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  Lost


  



  An odd circumstance surrounds the birth of Rose Fletcher. The blessed event occurred two thousand years ago. When Rose meets Eleanor Griffith, she doesn’t know the Englishwoman shares a similar problem; but events following a school field trip force them to decide their futures.
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  San Francisco


  When the yellow school bus drew to the curb, the eleventh-graders let out a collective whoop.  Rose Fletcher and her colleague, Amelia Whitford, shared a smile.  Best friends since childhood, the ladies had drifted apart during their pre-teen years, but met again when Amelia contacted Rose before her family moved to California. Neither had witnessed their history students showing this much enthusiasm before.  Just the thought of not being in a classroom excited them. 


  In minutes, the children and their two teachers were milling around the museum’s entrance, waiting for their tour guide. An Egyptian exhibit had arrived in Northern California. One brilliant student in Ms. Fletcher’s class, Jason, had written to the exhibit’s coordinator, and requested a free tour for him and his peers.  To the surprise of the school principal, the coordinator had said yes.  Now Jason stood at the ready with a pen and notebook. No digital cameras were allowed.


  “A future Egyptologist,” Ms. Fletcher said, pointing in Jason’s direction.  Ms. Whitford nodded.


  A woman dressed in a navy pantsuit came out of the side door. “Good morning,” she said.  “I am Eleanor Griffin, and I will be your tour guide.”


  “Good morning, Ms. Griffin,” said the students in unison. 


  Eleanor smiled.  “Right. Come this way.”


  “She has an accent.  I wonder where she’s from?” Amelia said.


  “England, from the sound of it,” Rose said.


  “Are you from London?” Amelia asked Eleanor when they paused at two black, double doors.


  “Yes, I am. I travel with the exhibition.”            “Oh, what a smashing job,” Amelia said in her best English accent. 


  Rose hid a smile as they followed Ms. Griffin inside. The exhibit included early artifacts from the pre-dynasty era through the Ramessid Period. The students crowded inside a small theater.  Majestic music boomed through the speakers as an introductory documentary of ancient Egypt started.  Rose stood off to the side.  To her left was a dimly lit room filled with ornate mummy cases.  How much did it cost them to ship all this from Egypt?  Or England, rather? 


  A bust of an Egyptian woman caught her eye.  The eyes were turquoise beads, the skin a medium brown.  Rose found the contrast startling.  The bust had an eerie quality to it, as if the woman were alive.  She shuddered, then adjusted the messenger bag on her shoulder and returned her attention to the documentary.


  Movement from the Mummy Room caught her eye.  Thinking that maybe one of her students, most likely Jason, had wandered inside, she turned.  A dark-skinned man, dressed in a white kilt, in complete ancient Egyptian dress for that matter, passed between two cases.


  Rose ducked her head to hide a laugh at his attire.  Poor actor.  But I guess its part of the job to play dress-up.  Maybe he’ll be one of the servers for tonight’s event.  Should appeal to the ladies – a tall, muscular bare-chested man offers you a champagne flute.  His brown, almond-shaped, kohl-lined eyes gazing into yours...


  Something scratched her arm.  She jumped.  Afraid of catching their hostess’ attention, and being the one sent to the principal’s office instead of a student, she put on a stoic face.  She watched the actor/Egyptian server pause in front of the woman’s bust, touch an eye, and move back between the mummy cases.


  Sound boomed from the documentary.  A re-created, ancient Egyptian army raced across the desert in horse-drawn chariots.  Rose thought it the perfect time to address Mr. Actor.  Did he scratch her on purpose?  And why?  She rubbed her bare forearm and entered the Mummy Room. He had gone.


  The two-hour tour ended at noon.  The students ate their bagged lunches in the museum’s outdoor courtyard, where workers assembled a stage for that night’s performance.  Sound engineers tested audio equipment.  Personnel from a party rental company set out white tables and chairs on the grassy area.


  Eleanor came and joined the teachers. 


  “We can’t thank you enough for allowing us this opportunity.  The children loved it,” Amelia said.


  “You’re most welcome,” Eleanor said. 


  A smile came to Rose’s lips.  Should she tell Ms. Griffin about her strange cast member?  “How many of those hunky ancient Egyptians will you have at tonight’s festivities?”


  Eleanor was chewing an apple.  She put a hand to her mouth and swallowed before answering.  “Hunky ancient Egyptians?”


  “I saw one in the Mummy Room, already dressed.  I imagined him serving champagne to the movers and shakers this evening.”


  Eleanor cocked her head.  “Um, we’re using a catering service.  They’ll be dressed in tuxedos and bowties.”  She brightened.  “We did consider hiring male models and dressing them up, but the Director thought it a bit much.  Perhaps rumors of that plan leaked.”


  “No, I saw such a person in the Mummy Room,” Rose said.


  “Are you sure?” Eleanor said.


  “He was as real as you are.” 


  Eleanor paled. 


  Rose glanced back at the museum. “He was in the room next to the theater.”


  “Right,” Eleanor said, looking bewildered.  “But that room is locked and barricaded.  Priceless treasures, you see.  No one can get in from the other side, only through the theater.”


  Rose and Amelia shared a puzzled look.  “I saw Jason moving toward that area,” Amelia said.  “Maybe he had changed clothes to give his peers a scare.  It is October.”    Amelia half-stood and look around the courtyard.  “Where is Jason?”


  ***


  After lunch, the students browsed in the souvenir store for an hour.  Outside, the teachers performed a head count as students piled into the bus.  Jason lingered at the rear, looking back at the museum as if he did not wish to leave.


  “Jason, what’s wrong?” Rose said.


  “Nothing, Ms. Fletcher.”


  “Did you forget something?”


  “No, ma’am.”  He sounded depressed.  “I just wish the tour could have lasted longer,” he said climbing into the bus.


  Amelia leaned in and whispered to Rose.  “What an odd thing to say.”


  After school, Rose drove to the post office to check her box.  Each time she thought about the Egyptian she smiled.  In the post office, Rose sorted through her mail looking for the correspondence she’d been waiting for. She returned to her car and tossed the bills and advertisements on the passenger seat.  She ripped open the envelope from South Carolina.  After reading the letter in its entirety, she leaned back against the car seat, resigned.


  The archives had no record of her birth, or her parents’ births for that matter.  Amelia would say, “I told you so.” Rose started the engine and headed home.  After the uproar she endured when she wanted to get her driver’s license, this news didn’t surprise her. 


  She still doesn’t remember how the problem was resolved, one moment she had no birth certificate, and couldn’t apply for state identification; the next thing she knew she had a certificate; which her mother claims was now lost.


  Upon entering the parking lot, she spotted her brother Hugh, waiting outside her apartment door.


  “It’s all that goofy mysticism surrounding ancient Egypt,” Hugh Fletcher said, taking a seat at the kitchen table. “Animal heads on human bodies.  Flesh-eating beetles.” 
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