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Opportunities Lost
1

When Rowden Gray charged into the San FrancisceMuof East Asian Arts and Culture, he
caused quite a stir. He had been pacing in thedyuun of Golden Gate Park for at least twenty
minutes, his feet scuffing the grayment. He clutchdéattered telegram. Stopping, he gazed at the
Museum’s marble archway. He tried hard to restesealm.Difficult. He was not calm. After the
flight from New York, his jet lag advanced. Hisstach growled like a fireball. His eyes strained
from the grit of in-flight movies. He took one bnag lung-pulling breath and felt the strange warmth
of the wintry air.

| should leavehe thoughtl should just head back to the airport and go howay should |
give him any satisfactionrRowden sauntered to a bench, sat and then crack&duckles almost
dropping the balled up paper. He loosened higH@eds wiped on his gray slacks. Eyes closed. Spit.
Where would | goAll these years waiting for this or something likés, was shattered like the
telegram he mashed. Shattebydhe telegram he mashed. Years of research arst@tas slavery,

a sea of bored faces cropping into his mind — sttgdeithout interest, without aptitude. No reward
for the serious scholar, the passionate expehimg$é Chinese. Here it was, before these doors, the
opportunity of a lifetime, the reward that comeshe worthy. Only now that reward lay tarnished in
words ill met by downcast eydswish they hadn’t led me herBut they had. He had, and to
Professor Rowden Gray, that made the telegramdmurhit had teeth biting into his palm, eating his
composure to the marrow.

So when Rowden resolved to enter and face hifiélew off the bench, whirled up the
marble stairs into the cold luster of the Museuoagernous lobby. His feet kept him focused on the
goal, but blind to the many visitors and guestsRAsvden bolted past the security guards, he ran
smack into an unsuspecting visitor.

“Aye.”

Rowden kept to his own feet, the visitor beingighglthing — a young man in a blue shirt, who
careened backwards, spun and fell near the guatidrst

“Are you all right?” Rowden asked. He came to tbaryg man’s aid feeling quite the ass for his
actions. “l didn't mean to . . . | mean, I'm sotoyhave . . . Christ, I'm sorry.” The man lay
facedown, squirming to regain his feet. When heddr his eyes met Rowdenlsavendey Rowden
thought, although he had no idea why he thougMatybe it was the kid’s aftershave or perhaps his
deep blue eyes. Whatever crossed Rowden’s miatyntied him from helping. The guards rushed
to the young man’s assistance. They scowled at Rov&rtay.

The stricken visitor seemed more embarrassed thset L It's okay,” he said. “I'll be okay.
Leave me be. I'm okay. Really.”

Rowden sighed, and then cracked his knuckles. Tiaedg, appearing to know the young man,
helped him brush off. One guard had a full cropgiagdlebar mustache. The other was as hairless
as a Chihuahua.

“You better have a good explanation for charginpene like a fucking bull,” said the
mustached guard.

Rowden looked about. Beyond the lobby, the mainbétkbn hall now echoed with the chatter
of visitors.

“Well,” the guard snapped. “Are you listening to Phe

“ am,” Rowden said. He held the crumpled telegrarhis right hand. “I have business here.
Important business. Pressing business.”

“We’ll see about that,” the guard said, pullinglae telegram. Rowden refused to surrender it.
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He turned away from the main hall, glancing dowaray corridor. A woman approached, her beige
high heels echoing on the marble floor, announbiggarrival.

“RG?” she said upon reaching the entrance.

“Connie?” Rowden tightened his hold on the telegr&@onnie, look what I've caused.”

Connie inspected the damage. There was none. Turgyonan was already recuperating. The
other visitors were drifting back to the displages.

“Quivers,” Connie said to the mustached guard. §TikiProfessor Gray. He has an appointment
with the Curator-General.”

Quivers bobbed his head and fluttered his hanflgotl say so, Miss Wilson.”

“I'll take him in,” she said. “Follow me, RG.”

The young man in the blue shirt sat on a bench Rawden thought to apologize again, but
perhaps it was best to leave it alone. Incident.dde had vented his ang&hame it poured over an
innocent bystandeShame.

Rowden followed Connie Wilson through the corrigast arauthorized personnel ongign.

She slinked, her fetching curves easy to follovenié had a notion.

“Rowden, I'm really sorry this has happened.”

“Me too,” Rowden said. “I hope that young man’s pKa

“Young man?” She smacked her lips and rolled heseyDon’t worry about him. I'm sure he’ll
recover. Accidents happen.” She turned toward machsiraightened his tie. “No, | meant abthe
position”

Rowden sighed, loosening his tie. “So you know?”

“I do. | was excited when | heard that you wetiaijgg our team. | told J.J. that the Board made
a wise decision in choosing you. | heard blael news only yesterday. I'm sorry.”

They had reached a dark cold spot in the hallwayvden could barely see his conductor, but
felt her as she slipped his tie up again. She bawea peck on the cheek.

“I only wish they'd told me before | came all theayout here,” he said. He raised the telegram
and punched it.

“| agree. Not tactful nor timely.”

They turned a corner into a brighter stretch. Adewed door filtered light upon the mosaic
floor. Curator-Generalwas emblazoned across the opaque window proclgitheseat of authority.
Connie turned the knob, but hesitated before thie pu

“He’ll fill you in, RG. | believe there will be seffactory compensation.”

“It's not about the money.” Rowden’s chin tuckedhésformer anger rekindled. “This place is
my dream. John Battle’s quarry is here. What arodppity to prod and poke in the old man’s
treasures. You, of all people, know what this posant to me.”

Connie lowered her eyes, the look of understandshg. opened the door, ushering Rowden in.
The Curator-General’s secretary, a pleasant, edenan with white hair and tidy heft,
acknowledged them with a friendly smile. She stbetind her well-ordered desk.

“Millie, this is Professor Gray.”

“Professor Gray,” Millie said. “It's such a pleasuiYour name is a legend among the staff. Just
the other day | heard . . .” She stopped mid-smigehaps thinking what she had heard should not be
repeated, although she probably had repeatecen eftough. No matter. “Actually, Professor Gray, |
wish the Curator-General had better news for yow tiuly sorry. It would have been nice to have
you on board.” Suddenly, her pout changed to adosoaile. “Are your accommodations
satisfactory?”

Rowden’s head cocke®he’s worried about my accommodations, when I'mhew adrift.

How flaky is that?Quite nice,” he said. “I'm at the Drake, but yowwd know that, wouldn’t you?”
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“Yes,” she said, inviting him to sit. “Good. I'magyil. At least we can make you comfortable
while you’re our guest in San Francisco.” She waddiround to his side. “I'll tell J.J. you're hére.

Rowden sat. He was the picture of anxiety. Lipséen Teeth clenched. Eyes scanning the
room. He cracked his knuckles. Connie sat besiake hi

“Still doing that?” she said, placing her hand @ h

“Bad habit, | know.”

“And noisy.” She brushed his pants toying with tihease, or what would have been a crease
had the flight been shorter. “How’s Rose?”

“Rose?” He smiled. “News travels slowly. Rose asglit up. | thought you knew. It's been
four years.”

“I'm sorry. I'm not really helping you, am 1?”

“Actually, you are. You're a friendly face — a fdmar one.”

He had felt abandoned since his arrival, even bdierchecked in at the Drake and got that
poisoned telegram. He came to San Francisco filietd excitement. Things had been rough lately.
Nothing but a sea of the same old classroom as&gtsand beginner’s guides to the Cultural
Revolution — nothing special.

“Connie, this post was good news — great news. ;Ttreget this telegram.” He slapped the
paper again. “You don’t know what it is to arrivétlwhope only to be handed bad news by a front
desk clerk. It's no way to treat a man of letters.”

“No,” she agreed. “But you needed to hear abosiibehow and before you came here today.”

That'’s certainly trueBut why should he be here at all? Why didn’t thest leave him alone in
his obscure fiddle-fucking, pen twirling sinologicdscurity — allow him to fester on some
innocuous research paper fidre Harvard Journal of Asian Studjescancerous whim meant for
importance instead of infecting him down to the ¢&das he cracked? Why did he feel so alone and
betrayed?Vhy should he notFle was both.

2

Millie returned through the Curator-General’s doghere a tall, portly man stood wearing a
three-piece suit. Older than Rowden by two decatleknkins Gillenhaal appeared older still, time
aging him with the same subtle brush that had shed his office’s dark paneling.

“RG,” he boomed. “Please come in. Have a seatidJliWo coffees. If | remember, you take it
black?”

Rowden jerked to his feet. He veiled his thougletsiind a forced smile and followed J.J.
Gillenhaal’s cue. The curator checked his pocketigproceeding to a large picture window
overlooking Golden Gate Park. A grandfather’s clbeKowed the noon hour as Rowden sat.

“We have beautiful weather here in winter, RG,” @@rator-General said. “It gets cold during
the summer. Befuddles your East coast logic, do&3i’

“The weather doesn’t befuddle me, J.J.” He cradkedknuckles. “I love Golden Gate Park in
any season. This museum is its crown jewel.”

“We are proud of it.'Within these halls, the relics told their tales astiggped their secretsSAh,
the coffee. Thanks, Millie.”

When Millie left, Curator Gillenhaal sat behind lkeisipire desk, his demeanor changing. He
played with hisMontBlancpens, three of them — one green, one red andlaee‘iit’s been some
time since we've sat face to face. You were amowpgtar pupils.”

“J.J., cut to the chase. I've come a long way fathing. I'm as tired as hell and fucking pissed.
Bottom line, please.”

“I can understand your hurt,” Gillenhaal said, gfging, “but it's not personal, you know. The



Board of Trustees created a real position. Wewetheir choice and rightly so. Although, | must say,
you haven't published much and you've never hehdite in any of your positions. Nonetheless, the
Board reviewed your research. You were their chbice

“It sounds like |1 wasn’your choice.”

The clock ticked like a bomb somewhere in the coofiehe room.

Tick dock. Tick dock.

“There is no other expert of your caliber in SungnBsty studies today,” J.J. said. “I did have
reservations. Personally, | think you cleave toe@mio John Battle’s school of thought, you know.
Battle’s methods were never my cup of tea.”

Tick dock.Tick dock.

“John Battle was a great man.”

“Yes. A pirate and swashbuckling scholar.” J.J.pgkad his fingers, tapping his lips. “There was
always a touch of drama about John Battle. Heta@driven. And then there was his obsession with
the Jade Owl.” Rowden winced. Just this refereadgd mentor’s lost relic sent shivers down his
spine. “l mean, it's a shame the damn thing weissimg, if it existed at all. But whatever credityili
the Old China Hand had with me evaporated whertteiled on the Jade Owl.”

Tick dock.Tick dock.

Rowden remembered one such lecture about thaipiefade avian figurine. John Battle
claimed it glowed and hooted and casio-knows-whatoodoo over its possessor. He delivered that
lecture with the conviction of an evangelist on heunt of Olives. Rowden also remembered the
whispers.The old man’s lost it. He’s stayed out in the samlbng.Rowden hated that the field’s
most prominent scholar was cast in lunacy’s tidgalousy, more like it.

Tick dock.Tick dock.

“Last time | looked,” Rowden said, “the main exhidmn hall out there sports John Battle’s
name.”

“Don’t get me wrong. Without his contributions, $iMluseum would be poorer.” Gillenhaal
smirked, apparently pleased to see his points sekler had tossed a javelin and it hit its mark.dYo
see how you defend unorthodoxy?” he groaned. “Nwless, despite any reservationdid approve
you as the choice.” He tapped his coffee cup vinehdpoon.

Tick dock.Tick dock.

“We didn’'t expect the Endowment to be cut. Thakesathe new position out of the question.
Maybe when the administration changes, the cashrfiight improve. However, in my experience,
it really does not matter who rules the nationglbmard, once cut, it's cut.”

“| see,” Rowden said. “So it really doesn’t mattieat | have an agreement with the Board?”

Tick dock.Tick dock.

“Well, it's not really an agreement. We extendeel differ. You accepted. We were to finalize it
here.”

Rowdenexploded standing so forcefully, his chair pushed baclak yard.

“That’s bullshit, J.J. We settled on salary anduson don’t think you can pull this crap!”

Curator Gillenhaal, calm and silent, continuedisty. He placed the cup down and rearranged
his MontBlancs He glanced out the window again appearing bragettie warm winter weather.

Rowden sat again. He shook in the shadow of Gilatib calm. Firebrands may explode over
parapets, but if they fail to provoke, it's no maénan pissing in the wind.

Gillenhaal reached into a side drawer, and thgpfal a document onto the blotter — a rather
legal looking document. “Calm down, RG.” He pusliteatross the desk.

“What's this?” Rowden asked, perusing it. He knel/well. He was almost ready to see just
how prepared the Board of Trustees was to assuage hCall itpain and suffering.
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“You see,” Gillenhaal said with the tedium of anl blureaucrat, “we will compensate you for
your time and expectations. It's a fair amountelidve?”

Tick dock.Tick dock.

Rowden cocked his head. His eyes bugged. “It'sabout the money. | love what | do, and | do
it well. I would do it best here. It's my passioowre fucking with, J.J.”

“I believe, in the end, it will be about the moried.J. said, shaking his head. He raised a finger
to the side of his nose. Rowden gazed at the pietbfodegrees and awards ensconced on the walls,
the ever-present clocRick dock. Tick dockand the precisely stacked collection of expensive
fountain pens.

“You will hear from my lawyer, J.J.”

He tossed the agreement at his former teacher.

“Very well.”

Gillenhaal swept the agreement into the desk draaver then slid it shut. “There’s still time.
You have three weeks to consider the matter. Ttikesent will be here, if you want it. However,
one call from your attorney and it's a memory.”

Curator Gillenhaal arose, went to the window andweal his hands in the winter sun.

“Good day, Professor Gray.”

3

Rowden wandered into the Museum’s main exhibitialh-h- John Battle Memorial Hall,
named after his professorial mentor. He had lesklfrout of the office, drifting along the dark
corridor past the guards. The mustached guardyrteecalled Quivers, regarded him. The other
guard, the bald one, must have gone on break. @usveered under his handlebars like a Schnauzer
guarding a bone. Rowden ignored him and sauntetedhe great hall.

The hall, high arched and skylighted, sported taiacdnies, tiers overlooking the precious
displays of Chinese dynastic art and reliqudohn Battle’s quarryRowden’s breath hitched. He
could almost feel the Old China Hand beside hinmipog out long columns of text, rattling about
the significance othis passage adhat Rowden shut his eyes. Lips quivered. He remenabaise
mentor and that wondrous find — the Jade Owl.

Rowden had never seen the Jade Owl. He didn’t kamoyone who had except the old man.
Rowden had seen a sketch on fine linen sheetdymBattle’s own hand/Ve must find itBattle had
bristled.It has an inner splendor like no other relic, R&lieve me, you must follow and take up the
trail. You must . . But Rowden couldn’t recall the rest of John B&dtlgassionate call to mystery.

He had blocked it from memorBizarre Unorthodox. Swashbuckling.

“I'm sorry, JB,” he whispered.

Rowden opened his eyes. The sunlight filtered adfws main display, a great glass cabinet at
the hall's far end. His gaze fixed on that disdllag a magnet to steel. He took two steps toward it
and then paused. He looked at his right hand.dolshstill gripping the telegram. Snapping his
fingers apart, he jettisoned the evil paper baibss the polished floor.

“Does that make you feel better, RG?” came a vdicgas Connie Wilson. She had been
tracking behind him.

“Better?” Rowden turned and walked backwards. ‘Betihan what? Better for whom?” He
quickened his pace, turning to assure he didnirite another unsuspecting visitor. “J.J. has always
been a bastard. Am | better for that?”

“Take it easy, RG. Slow down.”

Rowden stopped. “I'm sure my position could haverbpreserve, except for J.J. He’s had it in
for me for years.” Connie gave him an incredulagk| probably drawing a different conclusion.
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“He’s always hated the fact that | followed Johritiess research techniques. And why not? John
Battle taught me everything.” Rowden cracked hisdkhes. His gaze encompassed the display
objects as if they were a fine blend of malt andeya “Look about you, Connie. Look.”

Connie shifted her eyes from side to side. Rowdablzed her hand pulling her forward past
case after case of Chinese relics — richly adopwedelains, fine crafted silver jewelry, bronze
vessels, and silk ceremonial robes. She resigpgadrantly embarrassed to be pulled about like
quarry.

“RG, stop pulling me around.” Connie stood her giabu‘l see these objects every day. Of
course, they’re special, but it's where | work. ¥lne my familiars. | can’t get as goosey over them
as you do.”

Rowden stopped.

“Work?” He clenched his fists. “Yes, to work hefdis is the work — the real work, the kind of
thing that a China Hand needs to survive.”

His eyes danced as he gazed to the skylight. Céoolked around probably assuring that they
had not become the center of attention.

“RG, the old China Hands are gone . . . except J.J.

He scowled. “Not J.J. You can’t call him that. Doaven put him on the same plain as John
Battle.” She signaled him to lower his voice, whied carried through the hall’s hollow. “John
Battle is like a god to me.” His hand swept up tmhike vault. “See what an Old China hand can
procure. Just look at these. | know you see thesnyaday, but do you, really? Do you really see
them?”

“RG, you're just upset.”

“Wouldn't you be if you were in my shoes?” He deifittoward the centerpiece displdp. be
custodian for any of these relics would be my gpesilege he thoughtln that, | would be better.

In that, this museum would be better. But I'm rmhg to do that now, am % ou all lose.”

“'msure . ..”

“Sure of what?” Rowden shook his head. Sigh — gdkawn bracing sigh preventing him
from exploding at Connie. After all, she wariendly face a pretty face at that, with a fresh Ivory
Soap aroma. Soft cheeks. Beige curls bobbing otightagreen sweater. He shut his eyes to blank
her out. She was distracting. He turned towardytkat display case.

“Take a look at it, will you?” He pointed at theogy of John Battle Memorial Hall — a great
jewelry box, hewn from jade and encrusted with |seand silver. Rectangular. Four feet high with
ethereal carvings — cranes and sparrows, dovedwid. At each bird’'s eye, a pearl. On the cover,
a sea of dragons chasing treasure — except atébe There, a break evidenced a missing piece.
Where the missing piece belonged was a comet shagedtation.

“The Empress Wu'’s Jewelry Box,” Connie sai@ihe Joy of Finche’s

Rowden brought his face close to the glass.

“The box that cannot be opened.”

“There’s nothing in it.” Connie came close to RowdeshoulderOh, the Ivory SoagWe had
it x-rayed. It's hollow.”

“The wonders of modern science. Who knows whatdidehat emptiness?”

“Well, even John Battle couldn’t find out. He sp#m better part of his fortune trying, the poor
man. But he was a little daft at the end.” Rowdémced. “You must admit that the business with the
Jade Owl was over the top. | know the old man virasese in his belief that he had found and lost
the cure for all the world’s ills, but I just think .” She didn’t have to say He stayed out in the sun
too long.

Rowden bit his tongue. He was not going to dragskifrthrough this argument again,
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defending what he didn’t understand — a relic he ii@ver seen. He glanced at ConBiee’s so
fetching in that sweatefAre you doing anything tonight?” he asked. “Wouylol like to get a
drink?”

“I'd love to, but | have a long-standing appointrhtanight.”

“Break it.”

“I can't. It's with the marketing consultant fromdgjs. He’s in town for tonight only.” Rowden
sighed. He cracked his knuckles. “How long do yank you'll be in San Francisco?”

“I'm not sure. Not long.” He hunkered down near thigplay.

“I'll tell you what, RG. I'll check my schedulerf I'm free this week, I'll leave you a message at
the Drake.”

“Thanks,” he said, standing. ‘ltasreally nice to see you again. I'm sorry I'm sucsualy
bastard today.”

She kissed him on the cheek. He hugged her andatteniger liberty beneath her nose, which
she apparently did not discourage as she letgssdipose there twice.

“Will you be okay?” she asked.

Rowden smiled. “I'm in freaking John Battle Memaiitall, standing besidthe Joy of Finches
Now, that's a restorative.”

Connie kissed him again before retreating to theaane and beyond tlaithorized personnel
only sign. Rowden’s smile dimmed. His fury had meltedéspair. A wave of sadness engulfed him
despite higestorationdeclaration. He returned his attentiorthie Joy of Finchesis eyes studying
the contour of every beak, eye, and swirl. How ehed he could don latex and explore each
contour of this lovely object with his scientifiaihd. It beckoned him, a power within, calling from
an ancient, withered Imperial heart. As he stanedimagination played a gam& mirage He
shuddered. At the crest of the box, he thoughtaletke outline of that haunting bird — a deep
velveteen green wavering in a fluorescent glowbkhgked. It was gone.

Rowden hunched forward squinting. Perhaps he hex @eother relic in some back case
imposing its image in his line of vision. But nchére was nothindNothing?He shuddered again.

“What'’s that?” He thought he saw another ghblist. A reflection in the display case glass —
the young man in the blue shirt from his earliec@mter. He gave Rowden a start.

Rowden abruptly turned, but there was no ddwthing Just the lingering scent of lavender. He
cocked his head, looking for reflections in thecklanarble floor.

How odd he thoughtl must be losing my mind. | must.

He took another longing glancethe Joy of Finches— the Empress Wu's great treasure.

“You all lose!” he muttered.

He turned away wondering why he could think of meglmow but the aroma of lavender.
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