no more than a pleasant chat. Dr. Stanton had
encouraged me to burble on about my interests and aspirations, all
the while listening and smiling benignly. He certainly hadn't
quizzed me about my knowledge of Egyptian hieroglyphs (nil), modern
archaeological theory (minimal), statistical analysis (less than
nil), and Arabic (also nil).

"So," Mrs.
Stanton said, pacing around the room, slapping her palm with the
letter opener, "you have a B.A. in Ancient History with a couple of
courses on Egypt and the Middle East. You have some French and a
nodding acquaintance with Latin and Greek. You're weak in math,
have no experience of fieldwork, and speak no Arabic."

She turned
around and gave me that tight smile again, pointing the letter
opener right at me. "But you're young, you're attractive and, I'm
sure, fairly personable."

I scraped my
self-worth off the floor and organized my thoughts. "Mrs. Stanton,
I applied in good faith for a position described as 'excavation
assistant.' I was given to understand by Dr. Stanton that I met the
requirements for that position. On that basis, I travelled here at
my own expense. I'm ready to work in whatever capacity Dr. Stanton
intended me to."

"I'm sure you
are," she said, laying down the letter opener with a sharp click,
"and now that both you and Dr. Stanton understand the situation, we
must find a role for you that won't waste your time, or anyone
else's."

That role
ended up being "unskilled excavation assistant," or, more
accurately, "rock sorter." Under Hank's supervision, I examined the
stone fragments dug up by the Egyptian labourers and passed some of
them on to those with more expertise. Hank gave me a quick course
on the basics of archaeological fieldwork, in the hope that I would
become more than marginally useful before the end of the field
season.

And of course,
there was the unspoken but perfectly clear understanding that I
would under no circumstances find myself in a compromising position
with Dr. William Stanton. I didn't bother pointing out that wasn't
totally under my control.

 


 



 


2

 The Chapter of
Experiencing Insult and Injury

 


The Stanton Project's
dig house, just outside the Karnak temple complex, was a big,
shabby stucco building, sort of a tan colour with patches of yellow
and faded orange. Besides the kitchen and bathroom, the ground
floor had four main rooms—the combined dining/meeting room, a
workroom/office and the two dormitories, labelled "Men" and
"Girls." There were three of us "girls" in residence—Mrs. Stanton's
assistant Meg Elliott, visiting art historian Louisa Dufour, and
me.

The Girls'
Dorm was smaller than my bedroom at home. Thin curtains hung
between the three narrow beds. There was no private space,
unless you counted the bathroom, but lingering in there wasn't an
option, even if I'd wanted to. Each of us had a tiny chest of
drawers and a couple of pegs on the wall to hang stuff. The shared
closet was miserably small and a total mess.

I kept most of
my clothes in my suitcase, which I pushed under the bed, but I had
nowhere to play my cello. Poor Eudora languished in her case, also
under the bed. After supper my first day, I opened the case and
lifted her out. I stroked the smooth, dark wood of her neck and
plucked her strings. They thrummed so faintly I thought she was
dead, but when I touched her tuning-pegs, she came alive and
whispered.

Oh, we're far
away, far away from all that's familiar. We're lost, we're strange,
we need to find the right road…

"Shh, Eudora.
It's okay, I'm here, we're still together. Let's play."

I screwed in
the endpin, picked up my bow, and drew from her strings the
familiar chanting drone, the reverberation of life in hollow air,
song of heart and soul. The irritations of the present withdrew,
faded away, vanished.

"What the
hell is that racket?"

Meg Elliot
stood in front of me, red hair bristling, a pencil and ruler
clutched in her fists.

"It's J.S.
Bach. His first cello suite."

"Well, that's
great, but I'm trying to finish a report. I need to concentrate.
Must you do that now?"

Well, yes,
I must. "You're working in the office, though, aren't you?"

"Which is
right next door, in case you hadn't noticed. That noise
you're making is quite penetrating." She didn't bother waiting for
me to say anything else, just stomped out.

I decided to
be a good girl and consulted Mrs. Stanton the next day, but she
wasn't sympathetic. "This is an archaeological excavation project,
Miss Leighton, not a summer camp. If playing your cello is so
important to you, you may wish to reconsider your priorities. In
the meantime, how about if you do your practicing out in the
courtyard? In your spare time, of course."

Later, hearing
Mrs. Stanton and Meg talking. I was sure I caught the words
"Providence princess." I didn't stick around for more.

The courtyard
was a paved space under a gnarled tree, with a roofed-over
extension of the kitchen to one side. I had an audience of the
Egyptian kitchen staff—the cook and her two helpers. They smiled
politely but I didn't think they really appreciated my efforts. At
least they didn't complain.

Eudora was my
best gift from Uncle Charles. He bought her for me soon after I
came to live with him and Alma at age twelve.

Alma wasn't
impressed. "An eighteenth-century cello for a kid? And it's way too
big for her."

"She'll grow
into it," Charles assured her, and he was right. I grew up with
Eudora. I'd had violin lessons in England, when my mother decided
that was the thing to do. Or maybe they were my father's idea. He
would have paid for them, but of course he didn't live with us, and
the funds were diverted to other uses when my half-brother
arrived.

In Providence,
lessons resumed, and soon I was able to make music with my
"beautiful gift." That's what "Eudora" means, in Greek. Charles
suggested the name and I thought it was perfect. We played together
sometimes, but Charles wasn't much better a pianist than I was a
cellist.

My being
left-handed made everything awkward. My teacher, retired from a
brilliant career in Europe, insisted I bow with my right hand.
"Otherwise you will be impossible in the orchestra. You will knock
the elbows. Bow with the right, finger with the left, that is the
way."

I was a
disappointing student. My fingering wasn't bad, but it took me a
long time to train my right hand to use the bow. At times I
rebelled and played the wrong way around, which didn't help my
technique. I was good enough to play for my own amusement, but
never disciplined myself to achieve mastery.

In spite of
all this, I loved the instrument. I loved embracing her to play,
the rich smoothness of her wood, her immediate response to my touch
with fingers or bow, the deep, thrumming voice that seemed to come
from hidden depths.

Eudora became
my friend and confidante, the instrument—literally—of my emotions.
Through her, I expressed joy, sorrow, and anger, and found comfort
and peace.

Now, in this
friendless place, I missed my sessions of communion with Eudora at
bedtime. I was too intimidated even to take her out of her case
with my dorm companions asleep nearby, even if they sometimes
snored quite loudly.

 


"We've finished mapping
the west precinct wall, and the inventory of finds is up to
date."

Meg Elliott,
Mrs. Stanton's super-competent assistant was displaying
super-competency. Too bad I had missed most of it, except for her
odd habit of over-pronouncing multi-syllabic words.
"Mea-sure-ments." "Ar-ti-facts." "Par-a-met-ers." She reeled off
masses of facts and figures. Her voice blurred with the sound of
the fan and acted on me like a sleeping pill. This was my first
all-staff meeting. There were more to come. Oh joy.

The members of
the Stanton Temple Precinct Project sat, slouched or slumped around
the long table like members of an archaeological Last Supper. Mrs.
S. chaired the meeting from one end of the table. Meg sat at her
right hand, along with several specialists (architecture, ceramics,
metals, epigraphy). Across the table were Louisa Dufour, visiting
art historian, Hank, the Excavation Lead Hand, and France Leighton,
superfluous rock sorter. Dr. Stanton occupied the other end of the
table, opposite his wife.


Concentrate. I was falling asleep again. I kept nodding off
and waking up with a jerk, hoping no one had noticed.
Concentrate. Meg Elliott's voice rose and fell, enumerating
artifacts catalogued, square centimetres of wall reconstructed,
texts transliterated. Every now and then, the crisp crinkle of a
page being turned interrupted the drone, and the "whup-whup" of the
overhead fan provided a subdued continuo.

Continuo. I
hadn't played Eudora today. Or yesterday. She must be feeling
neglected. Concentrate.

A barrage of
page-ruffling snapped me out of my semi-doze. Meg folded up her
maps and straightened the typewritten pages of her report. I
thought I detected a glance of contempt cast my way as she sat
down, tucking her curly red hair behind her ears.

"Thank you,
Miss Elliott," said Dr. Stanton. "Our current season of fieldwork
here at Karnak is well under way. I'm sure you're all eager to do
your parts to further its goals, under the expert eye of Mrs.
Stanton. In the meantime, I will be exploring possibilities for
starting a new project next year, in the Valley of the Kings."

"We've agreed
we're not ready to proceed with that, Bill." Mrs. Stanton's voice
cut through the remaining fog in my head and made me sit up. Next
to me, Hank stopped doodling and became alert. I couldn't help
noticing that his doodles included a surprisingly good sketch of
Mrs. S. cracking a whip over Dr. S., who was ogling a well-endowed
young woman. I was trying to decide if she was Louisa or someone
else when Dr. Stanton replied.

"If we want to
apply for a permit anywhere near the Valley, we have to get our act
together at least one field season in advance." His face had taken
on a pink flush that didn't look good on him, and his jowls shook
slightly as he spoke.

"Exactly,"
said Mrs. Stanton. "It's a complicated process, which is why I
think we should concentrate on wrapping up the Temple Precinct
Project before we even think about a new application. The
authorities don't like unfinished business, as you know quite
well."

Dr. Stanton
looked ready to argue further, but his wife, who was chairing the
meeting, stood and glanced around the table. Most of us appeared to
be studying our notes, except for a few who had perked up like
hunting dogs on a scent.

"That's all
for now, folks. Does anyone have any final thoughts or
questions?"

No one did,
except probably Dr. Stanton, but he wasn't going to get a chance to
voice them. Meg gathered up her notebooks and papers and followed
Mrs. Stanton from the room. Hank and I waited until everyone else
had filed out, clearing the narrow space between wall and
table.

"Another
meeting of the Stanton Temple Precinct Project staff fades into
history." Hank folded up his doodled-upon sheet of paper and
stuffed it into a shirt pocket. He turned to Louisa and me. "How
about a stroll, ladies? Let's go out and watch the death of the
day."

"Okay, 'Ank,"
Louisa said. "I would like to go out and breathe l'air
frais."

"France?" Hank
looked at me. "I'll bet you could use some air frais too.
You were bobbing in and out of snooze-land most of the
meeting."

I had to
smile. "At least I wasn't doodling, like someone I know." I
wondered if he'd asked me only to be polite, and if I'd be a fifth
wheel. But I wanted to go out and see something besides the
Project's house and the site. Louisa was all right. She could get a
bit carried away and start gushing on and on about Art, but at
least she didn't bug me, like Meg. "Sure, I'd love to go."

We "girls"
stopped by our dorm to freshen up and grab our purses, and met Hank
by the outside door.

"Where are we
going?" Louisa wrapped a sheer pink scarf around her smooth dark
hair. The scarf matched the lipstick she had just applied.

"Downtown,"
said Hank. "The throbbing heart of Luxor. Through the souk
to the corniche. A meeting of east and west. Come along, ladies."
He stuck out both elbows, and Louisa and I took an arm apiece.

We left our
walled compound attached to the backside of Karnak and joined a
tide of other walkers, guidebook-clutching tourists slung with
cameras and local Egyptians wearing galabeyas. I found
myself thinking a galabeya might be pretty comfortable for
lounging but scrapped the notion quickly. Louisa would never wear
anything like that. She stepped along smartly in her dirndl skirt
and cork-soled, wedge-heeled sandals. But then, she was French.

Hank obviously
knew his way around. We were in a street of what looked like
apartment buildings or small hotels and shops of various kinds.
"Where are we going?" I asked, and then remembered he had already
answered the question.

"With the
flow," he said. "No need to ask the Nile, is there? It goes where
it flows. And so do we."

"Oh, 'Ank, you
are teasing us, aren't you?" Louisa laughed and reached into her
purse for a package of cigarettes and a lighter. She paused briefly
to light up.

"What will we
do when we come to the Nile?" I said. "Hop on a boat and float
away?"

"Float on a
boat." Louisa giggled. "Let's do it."

"Not tonight,
girls." Hank sounded stern. "Tomorrow's a school day, remember? We
must rise before Ra and return to the salt mine."

Behind us, an
amplified voice was describing the glories of the Karnak temples to
a group keen to see the pillars and pylons illuminated by
floodlights and spotlights for a dramatic effect. We heard this
spiel every night as we got ready for bed, along with the call to
evening prayers at the mosque. So far, I hadn't had an actual tour
of the temples, just looked around a bit on my own.

In the glare
of the day, it was too hot to appreciate anything but shade, but
now the sun had vanished behind the hills on the Nile's west side.
A fresh breeze enhanced the cooling effect as we reached the paved
walkway along the river, called the corniche. It was definitely the
place to be as day turned to night, for tourists, locals and
in-betweens like us.

"Monsieur
et Madame Stanton, they are not en accord, I think?"
Louisa remarked, as we strolled along. "I was surprised when they
argued in the meeting."

"Well, it was
the first general meeting since we've been fully staffed," said
Hank. "Mrs. S. thinks it's important to set the right tone by
presenting a united front so everyone starts off on the right
foot."

"But Dr.
Stanton, doesn't? Or he has other ideas?"

Hank grinned.
"He's full of ideas, not all of them practical. He'd love to be the
American Howard Carter."

"Do you think
there are any more intact tombs out there?" I asked. "Like King
Tut's?"

Hank cleared
his throat. "Miss Leighton, it's not 'Tut,' but 'Tut-ankh-a-mun.'
You are standing on the ground he trod. He was a king, the son of
the gods. You must show respect."

He sounded so
much like Meg Elliott at her most sanctimonious that I had to
laugh. "No, seriously," I said. "I thought all the good tombs have
been found already."

"Oh, I
wouldn't assume that." Hank stopped by a railing at the edge of the
walkway and looked out over the Nile. "It's not a simple bit of
ground over there. Who knows what might be hidden in those
valleys?"

Beyond the
black mirror of the river, spangled with the bright lights of tour
boats and the firefly glow of feluccas, the irregular pyramid shape
of el-Qurn rose like a stage-set of black cardboard, crisp against
the luminous blue of the sky.

I'm here.
Let it begin. Something inside me spoke to something in the
black pyramid across the Nile, where someone waited for me,
eternally patient. What kind of notion was that? I shook my
head and brought my attention back to Hank.

"The Valley of
the Kings winds through limestone and shale," he said, as though
talking to himself. "The different layers vary in thickness and
permeability. You would think nothing ever changes over there, but
sometimes there are flash floods that move tons of sediment. Yes,
floods." He responded to my unasked question. "It hardly ever
rains, of course, but when it does, it—"

"Pours," said
Louisa, with a smile. "I know that idiom. 'When it rains, it
pours,' meaning too much of a good thing." She clutched her elbows
and shivered. "I'm getting cold. 'Ank, do you know a good café
close by? A cup of coffee would be nice. Maybe at that hotel?" She
pointed to a large, fancy building that looked anything but
Egyptian.

"The Winter
Palace? Not my style. I know a better place."

We followed
him through the crowds, past hotels and shops, into the
souk, threading narrow alleys packed with merchandise. Hank
discouraged overly pushy vendors with brief phrases in Arabic, but
a few times he had to indulge Louisa and me when we wanted to look
at the wares on display. There was so much to see—brass vessels and
bright scarves, carpets, jewelry, replicas of statues and
sarcophagi, powders and herbs in a multitude of jars. And
food—fruits and vegetables artfully arranged, looking so delicious
I started to feel hungry and hoped we were getting close to Hank's
café.

As we
traversed a maze of dimly lit streets on the far fringes of the
souk, I thought how in a short distance we had gone from the
twentieth century to the middle ages and might even slip back to
ancient times. What if we were to find the temples new and intact,
their colours bright, and rituals being performed by linen-clad
priests? Instead of tourist spiels, I could almost hear chanting,
the bray of horns, a blare of trumpets and rattle of sistrums…

"Here we are.
Entrez." Hank's voice interrupted my daydream, or whatever
it was. Evening dream? He ushered us through a doorway with a lamp
hanging over it. A sign next to the door had Arabic writing as well
as "Bennu Bird Café," along with a picture of a long-legged bird
like a heron.

The interior
of the café was bright, compared to the street. Besides the
electric lights, candles flickered on the tables. It smelled of
coffee, spices and tobacco.

A man wearing
a fez came toward us. "Mr. Hank! Good evening. Ah, you have a lady
friend. No—two lady friends. Very nice."

He conducted
us to a table near the window. The back of the room was full of men
who barely looked up from their newspapers and gurgling
hookah pipes. A woman bustled over, possibly the
proprietor's wife. She wore western-style clothes, makeup, gold
hoop earrings and the tallest beehive hairdo I had ever seen. I was
so busy wondering how much back-combing it took to hold it up, that
I didn't realize Hank had ordered for me.

The coffee
came in little metal pots, along with a plate of sticky-looking
flaky pastries.

"Café
turc," said Louisa. "Very strong."

"This is
café égyptien," said Hank. "Lots of foam, I see. The foam's
the thing. Try it, France."

I was used to
ordinary coffee with cream and sugar. There was no sign of a cream
pitcher, but I suspected it wouldn't do to ask for some. I took a
careful sip. Hot and sweet, it was perfect with the honey-oozing
pastry.

"Mm. Good," I
said. "Say, Hank, do you come here often?"

"Yeah, I like
this place. It's a compromise between East and West. They're open
early and late, do a nice breakfast—with 'American coffee'—and it's
cheap. Just ask Meg." He smirked.

As if I'd ask
her anything. "Well, thanks for sharing it with us."

"Of course. I
was brought up to share. Good socialists, my parents. Right now
they're busy campaigning against nuclear weapons. With the
Americans and Russians threatening each other, I suppose they have
a point."

"People in
Canada involve themselves with such matters?" Louisa asked. "That's
where you're from, isn't it?"

"Oh, yes,
Canada is full of conscientious types."

"What part of
Canada?" I asked.

"Vancouver,
British Columbia," said Hank. "And you, France? Not from France,
I'm thinking."

"Providence,
Rhode Island."

"Really? I
thought you were English. British? I never know which is
right."

I sighed
internally. "Well, I was born in England, but I've lived in
Providence since I was twelve. I guess my accent is a mixture of
New England and old England." I finished my coffee and got a
mouthful of grounds. At least the spluttering that followed saved
me from further explanation.

"Oh, oh, I
should have warned you about that." Louisa handed me an extra
napkin. "Actually, you're supposed to pour out the grounds and get
your fortune read."

"Maybe getting
a mouthful is actually a good omen?" said Hank. "Like when a bird
poops on your head."

"The Bennu
Bird," said Louisa, lighting up another cigarette. "It's the right
symbol for getting up early and staying out late. Burning at both
ends."

I must have
looked puzzled. "You know," she said, "the bird on the sign
outside. It may have been the original phoenix, the bird that burns
in its nest and rises out of the ashes."

"As we will
have to do, way too soon." Hank pushed his chair away from the
table. "Time to go."

On the way
out, I looked at the sign by the café's door. "I'm sure I've seen
this bird, or one just like it, in pictures of ancient Egyptian
art."

"Yes," said
Louisa. "He's everywhere. The tomb paintings are full of bennu
birds."

"Have you been
inside any of those tombs?" I asked. "In the Valley of the
Kings?"

"Mais
oui. You have to see the originals to fully appreciate the
details."

"I've never
been there." I didn't realize I had spoken aloud, but Hank and
Louisa looked at each other.

"No problem,"
said Hank. "You must see Seti's tomb, at least. Pharaoh Seti I.
It's the best of the lot, isn't it, Louisa?"

"Bien
sûr. I never get tired of seeing those paintings."

"We'll make an
expedition, then. On Sunday."

"Okay!"

"Deal! KV17,
look out!"

 


Despite the coffee, I
had no trouble falling asleep, but woke up way too early and
couldn't get back to sleep. Finally, I threw off the blanket and
sat up. The illuminated dial on my watch glowed twenty after four.
My heels bumped against Eudora's case, which didn't quite fit under
the bed.

Eudora.
I scrambled into some clothes, found my sandals and pulled my cello
from her ignominious hiding place.

"Let's go play
in the temple." We had a half-hour before reveille.

One of the
privileges of being part of an official archaeological excavation
in the Karnak temple complex was backdoor access to said complex.
We could come and go as we pleased, provided we exercised common
sense, such as leaving things as we found them and not bothering
tourists or tour guides.

I paused long
enough to filch the flashlight kept near the door for nighttime
visits to the bathroom. Quietly, I opened and closed the outer door
and switched on my stolen flashlight, wrapping my fingers around
its end to confine the beam. I picked my way toward the gate in the
precinct wall that I used every day to go to my rock-sorting job.
Skirting the familiar excavation area, I headed toward the towering
pillars of Amun's temple, hoping the god wouldn't mind my uninvited
arrival.

By the time I
reached the Hypostyle Hall, the light was bright enough that I
switched off the flashlight. I stuck it into my skirt pocket, where
it made an awkward lump.

I was in a
stone forest. Tall pillars rose all around me, their tops flaring
out to form a kind of canopy. Or a thicket of giant papyrus plants,
which is what the pillars were modeled on, according to Louisa.
Dawn light filtered among the trunks of stone, illuminating some
and leaving others in shadow. Instead of bark, they bore dense
arrays of hieroglyphs and carved figures—striding pharaohs, seated
gods, submissive slaves, grovelling prisoners, and animals of all
kinds.

Standing there
between darkness and light, I imagined a procession, with drums and
percussion instruments accompanying chanted words in praise of
Amun-Ra, whose temple this was. In this place we shake the
sistrum, we pacify the god with our sweet voices… Immersed in
the atmosphere of ancient reverence, I hoped the god would welcome
and accept my gift of music.

I seated
myself on a pillar's projecting base, opened Eudora's case and
lifted her out. Her wood gleamed in the soft light. I screwed in
her endpin and placed my bow by my side.

"Hello,
darling," I said. "Here we are, in this ancient, sacred place. This
is what I wanted, but I'm so unhappy! I miss Providence, and Alma,
and especially Charles. I don't belong here, with all these smart,
nasty people. Well, I'm okay here, in this temple, but at
the dig, they all think I'm stupid and useless. I should give up
and go home."

I ran my
fingers over Eudora's strings, drawing forth a sweet, low
thrumming. Bending down, I listened closely.

No, not yet.
It's not time. Those two—Hank and Louisa—they seem all right. This
is where you need to be. And don't you want to see that tomb?
Besides, do you know where "home" is?

Good
question.

"Home," to
most people, means a mother and a father, perhaps brothers and
sisters, all living in the same house. I remembered Hank and
Louisa's casual references to parents, and how I had remained
silent because I didn't want to start explaining my situation. Yes,
I was born in England, but didn't live there, with my parents. My
mother had been happy to send me to America, and my father…

Well, Nicholas
Leighton had certainly showed me what he thought of his
illegitimate daughter, his little mistake, his by-blow.

 


*******

 


I wrote to him weeks
before my departure from Providence. A reply arrived, sent by his
secretary—a card stating the time of my "consultation" with Mr.
Leighton, complete with the address of his Harley Street consulting
rooms.

The hall was
panelled in dark wood, the carpet also dark and thick enough to
muffle my footfalls as I approached a door with a brass plate, on
which was engraved "N. St.-Geo. Leighton, MBChB, FRCS." I stood
there looking at it, while part of me wanted nothing more than to
turn around and beat a retreat to my hotel room. I was on my way to
an exciting job in Egypt; why torture myself with this visit? But
in the end, I pressed the button next to the door.

To the
receptionist who opened it, I gave my name and the fact of my
appointment with Mr. Leighton.

"Oh yes, Miss…
Leighton?" My name became a question, followed by a sharp glance at
my face. She recovered her composure. "Please wait here. I'll see
if Mr. Leighton is ready to see you."

The few
minutes I waited were sufficient to pace twice around the reception
room, looking at the no doubt tasteful décor without really seeing
it.

"This way,
please." The receptionist escorted me to the door of the inner
sanctum.

My father rose
from behind his desk and came toward me, hand outstretched. "Hello,
Francesca, it's good to see you. You look well." He took my hand,
pressed it briefly and let it go.

"I am well,
thank you." I tried to compare him to distant childhood memories,
but my dim impressions of an occasional tall, blond presence didn't
stand up to scrutiny. Nicholas Leighton, successful neurosurgeon,
looked older than 44, his hair golden-grey, his face lined. But
there was a practiced elegance and a distinct resemblance to
photographs of Francis Dexter in Alma's house. And I thought I
could see a resemblance to me.

He must have
been as uncomfortable as I, and somehow that made me better
disposed toward him. He invited me to sit and asked the expected
questions about my trip so far and its intended destination. "What
an opportunity for a young person. I'm sure you'll find it
worthwhile." His grey eyes met mine as I responded, but then his
glance fell to the papers on his desk.

"And how is…
Alma?"

"My
grandmother. Your mother. She reminded me of that little detail
before I left Providence." The bitterness in my voice surprised me,
and I looked at my hands, clasped together in my lap. "Alma's okay,
I think, but she's well up in her seventies, you know. And she
misses Charles dreadfully, even though she tries not to show
it."

"I'm sure she
does. News of his death was a shock to me. But Alma—she's not
deteriorating, I hope? Her health, that is."

"I'm not
sure." I looked at him squarely. "She drinks more than is good for
her."

He sighed.
"It's been years since I've seen her."

Almost a
decade, in fact. "She kept hoping you would come. So did
I."

"I was too
busy. Yes, I know that's a poor excuse. I suppose I ought to make
one more visit."

"She'd like
that." I smiled. "You know, even though it was a surprise when she
told me, some years ago, that she was my grandmother, it didn't
change anything between us. We've always been friends."

"That's good
to hear." He smiled too, and it made him look younger.

"Alma also
mentioned the man who was your father—Francis Dexter."

The smile
vanished. His brow creased and he turned his head toward the
window. "I can't tell you anything about him. I know no more than
you, perhaps less. Alma managed to convince me that, technically,
he was my… progenitor. But my father, as far as I'm concerned, is
Norbert Leighton. He brought me up and gave me his name. Francis
Dexter is nothing to me. Why do you even ask me about him?"

I neglected to
point out that I hadn't asked him anything. "Well, it's natural to
be curious about someone you never heard of, who turns out to be
your grandfather."

"I suppose so.
I'm sorry I can't be of help. I met the man only once."

"You did?
When? And where?"

A brief,
ironic smile. "At a party in Provincetown, just before the war.
Full of inebriated eccentrics and artistic types. I must admit, I
was somewhat inebriated myself. We had a nice little chat. I was a
student at the time, so we talked about that. Of course, Alma
hadn't yet told me who he was, so I didn't mind…" He paused,
looking uncomfortable.

"Didn't mind
what?"

"Oh, his…
manner. Not my style. I didn't really take to him, if truth be
told. Look, I really can't tell you any more. Alma would be the
logical person to ask about him, don't you think? After all, she
must have known him quite well."

I said
nothing, just sat and watched him fiddle with a fountain pen.

"You changed
your name," he said, after a few moments of silence. "'France
Leighton.' I admit I'm a little flattered, but I hope you realize
it would have been… awkward to introduce you into the family."

"'Awkward'?
I'll bet it would have been." An angry laugh escaped me. "Did you
even consider it?"

"I
acknowledged my responsibility for you and provided for your
upbringing." His knuckles whitened and I thought the pen might
snap.

"From a
distance, though," I said. "Both you and my mother were happy to
see me off to America. You were lucky Alma and Charles were there
to take your places."

My father
dropped the pen onto the desk and gave me a wintry stare. "All
right, Francesca. You've made your point. Is that what you came
here to do?"

"Well, no," I
said. "I was actually hoping we could get to know each other, but I
guess this isn't the right time. I'd better go."

He sprang up,
looking relieved. "It's been… good to see you, Francesca. France, I
mean. My apologies."

"That's okay.
Thank you for my name. And my life. I'll make no more demands of
you. Goodbye."

"I deserve
that, I suppose." He stepped out from behind the desk and held out
his hand again. "Goodbye, France." He hesitated, holding my hand.
"Write to me if… if you want to."

I pulled my
hand away. "Goodbye."

 


*******

 


"Awkward—that's me," I
whispered to Eudora. "I was awkward in Providence, as Alma and
Charles's sort of granddaughter. I'm awkward here—an unskilled rock
sorter. I guess I'm a 'sort of' girl."

Wiping tears
from my eyes, I grabbed my bow and drew it across the strings,
making a discordant groan, and then another. With the edge of my
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