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Part I: Stateside
Chapter One
Opportunities Lost
1
When Rowden Gray charged into the San Francisco Museum of East Asian Arts and Culture, he caused quite a stir. He had been pacing in the buttery sun of Golden Gate Park for at least twenty minutes, his feet scuffing the grayment. He clutched a battered telegram. Stopping, he gazed at the Museum’s marble archway. He tried hard to restore his calm. Difficult. He was not calm. After the flight from New York, his jet lag advanced. His stomach growled like a fireball. His eyes strained from the grit of in-flight movies. He took one bracing lung-pulling breath and felt the strange warmth of the wintry air.
I should leave, he thought. I should just head back to the airport and go home. Why should I give him any satisfaction? Rowden sauntered to a bench, sat and then cracked his knuckles almost dropping the balled up paper. He loosened his tie. Hands wiped on his gray slacks. Eyes closed. Spit. Where would I go? All these years waiting for this or something like this, was shattered like the telegram he mashed. Shattered by the telegram he mashed. Years of research and classroom slavery, a sea of bored faces cropping into his mind — students without interest, without aptitude. No reward for the serious scholar, the passionate expert in things Chinese. Here it was, before these doors, the opportunity of a lifetime, the reward that comes to the worthy. Only now that reward lay tarnished in words ill met by downcast eyes. I wish they hadn’t led me here. But they had. He had, and to Professor Rowden Gray, that made the telegram burn as if it had teeth biting into his palm, eating his composure to the marrow.
So when Rowden resolved to enter and face his foe, he flew off the bench, whirled up the marble stairs into the cold luster of the Museum’s cavernous lobby. His feet kept him focused on the goal, but blind to the many visitors and guests. As Rowden bolted past the security guards, he ran smack into an unsuspecting visitor.
“Aye.”
Rowden kept to his own feet, the visitor being a slight thing — a young man in a blue shirt, who careened backwards, spun and fell near the guard station.
“Are you all right?” Rowden asked. He came to the young man’s aid feeling quite the ass for his actions. “I didn’t mean to . . . I mean, I’m sorry to have . . . Christ, I’m sorry.” The man lay facedown, squirming to regain his feet. When he turned, his eyes met Rowden’s. Lavender, Rowden thought, although he had no idea why he thought it. Maybe it was the kid’s aftershave or perhaps his deep blue eyes. Whatever crossed Rowden’s mind, it stymied him from helping. The guards rushed to the young man’s assistance. They scowled at Rowden Gray.
The stricken visitor seemed more embarrassed than upset. “It’s okay,” he said. “I’ll be okay. Leave me be. I’m okay. Really.”
Rowden sighed, and then cracked his knuckles. The guards, appearing to know the young man, helped him brush off. One guard had a full cropping handlebar mustache. The other was as hairless as a Chihuahua.
“You better have a good explanation for charging in here like a fucking bull,” said the mustached guard.
Rowden looked about. Beyond the lobby, the main exhibition hall now echoed with the chatter of visitors.
“Well,” the guard snapped. “Are you listening to me?”
“I am,” Rowden said. He held the crumpled telegram in his right hand. “I have business here. Important business. Pressing business.”
“We’ll see about that,” the guard said, pulling at the telegram. Rowden refused to surrender it. He turned away from the main hall, glancing down a long corridor. A woman approached, her beige high heels echoing on the marble floor, announcing her arrival.
“RG?” she said upon reaching the entrance.
“Connie?” Rowden tightened his hold on the telegram. “Connie, look what I’ve caused.”
Connie inspected the damage. There was none. The young man was already recuperating. The other visitors were drifting back to the display cases.
“Quivers,” Connie said to the mustached guard. “This is Professor Gray. He has an appointment with the Curator-General.”
Quivers bobbed his head and fluttered his hands. “If you 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 now. Rowden thought to apologize again, but perhaps it was best to leave it alone. Incident over. He had vented his anger. Shame it poured over an innocent bystander. Shame.
Rowden followed Connie Wilson through the corridor past an authorized personnel only sign. She slinked, her fetching curves easy to follow, if one had a notion.
“Rowden, I’m really sorry this has happened.”
“Me too,” Rowden said. “I hope that young man’s okay.”
“Young man?” She smacked her lips and rolled her eyes. “Don’t worry about him. I’m sure he’ll recover. Accidents happen.” She turned toward him and straightened his tie. “No, I meant about the position.”
Rowden sighed, loosening his tie. “So you know?”
“I do. I was excited when I heard that you were joining our team. I told J.J. that the Board made a wise decision in choosing you. I heard the bad news only yesterday. I’m sorry.”
They had reached a dark cold spot in the hallway. Rowden could barely see his conductor, but felt her as she slipped his tie up again. She gave him a peck on the cheek.
“I only wish they’d told me before I came all the way out here,” he said. He raised the telegram and punched it.
“I agree. Not tactful nor timely.”
They turned a corner into a brighter stretch. A windowed door filtered light upon the mosaic floor. Curator-General was emblazoned across the opaque window proclaiming the seat of authority. Connie turned the knob, but hesitated before the pull.
“He’ll fill you in, RG. I believe there will be satisfactory compensation.”
“It’s not about the money.” Rowden’s chin tucked as his former anger rekindled. “This place is my dream. John Battle’s quarry is here. What an opportunity to prod and poke in the old man’s treasures. You, of all people, know what this post meant to me.”
Connie lowered her eyes, the look of understanding. She opened the door, ushering Rowden in. The Curator-General’s secretary, a pleasant, older woman with white hair and tidy heft, acknowledged them with a friendly smile. She stood behind her well-ordered desk.
“Millie, this is Professor Gray.”
“Professor Gray,” Millie said. “It’s such a pleasure. Your name is a legend among the staff. Just the other day I heard . . .” She stopped mid-smile, perhaps thinking what she had heard should not be repeated, although she probably had repeated it often enough. No matter. “Actually, Professor Gray, I wish the Curator-General had better news for you. I’m truly sorry. It would have been nice to have you on board.” Suddenly, her pout changed to a broad smile. “Are your accommodations satisfactory?”
Rowden’s head cocked. She’s worried about my accommodations, when I’m out here adrift. How flaky is that? “Quite nice,” he said. “I’m at the Drake, but you would know that, wouldn’t you?”
“Yes,” she said, inviting him to sit. “Good. I’m glad. At least we can make you comfortable while you’re our guest in San Francisco.” She waddled around to his side. “I’ll tell J.J. you’re here.”
Rowden sat. He was the picture of anxiety. Lips tensed. Teeth clenched. Eyes scanning the room. He cracked his knuckles. Connie sat beside him.
“Still doing that?” she said, placing her hand on his.
“Bad habit, I know.”
“And noisy.” She brushed his pants toying with the crease, or what would have been a crease had the flight been shorter. “How’s Rose?”
“Rose?” He smiled. “News travels slowly. Rose and I split up. I thought you knew. It’s been four years.”
“I’m sorry. I’m not really helping you, am I?”
“Actually, you are. You’re a friendly face — a familiar one.”
He had felt abandoned since his arrival, even before he checked in at the Drake and got that poisoned telegram. He came to San Francisco filled with excitement. Things had been rough lately. Nothing but a sea of the same old classroom assignments and beginner’s guides to the Cultural Revolution — nothing special.
“Connie, this post was good news — great news. Then, to get this telegram.” He slapped the paper again. “You don’t know what it is to arrive with hope 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 about it somehow and before you came here today.”
That’s certainly true. But why should he be here at all? Why didn’t they just leave him alone in his obscure fiddle-fucking, pen twirling sinological obscurity — allow him to fester on some innocuous research paper for The Harvard Journal of Asian Studies, a cancerous whim meant for importance instead of infecting him down to the knuckles he cracked? Why did he feel so alone and betrayed? Why should he not? He was both.
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Millie returned through the Curator-General’s door, where a tall, portly man stood wearing a three-piece suit. Older than Rowden by two decades, J. Jenkins Gillenhaal appeared older still, time aging him with the same subtle brush that had varnished his office’s dark paneling.
“RG,” he boomed. “Please come in. Have a seat. Millie, two coffees. If I remember, you take it black?”
Rowden jerked to his feet. He veiled his thoughts behind a forced smile and followed J.J. Gillenhaal’s cue. The curator checked his pocket watch, proceeding to a large picture window overlooking Golden Gate Park. A grandfather’s clock bellowed the noon hour as Rowden sat.
“We have beautiful weather here in winter, RG,” the Curator-General said. “It gets cold during the summer. Befuddles your East coast logic, doesn’t it?”
“The weather doesn’t befuddle me, J.J.” He cracked his knuckles. “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 and slipped their secrets. “Ah, the coffee. Thanks, Millie.”
When Millie left, Curator Gillenhaal sat behind his empire desk, his demeanor changing. He played with his MontBlanc pens, three of them — one green, one red and one blue. “It’s been some time since we’ve sat face to face. You were among my star pupils.”
“J.J., cut to the chase. I’ve come a long way for nothing. I’m as tired as hell and fucking pissed. Bottom line, please.”
“I can understand your hurt,” Gillenhaal said, shrugging, “but it’s not personal, you know. The Board of Trustees created a real position. You were their choice and rightly so. Although, I must say, you haven’t published much and you’ve never held tenure in any of your positions. Nonetheless, the Board reviewed your research. You were their choice.”
“It sounds like I wasn’t your choice.”
The clock ticked like a bomb somewhere in the corner of the room.
Tick dock. Tick dock.
“There is no other expert of your caliber in Sung Dynasty studies today,” J.J. said. “I did have reservations. Personally, I think you cleave too much to 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. templed his fingers, tapping his lips. “There was always a touch of drama about John Battle. He was too driven. And then there was his obsession with the Jade Owl.” Rowden winced. Just this reference to his mentor’s lost relic sent shivers down his spine. “I mean, it’s a shame the damn thing went missing, if it existed at all. But whatever credibility the Old China Hand had with me evaporated when he lectured on the Jade Owl.”
Tick dock. Tick dock.
Rowden remembered one such lecture about that precious jade avian figurine. John Battle claimed it glowed and hooted and cast who-knows-what voodoo over its possessor. He delivered that lecture with the conviction of an evangelist on the Mount of Olives. Rowden also remembered the whispers. The old man’s lost it. He’s stayed out in the sun too long. Rowden hated that the field’s most prominent scholar was cast in lunacy’s tinge. Jealousy, more like it.
Tick dock. Tick dock.
“Last time I looked,” Rowden said, “the main exhibition hall out there sports John Battle’s name.”
“Don’t get me wrong. Without his contributions, this Museum would be poorer.” Gillenhaal smirked, apparently pleased to see his points secure. He had tossed a javelin and it hit its mark. “You see how you defend unorthodoxy?” he groaned. “Nonetheless, despite any reservations, I did approve you as the choice.” He tapped his coffee cup with the spoon.
Tick dock. Tick dock.
“We didn’t expect the Endowment to be cut. That makes the new position out of the question. Maybe when the administration changes, the cash flow might improve. However, in my experience, it really does not matter who rules the national cupboard, once cut, it’s cut.”
“I see,” Rowden said. “So it really doesn’t matter that I have an agreement with the Board?”
Tick dock. Tick dock.
“Well, it’s not really an agreement. We extended the offer. You accepted. We were to finalize it here.”
Rowden exploded, standing so forcefully, his chair pushed back a half yard.
“That’s bullshit, J.J. We settled on salary and bonus. I don’t think you can pull this crap!”
Curator Gillenhaal, calm and silent, continued stirring. He placed the cup down and rearranged his MontBlancs. He glanced out the window again appearing braced by the warm winter weather.
Rowden sat again. He shook in the shadow of Gillenhaal’s calm. Firebrands may explode over parapets, but if they fail to provoke, it’s no more than pissing in the wind.
Gillenhaal reached into a side drawer, and then flopped a document onto the blotter — a rather legal looking document. “Calm down, RG.” He pushed it across the desk.
“What’s this?” Rowden asked, perusing it. He knew full well. He was almost ready to see just how prepared the Board of Trustees was to assuage his ire. Call it pain and suffering.
“You see,” Gillenhaal said with the tedium of an old bureaucrat, “we will compensate you for your time and expectations. It’s a fair amount, I believe?”
Tick dock. Tick dock.
Rowden cocked his head. His eyes bugged. “It’s not about the money. I love what I do, and I do it well. I would do it best here. It’s my passion you’re fucking with, J.J.”
“I believe, in the end, it will be about the money,” J.J. said, shaking his head. He raised a finger to the side of his nose. Rowden gazed at the plethora of degrees and awards ensconced on the walls, the ever-present clock (Tick dock. Tick dock), and 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 drawer, and then slid it shut. “There’s still time. You have three weeks to consider the matter. The settlement 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 and warmed his hands in the winter sun.
“Good day, Professor Gray.”
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Rowden wandered into the Museum’s main exhibition hall — John Battle Memorial Hall, named after his professorial mentor. He had let himself out of the office, drifting along the dark corridor past the guards. The mustached guard, the one called Quivers, regarded him. The other guard, the bald one, must have gone on break. Quivers sneered under his handlebars like a Schnauzer guarding a bone. Rowden ignored him and sauntered into the great hall.
The hall, high arched and skylighted, sported two balconies, tiers overlooking the precious displays of Chinese dynastic art and reliquary. John Battle’s quarry. Rowden’s breath hitched. He could almost feel the Old China Hand beside him pointing out long columns of text, rattling about the significance of this passage or that. Rowden shut his eyes. Lips quivered. He remembered his mentor and that wondrous find — the Jade Owl.
Rowden had never seen the Jade Owl. He didn’t know anyone who had except the old man. Rowden had seen a sketch on fine linen sheets in John Battle’s own hand. We must find it, Battle had bristled. It has an inner splendor like no other relic, RG. Believe me, you must follow and take up the trail. You must . . . But Rowden couldn’t recall the rest of John Battle’s passionate call to mystery. He had blocked it from memory. Bizarre. Unorthodox. Swashbuckling.
“I’m sorry, JB,” he whispered.
Rowden opened his eyes. The sunlight filtered across the main display, a great glass cabinet at the hall’s far end. His gaze fixed on that display like a magnet to steel. He took two steps toward it, and then paused. He looked at his right hand. It shook, still gripping the telegram. Snapping his fingers apart, he jettisoned the evil paper ball across the polished floor.
“Does that make you feel better, RG?” came a voice. It was Connie Wilson. She had been tracking behind him.
“Better?” Rowden turned and walked backwards. “Better than what? Better for whom?” He quickened his pace, turning to assure he didn’t trounce another unsuspecting visitor. “J.J. has always been a bastard. Am I better for that?”
“Take it easy, RG. Slow down.”
Rowden stopped. “I’m sure my position could have been preserve, except for J.J. He’s had it in for me for years.” Connie gave him an incredulous look, probably drawing a different conclusion. “He’s always hated the fact that I followed John Battle’s research techniques. And why not? John Battle taught me everything.” Rowden cracked his knuckles. His gaze encompassed the display objects as if they were a fine blend of malt and barley. “Look about you, Connie. Look.”
Connie shifted her eyes from side to side. Rowden grabbed her hand pulling her forward past case after case of Chinese relics — richly adorned porcelains, fine crafted silver jewelry, bronze vessels, and silk ceremonial robes. She resisted, apparently embarrassed to be pulled about like quarry.
“RG, stop pulling me around.” Connie stood her ground. “I see these objects every day. Of course, they’re special, but it’s where I work. They’re my familiars. I can’t get as goosey over them as you do.”
Rowden stopped.
“Work?” He clenched his fists. “Yes, to work here. This 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. Connie looked 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. Don’t even put him on the same plain as John Battle.” She signaled him to lower his voice, which had carried through the hall’s hollow. “John Battle is like a god to me.” His hand swept up toward the vault. “See what an Old China hand can procure. Just look at these. I know you see them every day, 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 drifted toward the centerpiece display. To be custodian for any of these relics would be my great privilege, he thought. In that, I would be better. In that, this museum would be better. But I’m not going to do that now, am I? “You all lose.”
“I’m sure . . .”
“Sure of what?” Rowden shook his head. Sigh — a deep drawn bracing sigh preventing him from exploding at Connie. After all, she was a friendly face, a pretty face at that, with a fresh Ivory Soap aroma. Soft cheeks. Beige curls bobbing over a tight green sweater. He shut his eyes to blank her out. She was distracting. He turned toward the great display case.
“Take a look at it, will you?” He pointed at the glory of John Battle Memorial Hall — a great jewelry box, hewn from jade and encrusted with pearls and silver. Rectangular. Four feet high with ethereal carvings — cranes and sparrows, doves and ducks. At each bird’s eye, a pearl. On the cover, a sea of dragons chasing treasure — except at the crest. There, a break evidenced a missing piece. Where the missing piece belonged was a comet shaped indentation.
“The Empress Wu’s Jewelry Box,” Connie said. “The Joy of Finches.”
Rowden brought his face close to the glass.
“The box that cannot be opened.”
“There’s nothing in it.” Connie came close to Rowden’s shoulder. Oh, the Ivory Soap. “We had it x-rayed. It’s hollow.”
“The wonders of modern science. Who knows what hides in that emptiness?”
“Well, even John Battle couldn’t find out. He spent the better part of his fortune trying, the poor man. But he was a little daft at the end.” Rowden winced. “You must admit that the business with the Jade Owl was over the top. I know the old man was sincere 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 it. He stayed out in the sun too long.
Rowden bit his tongue. He was not going to drag himself through this argument again, defending what he didn’t understand — a relic he had never seen. He glanced at Connie. She’s so fetching in that sweater. “Are you doing anything tonight?” he asked. “Would you like to get a drink?”
“I’d love to, but I have a long-standing appointment tonight.”
“Break it.”
“I can’t. It’s with the marketing consultant from Biggs. He’s in town for tonight only.” Rowden sighed. He cracked his knuckles. “How long do you think you’ll be in San Francisco?”
“I’m not sure. Not long.” He hunkered down near the display.
“I’ll tell you what, RG. I’ll check my scheduler. If I’m free this week, I’ll leave you a message at the Drake.”
“Thanks,” he said, standing. “It was really nice to see you again. I’m sorry I’m such a surly bastard today.”
She kissed him on the cheek. He hugged her and took a larger liberty beneath her nose, which she apparently did not discourage as she let his lips repose there twice.
“Will you be okay?” she asked.
Rowden smiled. “I’m in freaking John Battle Memorial Hall, standing beside the Joy of Finches. Now, that’s a restorative.”
Connie kissed him again before retreating to the entrance and beyond the authorized personnel only sign. Rowden’s smile dimmed. His fury had melted to despair. A wave of sadness engulfed him despite his restoration declaration. He returned his attention to the Joy of Finches, his eyes studying the contour of every beak, eye, and swirl. How he wished he could don latex and explore each contour of this lovely object with his scientific hand. It beckoned him, a power within, calling from an ancient, withered Imperial heart. As he stared, his imagination played a game. A mirage. He shuddered. At the crest of the box, he thought he saw the outline of that haunting bird — a deep velveteen green wavering in a fluorescent glow. He blinked. It was gone.
Rowden hunched forward squinting. Perhaps he had seen another relic in some back case imposing its image in his line of vision. But no. There was nothing. Nothing? He shuddered again.
“What’s that?” He thought he saw another ghost. No. A reflection in the display case glass — the young man in the blue shirt from his earlier encounter. He gave Rowden a start.
Rowden abruptly turned, but there was no one. Nothing. Just the lingering scent of lavender. He cocked his head, looking for reflections in the black marble floor.
How odd, he thought. I must be losing my mind. I must.
He took another longing glance at the Joy of Finches — the Empress Wu’s great treasure.
“You all lose!” he muttered.
He turned away wondering why he could think of nothing now but the aroma of lavender.
Chapter Two
The Powell Street Line
1
Rowden Gray did not normally drink. Nor did he drink to excess by most standards, but, as he sat in the dark recesses of the Drake Hotel’s bar, he past his own quota by three. An accommodating bartender mixed whatever accompanied the Dewars and gave Rowden an impartial ear for babble.
The bar was a perfect companion to Rowden’s mood. The late afternoon glow managed to peek through the street signage hinting that there might be a sky above the Powell Street canyon. At this hour, few patrons were at the bar. A couple of men, probably salesmen by the drone of their conversation, sat at a high round table with frosty beer mugs. At the far end, a solitary woman, about fifty, sucked a martini. Her part of the furniture appearance tagged her as a regular.
Rowden cared little for other people just now. I’m supposed to be the expert, he thought. I teach. I’ve no other calling. The lesson of the day, kiddies, is a bitter one. Never look for blue skies in winter’s bleak. He drowned his acidic thoughts with a shot, his soft brown eyes looking for anything in the bar’s mirror.
“There’s nothing for me in any season now,” he said. “Nothing.”
In the mirror, Rowden could see the salesmen turn upon hearing his comments. He could see the martini lady look up. Through the window, he saw that Powell Street bustled. Why did he care? They all have lives. Where’s mine?
There was a clanging — a sharp, high-pitched bell echoing through the Powell Street canyon.
“What’s that?” he asked.
“The Powell Street Line,” the barkeep said. Always in the shadow of tall buildings, the Powell Street’s cable car climbed up the steep hill to California Street heading toward the bay. “Passes here every eight minutes.”
Rowden stretched his glass forward for a refill.
“I have no other calling,” he said. “No other prospect left.” The bartender smiled, apparently pleased to dispense nothing more than Dewars’ amber balm. “I knew someone would understand,” Rowden said. “Thank you.” He sniffed the scotch, bringing it to his lips. His tongue leaped into the balm like a puppy lapping the last morsel of kibble. He heard the bell again and glanced into the mirror. He thought he saw the ghost again, but knew he was losing his mind. The outline of the Jade Owl flashed. With some help from the demon drink, it was a short hop to hallucination. Shot glass slammed on the bar. He shouted: “I never cared much for this life as a thing worthwhile.”
“Sir,” the bartender said, squaring his eyes into Rowden’s. “The other patrons. Please.”
“Sorry,” Rowden whispered. “Once I had purpose. A mission. I knew my path. It’s an empty road now. I’m alone and useless.”
The barkeep shook his head and poured another golden drop into Rowden’s glass. Another cable car passed, its sullen bell drawing Rowden’s attention away from his drink.
No. I’ve never cared much for life as a thing worthwhile. The bell beckoned him to breathe the canyon’s air, the fresh aromas of San Francisco. Rowden paid the bill. Lumbering over the hotel’s threshold, he emerged into the Powell Street canyon. Although people filled the narrow street, he felt alone. He noticed nothing but the leaden cable car tracks.
Such a notion, he thought, fighting the compulsion to stand in the middle of the street. His feet unglued, leaving the curb to await the next cable car, the one that would carry him somewhere other than Powell Street. He cracked his knuckles. He could see the next car a few blocks away, loading tourists. Rowden shook his sweaty hands. Eyes closed. He drew a breath. Lavender. He whiffed the scent of lavender.
“They’re better to ride,” said a voice near his shoulder. “Under the wheels is no place for you. Besides, they rarely kill — just maim.”
Rowden turned. Beside him stood the young man in the blue shirt.
“You,” he said.
“Why yes,” said the man. The wiry youth, who couldn’t be more than twenty-two, placed his hand on Rowden’s shoulder. “I heard your little homily in the bar. I thought it quaint, but unoriginal.”
“I thought I saw something in the mirror,” Rowden said. “Why are you here? Are you stalking me?”
The young man pulled a crumpled letter from his pocket. The telegram.
“You dropped this at the museum. I tried to catch up with you, but you’re walking on air or something. It’s addressed to the Drake, so I took a shot. Here.”
Rowden looked at the telegram. Shudder.
“You can drop that. It’s not something I’m likely to save. I was rid of it. I am rid of it.”
“Well, we can’t litter, you know,” the young man said. “I’ll just keep it safe for you.” He smoothed it on his shirt, folding it twice, and then shoved it in his pocket.
“Did you read it?”
“I guess. How else could I find you, Professor Gray?”
Clang, clang.
The cable car arrived, passengers spilling out its sides. The young man jumped on board.
“Have you ever ridden one of these?” he asked. He extended his hand.
“No,” Rowden said. Rowden stared at the hand, hesitating as if the invitation, although the best one he had at the moment, stung with desperation. Finally, he grabbed it, pulling up just as the car began to move.
Clang, clang.
“Hold on. It’s fun. You’ll love it.”
The car brimmed with passengers crammed into seats or hanging from straps. Faces blurred. Children smiled. Old women preened. Fathers caught tottering babies. Sunglasses were everywhere.
“Yo Ho, Nick,” said the driver. “Hey Ben, it’s Nick.”
“Hey, Nick,” the conductor said.
Nick waved, swinging on the guardrail.
“I take it you ride these often,” Rowden said.
“Every day, if I can. And this is the high flyer.”
“The high flyer?”
“To Hyde Street. It scales the Heights.” Rowden shrugged. “You’ll see.”
The Hyde Street car sailed up Powell to the brink of California Street, where another cable car line crossed. Rowden felt a gush of bay air blow away his whiskey stink. It fortified him toward sobriety.
The kid’s right, Rowden thought. It’s exhilarating, coasting along as if on glass with the wind in my face and the city in my sights. Rowden had a glimpse of serenity — a moment of bliss, detached from the urge to be nowhere. Not a telegram or a Jade Owl in sight. Here, bumping over the California Street divide, just blocks from Chinatown’s aromas, Rowden found liberation. Ironic. Had fate made an investment? A chance encounter at the museum with a man named Nick, a random toss of an odious paper scrap and fate delivered a delightful intervention. It chased the Dewars away.
“Recovered now?” Nick asked.
“This is fun,” Rowden admitted. “Not quite what I had in mind, but it’s relaxing. To think what I might have done.”
“Forget it,” Nick said. “You weren’t thinking then.”
Rowden sighed. He glanced about as they angled higher up Powell.
“You know, I’m sorry for knocking you over in the museum. It wasn’t intentional.”
“Forget it. You weren’t thinking then.”
Rowden laughed. This one has an answer for everything.
“How do you know what I was thinking?”
“I didn’t . . . then. But I’ve read your telegram since.”
“That was private, you know.”
Nick swung from the hand straps coming near Rowden’s face. “I don’t think so. It was trash I found on the museum floor. It was for anyone to read once you tossed it, you litterbug.”
Nick smiled, his deep blue eyes penetrating Rowden’s recovering spirits. Nick played on the cable car like a monkey dancing at the zoo. He stretched far outside the car, catching the wind in his shirt — blue sailcloth in a warm lavender wake. Rowden couldn’t help smiling, even laughing. He has spirit for a smart-ass.
Clang, clang.
The cable car stopped.
“Is it over?” Rowden asked.
“No,” Nick said. “Stay here and watch.” Nick wended his way through the tourists. Only an agile person could have done it. “Hey Ben, can I help?”
Ben waved him on. Nick jumped off, and then worked with the conductor. They switched the tracks to direct the car up Jackson Street. They turned the capstan until it clicked.
“That ought to do it,” Nick said, hopping back on, resuming his place.
“Quaint,” Rowden said. “That sort of thing would not do in New York.”
“This isn’t New York, Professor Gray. They don’t have Rice-a-Roni in New York either.”
“Don’t call me Professor. Call me Rowden.”
Nick laughed. “Rowden? That’s a mouthful. What do your friends call you?”
“Are we friends?”
“Since you’re on the cable car and not under it, I’d say we have a working friendship. I’m Nick.”
“So I gathered. And my friends call me RG.”
“Well, I’m not calling you that. Let’s see. How about Rowdy?”
“That wouldn’t describe me.”
“It could, with a bit of work.”
Rowden thought of the various things he’d been called by the few friends he garnered through life. His mother called him Row. His father, rest his soul, called him Smitty, because he had wanted to name him Smitty, but was overruled by Mother Gray. Rowden once had a friend who called him Off-White, thinking the pun funny. Rowden never cared for it. Another endearment — Rawden, came from his ex-wife. He had enough of Rawden for a lifetime. No. He guessed Rowdy was as good as any other moniker. Silence confirmed acceptance.
“Hold on,” Nick said. “Here’s the Hyde Street turn.”
The cable car bell clanged wildly, a howling screech sounding from the wheels to tourist’s delight. Their brochures promised it. The car had been climbing the steady Jackson Street incline. The abrupt turn conformed to the rules of physics, plastering the riders into each other. The car continued its climb through fashionable Russian Hill on Hyde Street until it reached a popular tourist drop off.
Clang, clang.
“Lombard Street,” Ben shouted. “The world’s most crooked street. Lombard Street.”
Rowden tried to espy this wonder, but a wall blocked his view.
“That’s for the tourists,” Nick said. “Not for us. Just a little further.”
Clang, clang.
Now half-empty, the car climbed higher until it stopped overlooking San Francisco Bay. Nothing blocked the panorama now — no wall, no conductor, no cloud of scotch whiskey. Rowden’s eyes opened wide. Beneath the steep hill, the glittering sapphire blue water was dotted with sails. Gulls cuffed the wharves. The hill was lush with ticky-tacky houses beneath the buttery sun.
This is the ticket, Rowden thought. His jaw dropped. He smelled the lavender again. Nick’s face was close.
“A dose of serenity cures dark thoughts,” Nick whispered. “Whatever your complaint, Rowdy, San Francisco has the cure. All you need do is look for it.”
With that said, Nick jumped from the cable car and darted down a side street. Rowden’s reverie was dashed. He saw Nick hopping away like a tadpole.
It’s not over yet, Rowden thought, although he didn’t know what had been going on and when it began.
Clang, clang.
“Wait for me,” Rowden shouted, jumping from the car just as it began to move. He nearly lost his balance, but managed to stay upright. “I’m going with you.”
Nick jogged backwards.
“Of course you are,” he shouted. “Move your ass.”
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Rowden followed Nick downhill, catching up after two blocks. The narrow lane was rough, cobbles resurrected from a time before the tar lap and concrete presumed to cover them. They popped up like fretful shrouds thwarting Rowden’s descent.
“Slow down,” Rowden said. Breathless. “Where are we going?”
Nick turned around, walking backwards.
“Downhill. Keep up.”
Smart-ass, Rowden thought. Nick kept his pace. “I’m not as young as you.”
Nick slowed, and then stopped.
“You’re not young at all.” He laughed, an infectious giggle. “Just a little further.”
Rowden looked about. No pedestrians. No traffic. Strange. The feeder streets were narrow, leading to dead-ends and gray stone houses. He could smell rotting cabbage. He heard the murmur of tenants sing-songing Cantonese.
“Where are you taking me?”
“You’ll see.”
Nick picked up the pace again. Rowden trailed at a huff and puff. Finally, he held his hand up, and then stopped.
“Let me catch my breath, for God’s sake.” He bent at the waist. Shallow breathing. Nick grinned like an imp. He appeared to enjoy the middle-aged professor’s stress.
“Too much time in the classroom, Rowdy. Not enough time on the street.”
Rowden shook his head. He looked about for some place to rest. Ah, a stoop. He plopped his ass on the cold gray cement, and then puffed his lips to catch his breath. Nick danced about, swinging on the metal banister, or at least the one that remained.
“Thank me, Rowdy. We’re going downhill. The trip back’ll be tougher.”
“No way. We’ll take a cab. I can do cabs.”
Nick sat beside him, scrunching his legs up. He leaned forward with his chin nestling between his knees. Rowden looked at him askance. He saw a patient face. Who is this guy? He’s the kid I knocked over in the museum — the one I thought I saw in the display case glass. He’s somehow latched onto me. How curious? He glanced at Nick’s peach fuzz chin and pencil thin sideburns. He’s familiar, Rowden thought, although he knew he never saw the kid before in his life. Yet, there was familiarity. Odd.
Rowden was not easily acclimated to new acquaintances. There was always a formality about making Rowden Gray’s acquaintance — the introduction, the chitchat about research and writing projects, a review of school references and other pissing contests. Finally, an exchange of cards and a firm handshake. No, this was different. Walk into the guy, knock him over and poof. Running now behind him down some San Francisco street to unknown parts. Was this the alternative to suicide?
“Let me know when you’re ready,” Nick said.
“I’d like to know where we’re going.”
“Look around and take a deep breath.” Nick piped in the cabbage aromas, which trumped his own lavender bath soap. “We both love Chinese stuff, Rowdy. I practically live at the museum and when I’m not there, I’m here.”
“Here? Where’s here?”
“Chinatown. Where else?” Nick gave Rowden a hand up. “I’m hungry. I say we eat. We’ll take it easy from here. I wouldn’t want you to get a hernia.”
Smart-ass.
They came to the end of the narrow street. Rowden was glad to be on level ground as they crossed the center of Chinatown — Grant Avenue. Having been to China several times, he was familiar with the genuine article. Grant Avenue smacked of faux chinois. He did notice that Nick’s eyes lit up, as he babbled about the place as if giving a tour to someone less initiated. Nick bobbed past the emporiums and shoppers, sucking up the aromas.
The shoppers were mostly Chinese, which surprised Rowden, who thought Chinatown would be strictly for the tourists. Somehow, he had dismissed the obvious. He was in a Chinese neighborhood made to feel genuine because it was meant to be genuine. You learn something new everyday — know-it-all or not.
“You’re pretty passionate about Chinatown,” Rowden said.
“I love it here.” Nick nodded to several shoppers. They appeared to know him. Everyone appeared to know Nick. “This is my second home, Rowdy. I’m going to knock your socks off with a fine meal at the Vermilion Phoenix.” Nick walked backwards again, somehow avoiding the trashcans. “But first you’ll see some goodies.”
“Goodies?”
Nick halted before a grand storefront.
“This is Han Ch’i-wang Antiques,” he said, bowing. “Ch’i-wang’s goods rival the museum’s in quality and in authenticity.” He put one finger to his temple. “And this shit’s for sale. Reasonable too. I know the owner.”
Nick pushed Rowden through the front door. He’s a salesman, Rowden thought. All these shenanigans to get me into a bric-a-brac shop to buy cheap knock-offs. He recalled Tijuana, where tikes hung onto American tourists and yelled Señor, my mother, she is a virgin. You come now. However, Rowden soon banished these thoughts when he scanned the shop’s goodies.
Han Ch’i-wang’s narrow aisles wended around heaps of furniture, lacquer ware, jade figurines, jewelry cases, partitions, and porcelains. There was no order to any of it. All periods were mixed together in one sweeping Chinese historic brush. Impressive.
“So what d’ya think, Rowdy? What d’ya think?”
Rowden tried to catalog the sights into some clarity. He spotted many authentic items, but as many knock-offs and happy forgeries. Toying with price tags, he reacted as only his professional conscience could.
“Quite a collection,” he said. “They must have a direct pipeline to the Motherland.” He strolled through the inner aisles.
An old matron pawed silk mats and inspected cloisonné napkin rings. She smiled. “Hao tze,” she said waving the silk. “Hao bu hao.”
Rowden smiled. “Hao. Shr de, hao,” he said backing away. Her smile revealed a full set of broken teeth.
“Look at this,” Nick said, holding a small, exquisite vase that was decorated with a colorful country scene. “This, I believe, is Ming ware.” Nick raised the vase and pointed to what could have been a hallmark, although Rowden knew that no such hallmark would be there. “See, the bottom’s unfinished and there’s gilding along the rim. That’s how I know.”
Impressive observation. Rowden took the vase and was about to interject his comments when a Chinese gentleman appeared from behind a rack. The man wore a gray three-piece suit, white gloves, and carried a walking stick. If ever a man typified the Charlie Chan stereotype, this was the man. Rowden had spent a career chiding students who stooped to ethnic dispersions that obfuscated China’s great cultural heritage. So when he thought, Charlie Chan, upon seeing this man, he had no one to chastise but himself.
“Almost correct, Nick,” the man said, reaching for the vase. “This vase is from a later period. It is K’ang-xi ware from the Ch’ing dynasty. It was manufactured specifically for export.”
Rowden smiled. Again an impressive observation.
“Quite so,” Rowden said, trying not to clip his response and impugn the man’s dignity. He was a dignified (even noble) creature, bred within the traditions. Rowden took the vase.
Nick winked at the gentleman, shaking his hand.
“Rowdy, may I introduce you to Xiao Win-t’o.” There we go — a proper introduction. “He owns Han Ch’i-wang’s and several other shops on Grant Avenue, including the Vermilion Phoenix where I’m taking you to eat.”
“Glad to meet you, Mr. Rowdy.”
“Gray.”
“So you will enjoy the hospitality of the Vermilion Phoenix this evening.” Win-t’o’s smile revealed a silver tooth. “I have some great specials on the menu tonight. You’ll both be my guests.” Win-t’o noticed that the old woman ready to conclude her purchase. He bowed. “Nick, just ask for Ch’u. He’ll take care of you. Let us call it a welcome for your new friend.” Win-t’o proceeded toward his sale, but stopped again. “Oh Nick, a word with you please.”
Nick walked a distance with Win-t’o, into a side aisle near the green Sung ware. Whispers. Wincing. Rowden was content to examine the vase. He set it down when Nick returned.
“I’m amazed, Nick. I admire your keen eye for Chinese art, even if it is off by a dynasty or two.”
“Xiao Win-t’o is a true master with these things.”
“I don’t mean to spoil the illusion,” Rowden said, hesitating. He didn’t want to appear condescending. “Win-t’o is correct in his assessment on how to identify a K’ang-xi vase. However, this one is not the genuine article.” Nick frowned. “You see, it’s correct in every sense, except that export ware always had finished bottoms. The hallmark of the Lung-ch’ien porcelain works would be incised just below the rim. This K’ang-xi vase may have come from China or Toledo for all I know. It’s a clever forgery.”
“A fake.”
“No. A forgery. At this price, it would give its owner some solace. Something like the real thing. Forgeries can bring satisfaction, while fakes are downright criminal.”
Nick lifted the vase up to his eye, perhaps looking for the missing hallmark. “I guess it’s No Sale.”
He threw the vase in the air, and then caught it with one hand. Rowden gasped.
“Real or not, it still has a price tag.”
“Then,” Nick said, winking, “I couldn’t possibly interest you in the Jade Owl, could I?”
“The Jade Owl?” Rowden stammered, raising his eyebrows. What the fuck? The Jade Owl? How could he know about the Jade Owl? “What are you talking about?”
Nick grinned — an impish grin that would be his hallmark. “The Jade Owl,” he said. “I’m sure there’s a dozen or so in the stockroom?” The grin widened.
“In the stockroom?” Rowden stammered. “The Jade Owl in the stockroom?”
Nick smacked his lips. He turned to the fake K’ang-xi vase. “Wouldn’t it be nice, though?”
A joke. Smart-ass. “Maybe you have a Brooklyn Bridge in the stockroom too?” Rowden sighed. “Jesus, imagine. The Jade Owl.” Yes, imagine anyone other than those from the inner sanctum mentioning the Jade Owl.
Nick lifted the vase again. Rowden wondered whether he needed to catch it. No. He patted Rowden’s stomach.
“Hungry?”
Hollow thump. The good professor smiled.
“Famished.”
“You’ll like the Vermilion Phoenix. Very authentic.”
Rowden touched the vase. “More authentic than Win-t’o’s bric-a-brac?”
“Don’t worry,” Nick said. “We’re his guests. The price is right.”
Chapter Three: Night Life
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Rowden had not forgotten the iron ball that sat in his stomach reminding him that his life might have been enriched by a major curatorship that now reverted to mediocrity. Marking exams. Scribbling on blackboards. However, for the moment, a sprite diverted him from the extravagance of self-pity. This fascinating sprite had a passion for things Chinese. He even struck on trade secrets. The Jade Owl. Odd? Now, Rowden was going to break bread with this lavender scented, blue shirted sprite.
The Vermilion Phoenix, unlike most Chinatown restaurants, enticed diners with a quiet ground floor lobby — restful, sporting a lionized menu of unique native fare. Rowden and Nick took the elevator up to this serene approach to East Asian cuisine. As the elevator rattled, Nick turned pale, eyes darting until the doors opened.
Not too keen on elevators, Rowden thought.
They arrived. Nick pushed out a sigh, and then hopped around the vestibule. Rich aromas enticed Rowden. His stomach sang. He couldn’t remember such delectable, enticing aromas. Whether it was the alcohol or having fasted since the airport, Rowden could have chased the pig around the room and picked it clean. As he lumbered toward the dining hall, he spied a black display case. At first, he thought he saw the usual Chinese restaurant statuary — Fu Bu of the Big Belly or Guan-yin on her lotus. But no. Double take. He blinked as he paused before the case.
“You weren’t pulling my leg, Nick,” he said. Rowden saw a six-inch jade figurine that sat on a red velvet drape, shimmering in a spotlight. “In this light, it could be the real thing.”
Nick’s reflection joined him.
“The Jade Owl,” he said.
A Jade Owl, with round eyes and stubby ears, perched on a black irregular base. Rowden cocked his head, his initial excitement subsiding.
“An owl, yes, but this isn’t even jade. Could it be another forgery from the antique dealer?”
“A forgery would at least be jade,” Nick said. “A forgery would also suppose one knew how the Jade Owl looked. I’d say this is a replica of a supposition.”
“Curious,” Rowden said.
“Curious?”
“It’s curious how you even know about the Jade Owl.”
Nick turned, thus avoiding the question. Rowden knew that he should not be pressing his new young friend on such issues. To press on the subject of the Jade Owl might only lead to a more problematic discussion. But how does Nick even know about it?
“Nick,” came an amiable voice.
Saved by the bell or at least the Maitre D’.
“Ch’u,” Nick said. He waved Rowden along.
“You and your guest are expected,” Ch’u said. He signaled an invisible cadre of servers. “Come in. Come in. I have a table with a good view for you. Sam will be your waiter. This way.”
Rowden and Nick followed Ch’u into the dining room. If there were other diners, they were faded into the warm wooden fixtures, the black trimmed railings and the burgundy carpet. A touch of brass complimented booths and tables. This was unlike any Chinese restaurant he had experienced. No garrulous yapping from the kitchen, with canned p’i-pa and erh-hu music scraping on some cheap sound system tucked behind last year’s bamboo calendar. This was elegance.
“Over here, Nick,” Ch’u said. “Good view here. Overlooks Grant Avenue.”
“Nice,” Nick said. He sat. “Very nice.”
“Quite a contrast, this place and the street,” Rowden said. He noted Grant Avenue’s garish neon.
“Welcome to the Vermilion Phoenix,” Ch’u chanted. “Mr. Xiao has told me to personally oversee the best of all things for you this evening. You are his guests. To be a guest of Mr. Xiao is an honor.”
Ch’u turned, and then sang a string of orders in a mellifluent ramble to the help.
“Some place, eh?” Nick said, leaning into the table.
“Very different. I’ve been in many Oriental restaurants. I don’t think I’ve encountered one so restful.”
“Encountered?” Nick chuckled. “I love the way you speak, Rowdy. How is this place different? Is it like restaurants in China?”
“There are no restaurants in China.”
Nick gave Rowden a you’ve-got-to-be-shitting-me look. “No restaurants? Where do you get Chinese take-out then?”
I wouldn’t eat anything that’s a take-out in China, Rowden thought. Nick continued his stare for more information.
“Well, there are restaurants in Hong Kong and in the major hotels. Mostly, there are mess halls on the mainland. No menus. No ambiance. Fish stink and ratty tablecloths.”
“Wow,” Nick said. “Some day I’ll get there. Some day.” He looked across the room spying a stocky man, who marched in quickstep toward the table. “Here’s Sam Ch’ang. He’ll take care of us.”
“You seem to know everyone.”
Nick shrugged.
“Nick,” Sam said, smiling broadly, revealing a gold tooth. Did Nick only know Chinese gentlemen with precious dental work? Sam had a scar on his right cheek that made him appear older than he probably was. “It is always good to see you,” Sam said, rubbing his palms as if sharpening them on a whetstone. “You and your friends are always welcomed here. I have the plum wine.”
Nick smiled. He flared open his hands to show they were empty. “Menus, Sam?”
“No need. Xiao Win-t’o has already ordered for you — egg-flower soup, Ming-shou dumplings, and broiled prawn with mung bean noodles. Fire Pot too, in our signature Guilinese chili sauce.”
Sam poured the wine, and then stepped aside. A pair of men, outfitted in white, wheeled in the meal.
“That’s service,” Rowden said.
“We have been expecting you. Enjoy it all. Especially the Fire Pot.”
“This sauce is special,” Nick said. “These chilies come from Xiao Win-t’o’s hometown — Gui-lin. I don’t think you can get them anywhere in Chinatown.”
Sam Ch’ang and his busboy brigade departed, leaving Rowden and Nick to enjoy their meal. Rowden, perhaps forgetting that he was a professional academic, the kind that set examples, dived into the trays and platters like a field hand. He managed his chopsticks (and these were genuine ivory) with native mastery. He dribbled little down his chin despite his rapacity. Nick used a fork.
“So, what d’ya think, Rowdy?”
“Everything is tasty. Quite delicious and authentic.”
Nick stared at Rowden. Rowden caught it across the golden lamplight. The glow made Nick’s eyes duller, navy marble rather than blue plate special. Rowden set his chopsticks aside.
“Question, Nick?”
Nick shrugged. “Just wanted to know if this meal was enough to knock you out of your depression?”
“I wasn’t depressed.” Rowden resumed eating. “Just disappointed. Maybe a bit despairing.”
“Well, if that’s your mood when despairing, heaven help us when you’re depressed. At least you’re coming around.”
Rowden smiled, a mung bean noodle dangling from his lips. “With your help and your passion for things Chinese. You certainly have piqued my interest.”
Nick poured tea.
“So we’re back to the Jade Owl?”
“I guess we are. I mean, it’s curious, isn’t it?”
“My knowledge of such things?”
“Few people know about the Jade Owl.” Rowden cracked his knuckles. “Few have ever seen it. I haven’t . . .”
Suddenly, Sam Ch’ang appeared at the table, startling Rowden. Sam glanced from Nick to Rowden, and then cleared away a finished plate of dumplings. His sheepish, gold tooth smile unsettled. He faded into the lamp glow, leaving Rowden waiting on Nick’s answer.
You’re not getting off that easy this time.
Nick sighed. “Rowdy, there’s no mystery why I should know about the Jade Owl.” He laid his fork aside. “Xiao Win-t’o knows all about the Jade Owl. I’ve learned about it from him.”
“That’s intriguing in itself. In fact, I have only met one person who claims to have seen the Jade Owl. That’s my old professor at Columbia University.”
“John Battle?”
Rowden’s hands dropped to his side.
“How did you know that? You’re beginning to scare me, Nick.”
“Why is that so strange? It’s common knowledge, for those of us with a deep enthusiasm for Chinese antiquities, that John Battle spent many years collecting rare T’ang relics.” Nick lifted his wine cup to his lips as if to toast. “I go to the museum specifically to view those relics in as much detail as I possibly can. John Battle is like a god to me.”
“A god?” Rowden said. That echoed. “Well, I’ll drink to that.” He raised his cup. “To the Old China Hand.”
“To the Old China Hand,” Nick said, completing the toast. “It’s well known that some of John Battle’s finds were stolen in transit, including the Jade Owl. So when you say my old professor, who else could it be? Eat your Fire Pot.”
Rowden observed Nick through the lamplight. How much passion can anyone have for such lost relics? How much devotion can be laid at the feet of old, dead Sinologists? His mind wandered back to his former professor. He actually felt that he was sitting with the old man at the coffee shop in Morningside Heights being drilled on the latest Bielenstein dissertation. Rowden could see John Battle’s curled brow as he tapped his saucer, waiting for a structured, theme-laden exposition on Sung governmental hierarchy. It was a warm feeling to sense the old man again.
“He was a tough man,” Rowden said.
“Who?”
“Who else? John Battle.”
“Flunked you, did he?”
“No. He was good to me.” Rowden looked across to Nick, imagining those coffee shop days again. “John Battle was very good to me. He taught me things that the other China Hands jealously guarded. Professor Battle was open about his methodology — generous. Of course, some regarded him as . . . as a thief. The Chinese government viewed his digs as looting and tomb raiding.” He bit his lower lip. “Perhaps they were. Who can judge these matters in light of the results? I sometimes wish I followed his course.”
“Did you have a falling out?”
Rowden scanned the neon glare of Grant Avenue. His mind pained now to think of another opportunity lost, the most precious opportunity of his life. Squandered.
“We had a falling out over the most tsetse fly ass-hole reason.” Why am I telling this to a total stranger? Because you need to, you ninny. “John Battle wanted me to pursue a study of T’ang Dynasty reliquary. I preferred the Sung. He had plans for me. I was his successor — heir to his circle of research and his total absorption in a few mysterious relics.” Like the Jade Owl. Most certainly, the Jade Owl. “Over this, we went our separate ways.”
Nick glanced down, then quickly up again. “What’s a dynasty or two between friends?”
“Do tell.” Rowden played with his fire pot. “I sometimes think everything would have been different if I had followed the course John Battle set for me. As it turned out, I wasn’t able to land good work in the Sung field.”
“With your knowledge?”
“China closed its doors during those years. There were no more China Hands.” There were no successors to John Battle’s work, only bureaucratic ass-holes like J.J. Gillenhaal. “I wound up teaching frigin’ elementary Chinese History classes at night in community colleges. You know — the Han bone’s connected to Wei bone; the Sui bone’s connected to the T’ang bone.”
“Heavy stuff,” Nick said. He laughed nearly choking on his mung bean noodles.
“But lo and behold, the museum offered this curatorship.” This curatorship? Fucking bastard, Gillenhaal. Rowden cracked his knuckles. “You know the rest.”
“No backsliding, Rowdy.” Nick turned his attention out the window looking down at two tourists, who stopped by a homeless man. “Things could be worse.”
Rowden watched the homeless man also. It might just get to that, he thought.
“What do you do Nick? When you’re not at the museum or taking total strangers on the grand tour of San Francisco, that is?”
“A bit of this. A bit of that. Eat your Fire Pot.”
“Why, is it drugged?” Rowden cocked his head. He searched the restaurant’s depths as if maybe Sam Ch’ang’s presence unsettled Nick. “Really, what do you do for a living?”
“Odd jobs,” Nick said. He continued to scan the street. “Rowdy, are you married?”
You’re changing the subject.
“Are you?”
“I’m in a committed relationship.” Nick returned the stare to Rowden as if to say your turn.
“I’m divorced,” Rowden said. “A subject best left alone.” There was no reason for Rowden to dwell on that subject. Rose was a closed book. He didn’t need another iron ball dropped into his stomach tonight. One was enough. Nick did not pursue it.
“Do you see that man down there in the doorway?” Nick said, tapping on the window.
“The bum?”
“Homeless. It’s unfortunate, but we do have more than our share of homeless people in San Francisco.”
“I see him. What of it?”
“It’s a tradition in Chinatown that you take your leftovers in a doggy bag and give it to the homeless on the street.”
“That’s a nice tradition,” Rowden said. “And that man?”
“His name is Han. I call him Whiskey Han. He gets my doggy bags regularly.” Sam appeared at the table. Rowden wiped his mouth, and then took a last swig of plum wine. “Finished with your Fire Pot, Rowdy?” He was. “Sam, we’re ready. The usual bags.”
Sam stood aside while the bus boys cleared the table. “It will make a wonderful lunch, Nick,” he said, “although I suspect it will not get that far. I see Whiskey Han has taken up his post. He must have known you were dining here tonight.” Sam winked.
One boy returned toting two neatly wrapped white bags, which Rowden took. They felt heavier than he would have expected, but there were hefty leftovers despite gluttony.
“The check is on the house,” Sam said. “I trust all was well?”
“Hao ch’i-fan ne,” Rowden said. He left a generous tip. “Hen hao ch’i-fan.”
“Xie xie,” Sam said, watching the guests depart toward the elevator. If Rowden had lingered a while longer, he would have seen the busboys clean the table. He would have witnessed Sam Ch’ang gaze through the window, the neon reflected in his golden tooth. He would have heard Sam Ch’ang muse: “The Jade Owl indeed. Let it come.”
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Whiskey Han sat in the doorway of an old noodle shop a dozen yards from the Vermilion Phoenix. He was surrounded by shopping bags. He wore old rags — an old rag wrapped around his noggin. To any casual viewer, Han appeared as a mass of old rags. To Rowden’s eye, the man was nothing more than a rotting old derelict. Might even be dangerous. Rowden stopped.
“I don’t know about this, Nick,” he said. “This is supposed to be a charitable act. He doesn’t look too charitable.”
Han smelled less so, a mushroom of stale urine reeking from the doorway. Rowden choked.
“What does that have to do with anything,” Nick said. “He knows me. He’s harmless.” Nick approached the rag pile. “Han Fu-xing. Hello, Han. A good haul tonight. Extra. I’ve brought a friend.”
Whiskey Han peered up at his company. His dark, rheumy eyes swept the tall landscape as if it had interrupted a meditation, some private sanctuary best not disturbed. Rowden set his doggy bag down beside the indigent.
“Don’t need your crummy food, you rich bastard,” Han snarled like a mad dog. “Do you take me for a fool?”
Rowden started to retrieve the doggy bag, but Nick stopped him.
“That’s his way of saying thanks,” Nick whispered. “Leave it be. He’ll take it when we’re out of sight.” Nick set his bag down with a gentle thud. “Soup in here, Han. Gui-lin chilies. Very good and rare.”
“You can pound your chilies up your ass,” Han grunted. “Piss in your soup. Leave me alone.”
“You see,” Nick said, as he led Rowden away, “he’ll eat just as well as we have. Great street view too. A guest of Xiao Win-t’o.”
Rowden watched Han Fu-xing’s statue pose. If the man was ungrateful during the giving, he certainly didn’t improve after the fact. Rowden was glad to be freed from the stench. It reminded him of the station tunnels in the New York subway — 34th Street, where an array of Whiskey Hans sprawled in vomit and piss on old blankets and newspapers.
“He’s rude,” Rowden snapped.
Nick looked back. “No, Rowdy. He’s proud.”
“Proud. Does pride keep him on the street?”
Suddenly, Nick grasped his shirt pocket.
“Wait here. I forgot to give him my fortune cookie.”
Nick bounded back into the stink zone.
“He’s not very fortunate,” Rowden shouted.
“And no wonder,” Nick quipped.
Rowden expected Nick to drop off the cookie and return, but Nick dawdled. How long does a cookie delivery take when a whole meal was dropped off in an instant? Nick stood over Whiskey Han for a full three minutes — just talking. There appeared to be an angry exchange.
When did we get fortune cookies? Rowden thought.
Nick returned. He glanced back at Han Fu-xing, who still hadn’t taken the bags.
“We’re set.”
“Where did you get the fortune cookie? I don’t remember getting fortune cookies.”
“They were . . . were on the table near the elevator. Let’s catch a cab.”
“Wait. What did Whiskey Han say?”
“Best not repeated.”
Nick hopped into the street — California Street. He looked both ways for a telltale taxi beacon. California Street leveled in its steep decline to the Bay at Grant Avenue. The Bay was invisible in night’s pall. Nick strained to see a hack, waving at a few before one pulled over.
Rowden was tired now. It must be the meal. All this running around. He could just as well go back to the Drake. Nick whistled, signaling Rowden to get in the cab.
“Where to?” the driver asked.
“Castro Street,” Nick said.
“Castro Street?” Rowden echoed.
As the cabby flipped the meter down, and then pulled away, Rowden’s mind raced. He knew enough about San Francisco to know that Castro Street was the heart of the Gay Community — The Gay Ghetto. Suddenly, he was leery of Nick’s intentions. He had tried to fathom these intentions since they first met. They had run the gamut from scam artist to drug dealer. Now, perhaps there was another motive. Should I be flattered or upset? The lights on California Street flickered over Nick’s lemur eyes. The cabby turned the radio up, blaring the latest Cher.
“Why are we going to Castro Street?”
“I’m taking you dancing.”
“I don’t dance,” Rowden said, leaning away from Nick. “And what do you mean, you’re taking me dancing? I know about Castro Street.”
“You do?”
The taxi bounced over the cable car tracks, swerving at a breakneck pace. Rowden fidgeted.
“I like you, Nick. You’re smart and interesting, but I hope you’re not hitting on me? I’m not gay, you know.” Silence (except for Cher). “It’s a myth that geek University Professors are gay.”
Nick smiled. Perhaps he laughed a little.
“Relax, Rowdy. I know you’re not gay. I’m gay, but don’t give it another thought. I can tell gay men at a two-mile distance. I know you’re straight. Besides, even if you were gay, you’re not my type. I’m in a committed relationship.”
“So you’ve said.”
Nick looked Rowden squarely in the eye. “Listen. Nothing will lift your spirits better than an evening with the gay boyz. It’s a prescription from me, your smart-ass doctor.”
Rowden winced. He was not accustomed to being diagnosed by anyone so far his junior. He scrunched in his seat, and then cracked his knuckles.
“If you’re so dead against it,” Nick said, pushing his shock of hair from his eyes, “I’ll drop you off at your hotel. But you know what I think? I think you can’t be left alone tonight to brood. Before you go back to your solitary hotel room and your solitary life, I think you need a little pixie dust.”
Have I been insulted? If so, it was a gentle knock at least, not one to concern him. Instead, he worried in the moment.
“I’m not sure about this, Nick. I’ve never been in the gay district of anyplace.”
“It’s just another neighborhood. They sell milk and eggs and drink coffee in cups.” They had entered the Castro and, in truth, there were grocery stores and shoppers and theaters and parking meters — just like any neighborhood. There were also Rainbow flags every ten paces and men holding hands with men, enjoying the night air. Just like any neighborhood. Nick leaned forward. “In front of the Painted Lips.”
“The Painted Lips?” Rowden said, cracking his knuckles again.
“That’s a noisy habit.” The driver flipped the meter and lowered Cher. Nick looked at Rowden for a decision. “Are we getting out, or shall we continue to the Drake?”
Rowden hesitated, but had stopped his cracking.
“I don’t know about this.” Obviously. “If I get into some compromising situation, you better tell them I’m not that way.”
“Not what way? Presbyterian? Abyssinian? A non-smoker?”
Rowden chuckled.
“I give up. What the fuck.”
He opened the cab door slipping out onto the noisy, music filled street that was engulfed in a sea of flapping rainbow flags at every ten paces.
“Don’t worry, Rowdy,” Nick said, grabbing his arm. “No one will bother you. They’ll think you’re my sugar daddy and leave you alone.”
Rowden laughed.
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The Painted Lips Lounge’s window displayed a pair of scarlet neon lips set between two flashing pink triangles. From outside, Rowden felt the ground thump to a constant hip-hop.
“We’re going in?” Rowden asked waiting in queue as he nervously smiled at the men about him. Buff men and coifed. Hulky and stout. Men of color and men alone. Swish men and college crew. Some slick with party glitz — some in shabby leather. Rowden was reminded of his own wild bebop experimentation in Greenwich Village. Bearded beatnik spirits. Psychedelic tie-dyed shirts. Ripped jeans. The sweet and sour waft of marijuana. This was pretty close, but different. Then, there had been a melting of individuals into a stream of oneness. This was more like a beaded kaleidoscope, each bead on its own thread. Each thread tacked to a different pole.
“You’ll love it,” Nick said. He swayed to the beat.
Rowden just smiled. Knuckles cracked. The man behind him was as bald as a turnip, had a ZZ Top beard, wore round dark sunglasses (to shade what, Rowden couldn’t guess) and sported lederhosen and lace, the lacey part exposing his ass crack shamelessly to the world. Rowden rolled his eyes.
They reached a turnstile manned by a burly bear dressed in pink leather and a floppy glitter hat.
“Pay the man, Rowdy. Fifteen bucks each.”
“That’s steep.”
“I’m not a cheap date.” Nick laughed. He pushed Rowden past the pay post into the heart of the club. The burly bear counted the cash, and then blew Rowden a kiss.
The Painted Lips, cavernous, filled with smoke and writhing, dancing bodies, had a front bar, long and lined three-deep with patrons. A back area opened into a wide dance floor overhung with catwalks and a stage. There were fleshy boyz and burly men everywhere, all dancing or drinking or flirting or chatting. They seemed to be self-contained, unaware that they were squeezed tight into a smoke filled room. Maybe it was the thump-a thump-a music.
“Keep up with me,” Nick said. He pulled Rowden deeper into the club.
On pedestals at vantage points, lightly clad and muscular men danced. Their rippling flesh flashed between lasers and rainbow dance-balls. Rowden stared up at a dancing boy.
“Does nothing for you, does it?” Nick said, laughing.
“No.”
“But the music must be getting into your blood.”
“No. It’s just noisy.”
Nick shrugged, but didn’t seem to mind. “Let’s get a drink.”
They entered the dance area. At each end, bar stations serviced thirsty patrons. Dancers pounded the floor, swaying with wild abandon. Beside the smoke, the place smelled a bit gamy, somewhere between a men’s locker room and the monkey house at the zoo. Rowden observed that many non-dancers stared at the dancers, while other men stared at the watchers. Some paraded, while some leaned against the rails, posing with one foot up against a wall. Backs arched. Preening. What did this mean? Was it some gay ritual best left unexplored? No time to become Margaret Meade.
“Here.” Nick handed him a drink.
Rowden looked at the clear liquor with distrust. Gin? Tequila?
“What is it?”
“Sambucca. Drink up.”
Rowden sipped it. Cringe.
“It’s like drinking licorice.” He set it aside. “Don’t they have beer?”
“Willy,” Nick shouted to the bartender. “A Bud.” He looked at Rowden’s middle-aged spread. “Make that a Bud Lite.”
“Smart-ass.”
“Don’t you wish you had one?”
Willy, who looked as if he was born in a gym, cracked open a beer and slid the frosted bottle across the counter.
“$5.50, Nick,” he shouted over the music’s blare.
“Pay him, Rowdy.”
Rowden complied. Suddenly, the music changed. The thumps transformed into a march-like, brassy disco beat. Nick moved his shoulders, wagging his head to the new thump-a thump-a.
“Let’s dance,” he said.
“I don’t think so.”
“Afraid of what people will say if they saw you dance with a man?”
“No. I’m afraid of what people will say if they saw me dance at all.”
“Well, suit yourself.” Nick darted onto the dance floor.
“Don’t leave me here alone.” Rowden had suddenly lost his cover. He set his beer on the bar, and then blundered between the dancers until he reached Nick.
“Every man has rhythm,” Nick said. “Well, just don’t stand there. Move your ass. Shake your hips. Do something.”
Rowden did something between a modified walk and a sloppy shuffle, smiling — laughing as he almost got the beat. He never did, but it was amazing how close he came. He was never good at dancing (just ask Rose), but when sufficiently boozed up he would chance it. Now, it was more an attempt to fit in. He wondered if there was a watcher out there among the non-dancers waiting to cut in. Nick was an amazing dancer.
“Where do you get the energy?” Rowden yelled. He slowed to a huff and puff. Sweat beads mushroomed along his brow ready to gush down his facial arroyo.
Nick zipped around him, his wiry body, nimble and sleek. He waved his arms to the side in wide circles, clearing every dancer aside. Soon, Nick was the central attraction for a circle of spectators. Swaying. Clapping. Nick executed some fancy footwork. Rowden just stopped and watched.
“You go, Nick,” cheered the circle of friends. “Great, Nick. Go, Nick.”
Nick finished to wild applause, laughing that infectious laugh that made all that heard it feel good. He raised his hand, and then swept down in a bow as the cheers rained forth.
“You’re soaked,” Rowden said, as they went back to their drinks.
“And I stink,” Nick added. “It’s a good thing I’m with someone who couldn’t care less how I smell, eh Rowdy?”
Whether it was the beer (or that shot of Sambucca) or just the thump-a thump-a, Rowden felt more comfortable. He supposed he had overcome his initial fears of being trounced by an army of flesh hungry men and ravished in some stereotypical backroom. Little did he know that the Painted Lips’ backroom was always full and active; but no one dragged anyone in there. It was a voluntary votary in those sacred shrines.
Back at the bar, Rowden still huffed and puffed. He coughed.
“How can you take the smoke in here?” He downed half his beer in one swallow.
“Gay men have lungs of steel,” Nick said. “And hearts of gold.”
Suddenly, a siren went off. Rowden nearly dropped his bottle. “What the . . .”
“It’s not a raid,” Nick said. “It’s time for Miss Chatty and the cute butt contest.”
“You guys.” He shook his head.
Drum Roll. Spotlight. On the stage, Miss Chatty appeared to applause and catcalls. Miss Chatty, very large, wore an overly tight mini-skirt, which he poured out of like silly putty. He wore several coats of lipstick and a tall beehive wig.
“So boyz,” he bellowed in a baritone voice. “Are we ready to judge some butt?”
The place went wild as the five contestants climbed the catwalks, moving to the stage.
“Rules! Rules!” Miss Chatty said. “Oh how darling y’all are. Ooo la la! Miss Chatty gets to keep the losers. The winner — well, the winner gets to take me home.” More catcalls and heckling. “Just kidding, sissies. Now, you all know the rules. You do a little strip-strip-strip. And a little zip-zip-zip. Then, we see you in your skivvies. Hope you did a wash and used all-purpose Cheer. Oh my, I hope you all wore skivvies. Don’t want to close the place down, you know. After all, your mothers told you in case of an accident to wear clean shorts and socks. If not, be prepared to love a man in uniform. May the best butt win! Fifty bucks for the derriere du jour or nuit, as the case may be.”
The contestants, in turn, did a little strip down to their skivvies. Each stripper, admired and poked by Miss Chatty, was subjected to a crushing repartee and the applause meter. They strutted their stuff. Several votes and recounts later, one lucky butt strutter won the coveted prize and danced around the stage proudly.
“So, boyz,” Miss Chatty bellowed, “now that we’ve got that out of our systems, are you ready for a song?” They were. “Then, give it up for everybody’s sweetheart — Simone DeFleurry.”
Amidst the applause, a glamorous drag queen emerged, wearing a long, black dress and arm-length gloves. Simone DeFleurry sported a smart raven wig with sharp bangs.
“Is that a woman?” Rowden asked.
Nick did not answer, his blue eyes resting on Simone as if nothing else in the world existed. Simone began her song — the gay national anthem:
Somewhere over the rainbow, blue birds fly.
Simone’s enchanting rendition moved Rowden to wonder about his former fears in such company. Simone’s eyes fluttered with the little birds that flew, faithfully catching every Garland nuance. It was difficult to discern the divide between tribute and styling. The once boisterous, raucous club had been brought to silence until the last measure warbled. The room then burst into cheers. Whistles. Bravos. Calls for encore. Could there be any better acclaim on the Castro?
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Nick sighed, still transfixed as Simone DeFleurry climbed down the catwalk. Rowden wondered at Nick’s transformation. Was it love?
“There’s a table in the back,” Nick said, walking toward Simone. Rowden was in tow. “We’ll go there.”
Simone slinked down the catwalk blowing kisses to his admiring fans. There must have been two hundred loving touches and feels. He sighed, absorbing the admiration and true appreciation for art. He then proceeded to the usual table, her table, reserved for the grand chanteuse. There he waited for Nick. The table, tucked in an alcove beside the dance floor, was shielded by a purple velvet drape, framing the star, as was the custom. As Nick approached, she waved to him as a queen does, with a hand twist.
“Dearest,” Nick said, greeting Simone with a kiss square on the lips. “Rowdy, this is my significant other — Simon.”
Rowden smiled. Wonderment explained.
“Simone,” Simon corrected, taking Rowden’s hand, anticipating a kiss. Rowden kissed her hand. “Oh, a gentleman, indeed.”
“A straight gentleman, dear,” Nick said.
“That explains it. And Nicky, why are you out tonight with a straight gentleman? Not that I mind. It is preferable that my hubby stay true to me.”
Once Rowden settled in behind the drape, Nick made formal introductions. After all, nothing less would do for a prominent queen from her cute, sweaty consort.
“Simon, this is Professor Rowden Gray.”
“Professor?” Simone bubbled, preening with joy. “You needn’t tell me of what. It must be Chinese something. I knew one day my Nicky would bring home a Professor of Chinese something.” She leaned toward Rowden’s ear. “His hobby, you know.” She smacked her lips. “Oh, I’m so dry.”
Nick signaled for a drink.
“Your song was lovely,” Rowden said.
“Thank you. You’re most generous.” There was an awkward silence, the type experienced when the conversation runs its course like a river running uphill. Simone cleared her throat. “Is this the first time you’ve been in a Gay Club, Professor?”
“Don’t call me Professor. Call me . . . Rowdy, I guess. He does.” Rowden pointed to Nick, and then cracked those good old knuckles. “I’m a bit out of place here, as you can tell. It is my first time in a Gay Club. Is it that obvious?”
“Well, you have sweaty palms and a case of dart-eyes.”
“Dart-eyes?”
“You know, looking here and there, as if someone is picking your pocket. And, by the way, the first place gay men look at are the hands, dear. Don’t ask me why. It’s something we do naturally. Oh, I am thirsty. Where’s that drink, Nicky?”
“Willy’s slow tonight,” Nick said. “I’ll get it, dear.”
Nick slid out and headed for the bar.
“He’s always so attentive, Professor,” Simone said. “I can’t get him to take the garbage out or clean up the clutter in his study, but he’s the dearest bit of sunshine that has ever graced this getting-to-be middle-aged heart.” Rowden piped his beer. He stopped, realizing Simone was thirsty. He offered, but she declined. “So what brings you to San Francisco, Professor? I know you’re not from here. You have a New York accent.”
“You’re very perceptive.”
“Not really. I’m originally from New York — Brooklyn. In fact, when I donned my first drag, I called myself Brooks MacDonald.” Rowden did not make the connection, but bobbed his head as if he did. Simone explained: “The rule of thumb for creating drag names is to combine the name of your first pet and the street of your birth. I had a collie named Brooks and was born on MacDonald Avenue, in Brooklyn. Therefore, Brooks MacDonald.”
“So why did you change it?”
“My Nicky didn’t like it. He said Brooks MacDonald made me sound like a farm, Sunnybrook or the other. So we crafted a new name. But enough about me. Why are you here?”
Rowden bit his lower lip. He scanned the tabletop, a shiny glass mirror that reflected rainbows.
“It’s not a pleasant story,” he said.
“Well, lie then. Tell me you’ve been hired to find that damn Owl Nicky’s been looking for, so I can get a bit of peace.”
“The Jade Owl?” Rowden shuddered.
“Jade. Shmade. He’s always bent on it. He’ll drive me to the Darvaset with his Chinese stuff. It’s a good thing he’s a sweetheart — my sweet, sweet, sweetheart.”
Rowden slumped, allowing his mind to wander. So here we are again. Another complete stranger talking about John Battle’s mysterious lost bird. He felt as if he had been wandering his entire life on a furtive path only now to stray into a forest where every caterpillar sat on a pink toadstool and lectured on his specialty. As his eyes scanned the dance floor, he spied Nick at the bar. Nick talked to a rough dressed man, who wore a cowboy hat. The man turned facing the Queen’s table. Rowden got a good look, albeit a smoky one. The man definitely looked native — a shortened version of the old tobacco wooden Indian. However, something was wrong through the haze. What’s amiss with his eye? Nick appeared heated in his discussion. The rugged man scowled. They exchanged a note and a small white packet.
“Does your boyfriend deal drugs?”
“What?” Simone said. “What gave you that idea?’
“I don’t know. A guess. A few times tonight, he’s secreted away to talk with people as if he was negotiating deals. I just saw him now, at the bar, with a strange man.”
Simone shrugged. He rolled his eyes sky high.
“How would you know a strange man in here, Professor Gray?”
“The man wore a cowboy hat. I don’t see another cowboy hat in here.”
“Oh, him.” Simone smacked his lips. “That’s one of Nicky’s oldest friends. Drugs? That’s rich. No, everything is about his China hobby. It’s like a jigsaw puzzle for him. He’s probably got another piece.” Another piece, Rowden thought. China hobby? He tensed. The Jade Owl was in his thoughts again. China hobby? Another piece?
Nick balanced Simone’s drink (a Sambucca, Rowden thought, but it had a pink glow and floated a cherry) and two beers.
“Here we are,” Nick said. “Why so glum, Rowdy? I didn’t bring you here to continue your pout.” He raised the bottle. “Let’s toast to love, life, new friendships, and old China Hands.”
Rowden laughed. Nick’s right. I have no reason to butt into his business unless it’s my business. He clinked his bottle on Nick’s, tapped Simone’s happy pink drink and swigged.
“You’re a curiosity, Nick,” Rowden said. “The Old China Hands would have loved your spunk and tenacity. You’ve led me on a merry prance tonight. I feel something like life bubbling back through my veins.” He swigged. “What’s next? Where to next?”
“I know,” Simone said, as if on cue. “Since the Professor does not have a pleasant story, why not take him on your pleasant excursion this weekend.”
Nick pondered. Simone coaxed him with her bejeweled hands, pushing his arm like a nun shaking a novice.
“Excursion?” Rowden asked. “What excursion?”
“To Yosemite Park,” Simone bubbled. “I’m supposed to go. And I really would love to go. But Nicky, I’ll gladly give up my place on the bus for the Professor.” She looked from Rowden to Nick, who smiled. “I’m not really good at the outdoorsy stuff — sun on this radiant skin, you know. Gravel and high heels don’t mix well. Besides, the season’s nearly over, and I have two shows this weekend. I promised Miss Chatty I’d cover for Duney the Looney.”
“You mean Claire de Lune, dear.”
“Isn’t that what I said? You wouldn't mind much, Nicky, would you? Besides Professor, you’ll see some wonderful sights like El General. ”
“El Capitan.” Nick laughed.
“Whatever. It’s truly lovely.”
Nick took a swig. Wetting his bottom lip with his upper, he smacked them like a spatula on wood.
“Well, Rowdy, unless you have other plans, you’re welcome to explore the wonders of Yosemite with me. It’s just a day trip. Early rise. Back by midnight.”
Rowden laughed, swigged again, and then appeared resolved. His head bobbed. Yes.
“You’re on, Nick. You’re an interesting fellow. We have a great deal in common — common interests, that is. I’ve no other plans this weekend. I do enjoy your company.”
“So,” Simone said, “I’m off the hook.” She winked. “Well, no offense Professor. I do owe you one.” She hit Nicky’s arm.
Nick snorted, but conceded the game. He raised his bottle again.
“To my love, Simone DeFleurry, and my new friend, Rowdy Gray.”
Rowden lifted his.
“And to Nick.” He stopped, and then cocked his head. “You know, I don’t know your last name.”
Nick looked down at the table, and then to the ceiling. Finally, he gazed directly into Rowden’s brown eyes.
“Battle,” he said. “I’m Nick Battle.”
Chapter Four
Eden’s Valley
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Since the Professor does not have a pleasant story, why not take him on your pleasant excursion this weekend.
Pleasant excursion, Rowden thought. The weekend had passed and he stood in the sunlight of the Castro at the foot of Prosper Street. He gazed up the steep incline. In his hand, he clasped a card. He glanced at it.
1160 Prosper Street.
Somewhere along this lane, the divine Simone DeFleurry lived. Rowden squinted at the array of houses. One of these. He closed his eyes, his mind wandering back to Yosemite — to the pleasant weekend excursion — to the place where Nick Battle had disappeared.
That Saturday began pleasant enough and early. Rowden Gray went to Fisherman’s Wharf and waited for Nick at the bus tour terminal. Nick was late, but showed up just as the bus called for final boarding. After Nick’s surprise revelation that he was John Battle’s son, Rowden didn’t know what to expect. Was Battle’s son worth the trouble?
“Rowdy,” Nick shouted, crossing the street. He waved at the traffic to stop. He wore sunglasses and tattered jeans. He toted a small russet backpack.
Rowden remembered being pissed that Nick was late. In fact, he sat in silence for the city portion of the trip. Yosemite was a long stretch however. Silence wore thin fast.
“We’re quiet today?” Nick said.
Rowden turned and stretched. “I was about to say the same for you. I suppose it’s too early for chatter.”
“No. I thought it was you.”
Rowden shrugged, and then pointed to Nick’s gunna.
“What’s in the backpack?”
“Stuff. My Simon wouldn’t let me go without packing sandwiches. There’s enough for two. I think it’s ham and egg salad.” Ham and egg salad. Hmmm. “You’re not still mad at me from the other night, are you?” Nick asked.
“Mad? I was never mad.” He was never really mad and that was the truth. He felt a slight trickle of betrayal — nothing major or perhaps nothing beyond, well — when he came down to it, perhaps he was a bit mad. “No. I was surprised, but never mad.”
“Horseshit,” Nick said. “I know I would have been pissed royal.”
That broke the ice. Nick explained that he almost told Rowden who he was at the restaurant. It certainly would have explained things better. Nick wasn’t sure how Rowden would react. But what was done was done.
“You did mislead me in one thing, Nick.” Nick cocked his head. “You said your knowledge of the Jade Owl came from Xiao Win-t’o.”
“Shhh.” Nick put a finger to his lips. “You never know who’s listening.” Anyway, Nick said he didn’t lie about how he learned of the . . . the object in question. The antique dealer told him more about it than his father had. Rowden wondered why they were suddenly speaking in code.
“I’m not mad at you, Nick. But promise me. Be up front from now on. Promise?”
Things were pleasant again as the tour bus trekked through the breadbasket of America — somewhere East of Eden. It was somewhere East of Eden that Nick’s softness turned to sour pickles. They were riding through a field of windmills — tall, three prop pinwheels that stretched forever. Rowden sensed Nick’s change without needing to look at John Battle’s son.
“I never saw my father’s vision, Rowdy.” Rowden stared at Nick after this out of the blue statement. It smacked of Dewars. Nick pouted: “I’m John Battle’s greatest disappointment.”
“I don’t believe that.”
“Believe it. I never took an interest in his work. I couldn’t give a shit . . . then. I flunked out of school, took to the road with friends. I drifted. Drank too much. Fucked around too much. In fact, my father and I weren’t on speaking terms when he died. I wouldn’t say the old man was homophobic, but he certainly never came to terms with Simon and me. I really wished I knew my dad better. Now he’s gone.”
“Is that why you hang out at the museum?”
“In part. I’m no Sinologist. No scholar here. I can’t translate inscriptional Chinese. Just never applied myself to it. I’d just be happy to tackle unfinished business.”
Rowden gazed into Nick’s deep blue eyes. He wondered why he had not seen his old mentor in those eyes before. Perhaps, he did. He recalled thinking so at the Vermilion Phoenix. Now that he noticed, Nick resembled his father keenly; a younger John Battle, one that Rowden would be pressed hard to remember, if at all.
Rowden remembered how the silence engulfed them again. Then they arrived at a rest stop — Merced.
Merced, a solitary town lying low in a vast fertile plain recovered years ago from the desert, appeared as arid and bleak as some Tombstone town or a back lot in an John Ford Western. Its buildings were cropped in an undulating mound in a brown center of flatness. At its margins, however, the land gave way to rich soil — green pickings. Tree groves. Bushel lands of tomato, potato and avocado. Merced reigned over these surrounding farms as the market and distribution point. Corn, apples, wheat, peas, and cider met railways and trucks. It made Merced a silent partner to the tables of America.
The rest stop was an old factory building. It reminded Rowden of an airplane hanger.
Nick was excited. “It’s Merced Market, Rowdy. The great junk Mecca. You’ll love it. We can get lost here for hours, hunting for everything you possibly don’t need.”
Nick was right. The market was an odd lot for every conceivable cast-off. It spread out over a vast muddle under a high roof. Rowden remembered a regimen of square, sooty windowpanes — gothic and cracked. Whatever they made here, they didn’t make it anymore.
There were racks of vintage tin cans, washing machines with wringers (one step above beating clothes on rocks), and a variety of advertisements for products long forgotten by the long dead. Rowden recalled Nick holding up a heavy cast iron object. What the hell is this, Rowdy? “A meat grinder. My grandmother had one just like it. I’ll be damned.”
The place seemed endless. Toys and tin advertisements and gadgets and mason jars of every size and description. Rowden thought it fascinating and pleasant.
Words echoed. Since the Professor does not have a pleasant story, why not take him on your pleasant excursion this weekend. Rowden opened his eyes. The street sign read Prosper Street as did the card. Merced, he thought. That’s where it began.
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Nick said he had to use the men’s room, a normal activity for a rest stop on a long trip. Rowden didn’t give it a second thought until he spied Nick wandering in the opposite direction and through a derelict door. He remembered that door. It was a shipping entrance and led into the surrounding fields. When Rowden stepped through the door, he found himself in a small lot edged by a cornfield and a trailer. Nick was trawling through the corn, heading for the trailer.
The smell in the loading dock was redolent of tar, not the best mix for a tender tummy or for a person who was susceptible to motion sickness. Rowden watched until Nick emerged from the trailer. Nick had company — a Chinese man, who shook his hand, bowed and then, disappeared back through the trailer door.
When Nick returned, Rowden slipped into the market. He feigned handling some old farm tools. He had no idea what he handled. If they had been ancient implements found near K’ai-feng or Lin-an, he could have delivered a lecture on their application and on the farmers who owned them. But these whatchamacallits he bungled, trying his best to look interested.
Nick came through the door, almost passing him.
“Planning on growing and hoeing back east?” he asked.
Rowden inspected the whateveritwas like a true tiller of the soil.
“Can’t grow anything without plenty of fertilizer, you know. But I guess you could supply lots of that.”
Nick blew a reverberating sigh. “What now, Rowdy?”
Rowden threw the whateveritwas aside. “I saw you go into that trailer.”
Nick laughed. “That’s all. You’re suspicions are nothing. That trailer has a bathroom.”
“The bathrooms are on the other side.”
“Shit, Rowdy, d’ya think in a place like this that they’d have only one bathroom? D’ya think I don’t know where the bathroom is or at least the clean one? I can’t go in the smelly, old latrine. It’s a gay thing. Trust me.”
Rowden closed his eyes. He braced his hands for a knuckle crack.
“But I saw you go in; and I saw who came out with you; that Chinese man.”
“It’s his trailer,” Nick said. “With a nice clean bathroom. He always lets me use it when I’m here.”
“But that was Whiskey Han,” Rowden said.
Nick laughed, almost rolling to the floor. “Whiskey Han? You’re delusional. How could Whisky Han get all the way out here? Think about it. How could he afford such a thing? Whiskey Han, my ass. You think too much, Rowdy.”
He’s right. I’m delusional.
“We’d better get back to the bus,” Nick said. “I wish you’d stop worrying about me. There’s nothing wrong. Fun. Fun. We’re supposed to be having fucking fun.”
Rowden was having fucking fun. Since the Professor does not have a pleasant story, why not take him on your pleasant excursion this weekend. He was having a pleasant time until something seemed to be going on. He couldn’t put his finger on it. He stared at Nick’s backpack.
“What now?” Nick asked.
“Nothing. What you do on your excursion is your business — pee or otherwise.”
Nick came face to face with Rowden putting his hand on his shoulder.
“Spill it.”
“I feel bad enough. Now, I’ll feel worse. It’s just that your backpack was pretty empty when you got off the bus and now it’s full. You didn’t buy anything. I mean, Nick, I guess — well, once bitten . . .”
“Rowdy.” Nick took off the pack. “Sandwiches and a thermos of herbal tea. Here, catch.” Rowden caught it. “Look inside, if you want.”
Rowden did feel something heavy inside consistent with a thermos. He sighed. I’m being a poop. One part of him wanted to stick his hand in and swipe around. But how trustworthy would that be? He resisted. Now, he wished he hadn’t. It would have saved him a great deal of trouble if he had. He returned the pack.
“I’m an old fool — too smart for my own good.”
Two hours later, they arrived in Eden’s Valley.
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Yosemite, chilled by an early winter breeze beneath the mariposa, shadowed by Half Dome and Cathedral Rock, gave Rowden the serenity he sought. His stress drained away in this wilderness valley. He had left the plains behind and rose into the mountains. Redwoods towered over the road like a giant’s picket. The majesty that surrounded him was rugged. Pristine. Much like it had been when the first lizards crawled up the granite and stretched under the pellucid sky.
First stop, El Capitan. Rowden left the bus in church-like quiet as if he stood beneath holy cupolas and sacred transoms. He witnessed Mirror Lake set to catch mighty El Capitan’s reflection. Fresh sounds of silence. The untouched ancient hills washed his soul.
“It’s peaceful,” Rowden said. This was the ticket, the vision that made him small again, as he should be. He knew his life had been twisting along a road not unlike the one that crossed this park. Do all paths need to end at something as glorious as this? He would often think of the peace that touched him here — touched him with erosion’s beauty.
Nick stood beside him. “Inspiration Point.”
“Today, I’ve wandered into Eden.” Rowden looked to Nick. “I could sing a song, but my voice would scare the birds.”
Nick cocked his head as if to say please, don’t sing. “My Simon would have liked this despite a hike in high-heels. I’m glad; at least, I can share it with you, Rowdy. Friends should always share.”
“I wish Rose could see this.” Rowden thought of his Yankified ex-wife, who would have been ravished by the sight, but most likely would have babbled a commentary and really scared the birds. “She may be bitchy, but she does love the outdoors. Funny how she can be sensitive to rock.” But not to flesh, he thought. His mind wandered back to New York. There’s nothing there for me now. It’s here. It’s this shimmering lake.
“Don’t think about it,” Nick said. “Thinking too much is not good for you.”
“Nick Battle, the sage?”
“I read it on a fortune cookie somewhere.”
The bus was leaving. Next stop — Yosemite Lodge. Nick tapped Rowden’s shoulder to return. Rowden drank in the clarity of Mirror Lake in one deep breath. He would remember this sour aroma of mashed grass and cattails for the rest of his life.
Nick pulled him away.
“Come, I can’t wait ‘til you see Yosemite Falls.”
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The bus chugged along the floor of the Yosemite Valley beside the Merced River under tall redwood and cedar groves. Wonders passed on every side — Glacier Point and Sentinel Rock, places famous on postcards, but bleeding into Rowden’s mind like a DaVinci mural.
“You know,” Nick said, “in a few weeks tours won’t be able to enter the Park. First snow in the Sierras shuts this place down.”
“But I bet it’s most beautiful then,” Rowden said, trying to imagine the frozen lakes and icy pines in the gray mist between snowy peaks. A time to envy jackrabbits. Shadows grew and fell, drawn and sprung in the forest untouched by the rapacious onslaught of time.
The bus pulled into a clearing.
“The Lodge,” Nick announced.
“I don’t see the falls,” Rowden remarked, looking between the heavy tree cover.
“It’s set back a ways.”
Yosemite Lodge, log cabin rustic and built for the tourists, included an old-fashioned cafeteria and a suite of souvenir shops.
“Don’t follow the tourists,” Nick said. He led Rowden across a wood-planked trail over a rivulet into a redwood stand.
“Impressive,” Rowden said.
He looked along the grove. From the mountain wall, a long watery thread spewed down, first disappearing, and then reappearing to form another and longer waterfall crashing off a ledge onto a sheer cliff into a misty ravine. Pine aromas were strong here, much like the bottled air-freshener sprays kept in bathrooms. It had a crisp edge to it — like cologne.
“Yosemite Falls,” Nick announced. He handed Rowden a pair of binoculars. “Here. Get a closer look.”
Rowden gazed. “Splendid.”
“We can get closer.”
“Let’s.”
Rowden trundled along.
“Careful. You’ll fall and break something. You can’t replace National treasures, you know.”
“Smart-ass.”
Magpie, with their long, black tail feathers — the pigeons of the west, and Stella Jays, curious, crested birds with a voracious appetite for tourist popcorn, scattered over the ground. Artists sat before easels, capturing, through their hearts and brush, the splendor of Dame Yosemite — the falls, the grove, the magpie and jays. A young woman even had her laptop opened, painting in the electronic age. One artist caught Rowden’s eye. Solitary and not drawing tourist attention like the others, he had a ratty canvas and a painting that lacked depth — flat and abstract as if it were splattered dialog in a drab netherworld.
If it hung on a wall, Rowden thought, it would fall off.
“Griffen,” Nick said to this artist. He turned at the call. Rowden jumped. Not only did the man have a dead right eye, but Rowden recognized him from the Painted Lips Lounge. Nick spoke at the bar to this man. No cowboy hat now. Griffen had a craggy look, which made him appear older than he probably was. In fact, Rowden’s first impression of Griffen was a mixture of shock and awe. That Griffen was a Native American was doubtless. High cheekbones. Flaring nostrils — a dead give away. He was near to full blood, by the rugged, thick lips that pouted silently in the redwood shadows. But as unnerving as this rock face appeared, it detailed a noble chronicle, like a leather bound tome well worn, but still lithe to the saddle soap.
“Nick,” Griffen scowled.
Nick flicked the painting with his finger.
“I see you’re busy desecrating nature with your miserable interpretation.”
“I paint ‘em as I see ‘em,” Griffen said. “Besides, this is probably the last time this season I can get the wind up to do this sort of thing.” Griffen eyed Rowden, and then snorted. “Who’s your friend?”
“Rowdy, this is Griffen, an old acquaintance.”
“Not that old,” Griffen snapped.
Griffen did not greet Rowden. He turned his back and continued painting.
“This is awkward,” Nick said, pulling Rowden up the path toward the falls. “You know Rowdy, Griffen is . . . well, a close friend. Very close.”
An ex-lover, Rowden thought. No accounting for taste. “I’m not prying, Nick. It’s your business.”
“The fact is, I really need to speak with him.”
“Well, speak with him. I’m okay.”
“Really?” Nick said. “I won’t be long.”
Rowden stood his ground for a moment before realizing that Nick wanted him to leave. Privacy. He cracked his knuckles. “Sure.”
“Go on to the foot of the falls. Wait for me there. I promise I won’t be long. Trust me, Rowdy.”
Famous last words.
Rowden sauntered up the trail. He occasionally looked back to Nick, who had remained in the same spot until he left Rowden’s sight line, the path dipping. Here, in a circle of trees, tourists sat on benches, feeding the jays and magpie.
Rowden gazed beyond the cathedral of trees. He relished the sprays from Yosemite Falls. As he drew closer, the roar deafened. The wind blew fresher sprays — chilly spit like springtime drizzle. He smiled.
This should be as good a place as any to wait, he thought. He spied Nick and Griffen through the binoculars. Odd. The backpack. He gave that guy the backpack. Rowden stretched forward to get a better glimpse. That damn backpack.
“Excuse me,” said a stranger.
Rowden turned. An elderly couple, quite spiffed up for hiking, smiled at him. The woman extended a camera.
“Excuse me, young man. Could you take our photograph?”
“Sure.” Who could refuse her motherly smile? He positioned them against Yosemite’s spectacular background.
Snap-click-snap.
“There.”
“Could we get one more?”
“Sure.”
Snap-click-snap.
The couple left. Rowden returned to the binoculars.
Where are they? he thought. He scanned the panorama. Shit. Nick’s gone.
Thinking Nick might be on his way to the rendezvous point, Rowden retraced his steps to the circle of trees. No Nick. Climbing the hill to the wood plank trail, Rowden stopped to catch his breath. He took another peek through the binoculars.
Wait, he thought, focusing the binoculars on another object. A Chinese man. I’ve seen him before. Familiar, yet vague. The man lurked under the tree where Nick and Griffen had palavered. The man hunkered on the spot, feeling the ground. It was unmistakable. He was looking for something. Suddenly, he sprang up.
Shit, he’s spied me.
“Wait,” Rowden shouted. He stood in full view, and then waved. The man bolted toward the Lodge. Rowden jogged after him. “Wait,” he shouted, “I just want to ask you a question.” The man turned his head. Rowden got a good view now. Damn. Familiar, but vague. The man outpaced Rowden, who huffed and puffed. He bent to catch his breath.
Finally, Rowden scanned the grove again. Maybe Nick’s back on the bus. He marched toward the bus as it sat in its silent vigil in the gravelly parking lot. He spied the driver sitting in the front seat. I feel stupid.
Rowden rapped his hand on the door. After an interval and a grumble, the door screeched open, Rowden popping his head inside. Except for the snarling driver, the bus was empty.
“Shit,” Rowden muttered.
“Lose something?”
“Not something. Someone.”
“Well, we don’t leave for another half-hour,” the driver said, closing his eyes. “Be on time.”
Maybe in the Lodge, Rowden thought. His mind spun. He whipped up the porch stairs and into the cafeteria, walking between tables, hoping to see Nick’s windbreaker or Griffen’s canvas. No luck. He emerged into a short greenway and searched the gift shops. He inspected rack after rack of postcards, glass shaker balls, posters, and salt and pepper sets for clues. Not a trace. Plenty of Ansel Adams and John Muir, but no Nick or Griffen.
When I get my hands on you, Nick Battle.
Rowden had run low on options. Was he supposed to find a bullhorn and scare the birds with an all points bulletin? Knuckles cracked. He rested against the window of a jewelry shop.
Since the Professor does not have a pleasant story, why not take him on your pleasant excursion this weekend.
Fun indeed. Fucking fun indeed. As he slid into a foul mood, his eyes settled on some fine Native American silver in the shop’s window — a lapis bracelet. As he stared at it, he sensed a returning stare from the other side of the glass. An old Native American woman peered at him with a sharp, almost-knowing glance. She laughed at him through a toothless smile. Rowden felt compelled to enter this shop.
“You there,” he shouted. “Did you want to say something?” He was sure she had something to say — something specifically for him. Again, a familiar face. He knew that face. But how? Where? It was as bizarre as his thoughts of the Chinese man and his face.
I must certainly be going mad.
When he reached for the shop door, it locked, the OPEN sign turning to CLOSED.
“Open up,” Rowden shouted. He saw the old woman peering at him through the door pane. She laughed, pointing at another sign — a clock image with the big hand on 12 and the little hand on 5. Closing time. Rowden looked at his watch.
“Shit. The bus.”
Trotting back to the bus, Rowden made it just in time. Thinking Nick might have showed up — might be inside, Rowden boarded, ready to take him to task. Still, no Nick.
“We can’t leave yet,” Rowden said to the driver. “My travelling companion isn’t back.”
“Well, if he’s not back in a few minutes, he’ll be feeding the bears tonight. Our schedule is strict.”
Rowden took another glance outside, hoping to see Nick dart up at the last moment.
“Are you coming?” the driver snapped. “If you want to stay — stay. But we’re leaving.”
Rowden sighed. He returned to his seat. The bus revved. The doors closed. Rowden watched out the window as they pulled away.
Christ, he thought. There he is again.
The Chinese man stood on the porch. Rowden got a clear look at him this time. Still couldn’t place him. He sighed. Nick, Nick, Nick. This ain’t the best fun I’ve ever had. His hand moved along Nick’s empty seat, a sad hand feeling for the friend left behind. Suddenly, that hand felt a familiar object — the backpack. That damned backpack. Rowden grabbed it. It was empty.
He put his hand inside and withdrew a silvery, pearl-like residue. He sniffed it suspecting it might be some illicit drug. No drug. An odorless dust.
“Pretty powder,” he muttered, placing the pack aside. It was then that he noticed the ID tag on the nape:
Nicholas J. Battle
1160 Prosper Street
San Francisco, CA
Ah, Mr. Battle, Rowden thought. I haven’t lost you yet.
Rowden departed from Eden’s Valley, heading again to the city by the bay. He shut his eyes.
So much for trust.
Chapter Five:
The Little Perch on the Hill
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A mere half-block long, Prosper Street angled steeply up a short, straight hill to a dead end. Like most side streets in San Francisco, it would be great for sledding, but it never snowed. There were a few trees, mostly birches dotting the truncated stretch of street. Their leaves were scant, having been victims to the sharp drafts that gust down the lane in the morning and up the lane at night.
Rowden huffed and puffed as he searched the house numbers for 1160. He past the typical San Franciscan doorways — rococo framed and recessed under inviting archways, each trimmed for competition, their façades Italianate — pastel green and pink, much like spumoni. One olive doorway was dotted with seraphim and rosettes. It sported a placard declaring itself number 1160.
It’s about time, Rowden thought.
He sat on the stairs and gazed down the street.
How do these people live on these hills? It’s like a fucking fun house. There was a time Rowden could throw a football and cover the bases. He even jogged through Central Park. Dim remembrance. Now he stood as a monument to the bookworm life.
Rowden looked for a mailbox or a bell. “This must be it,” he said. He pressed the buzzer marked Battle-Geldfarb. He smiled at the faux double-barreled name. He wondered how it was decided that the Battle came before the Geldfarb. It certainly wasn’t an age before beauty thing.
Footsteps on the upper floor. Window rattled. Rowden stepped back to the tilting sidewalk and gazed up. He could see a man in the window — a slightly balding man, thin and goose faced. This man (the goose man) waved and shook his hands like a bird in flight. When the head disappeared, the door buzzed. Rowden hopped up the stairs to open the olive portal before the moment passed. He entered a narrow hallway. It led to a shallow casement.
“Come up, Professor,” the man called.
Rowden hooked his hands on the banister and pulled himself up. The staircase creaked an old song, something akin to Rock of Ages. The hallway was bright. A stained-glass window near the top drenched the passage with rosy light. The walls were freshly painted. In fact, Rowden might have recognized the Sherwin-Williams aroma — Chocolate Surprise or Eggshell Supreme. When Rowden reached the top, a slight man (the goose-man) of thirty-something, dressed in pink sweat pants and a Cher T-shirt, greeted him.
“Thank God,” the man said. “I’ve been waiting.” He ushered Rowden in, his hands still fluttering in avian repetition. “I’m a nervous wreck.”
Rowden, a bit confused, turned to the man. Of course. Now he recognized him. Not the face so much, but the voice.
“Simone, is that you?”
“Me? Who else would it be?” Simone chuckled. “Oh, goodness gracious, you’ve never seen me as Simon. That’s funny. Yes, yes, it’s me. Come in. I don’t bite.” Simone shut the door, and then raised his shoulders as if he was now Turkey Boy. “I’m a shambles, Professor. Please, tell me, where’s my Nicky?”
Rowden shrugged, almost as turkey-like in this bird convention.
“That’s what I’d like to know.”
“Oh my goodness, you don’t know?” Simone put his hands to his mouth. He stifled a gasp. “Come sit down. This is so upsetting.”
Rowden entered a warm room. Thick carpet. Heavy drapes. A parlor darkened by Victorian furnishings. Curios and picture frames on every available tabletop leaving scant surface for much else. Several wall clocks ticked, distracting as they ticked to different beats and chimed at different intervals.
Simone fluttered about. He opened the blinds, and then straightened a picture of some matriarch who peered out though narrow spectacles and a black veil, some ancestor from the old country, no doubt. Simone sighed. He assumed his hostess smile, despite his frumpy visage.
“Tea, Professor?”
“Yes, but don’t go to any bother for me.”
“No bother. It’s already steeping.” He disappeared into the kitchen, leaving Rowden to study the clutter. “I can’t believe you’ve lost my Nicky.”
“Lost him? I didn’t lose anyone. He dumped me.”
Simone brought the tea on an elegant rolling cart. Like everything in the parlor, it was busy — stacked with cookies and crackers in neat rows, in tins. Rowden took his tea and pawed a wafer.
“Your Nick managed a disappearing act at Yosemite. I traced him here.” He flipped the card over his thumb with all the flash of a magician. “The ID on his backpack.”
“Well, he’s not here,” Simone plopped into a velvet chair, and then sipped his tea. “I bet it’s that damn owl. It’s always that damn owl. This isn’t like him, Professor. I love him like my best piece of luggage, but when he digs into his father’s business, I wonder why I’ve ever hooked up with him.”
Simone set his cup down, and then wiped a tear. Rowden felt like an intruder now. He also understood that the double-barreled name was neither faux nor falsely ordered. As Simone sniffed, Rowden sighed. He was never good at comforting the distressed. It made him nervous to see a man teary. He searched for comforting words, but could come no closer than a progression from Simone’s last comment about Nick’s father’s business.
“Did you know his father?”
Simone blew his nose. “Did you?”
“Yes. I studied under Professor Battle. But John Battle’s business should be finished.”
“He left some business unfinished. I mean, don’t get me wrong, Professor. We should always honor our parents.” He pointed to the ancestral woman — Grandmother, Rowden now thought. “I loved mine. They left me this place, my little perch on the hill.”
“It’s lovely.”
“Oh, thank you.” Simone touched his hand to the teapot. “Lovely things my mother left me. I treasure them. I dust them every day. But Nicky’s father left his son a gaping hole — loose ends, books, objects, pictures, and a little trust fund to keep him out of trouble.”
“So Nick doesn’t work?”
“He works at being Nicky.” Simone sighed. “He has my heart and soul, but when I get my hands on him, I’ll kill ‘im.”
“He’s disappeared before?”
“Always in search of something I don’t understand. If there’s some danger, he’ll keep me from it, dear boy. The truth is, I never know when I’ll get the news that he’s been . . . he’s been . . . oh shit, I’ll kill ‘im myself.”
Simone slammed the teacup down, almost cracking it. He quickly examined it for scars. Suddenly, he stood, and then stared out the window that overlooked the hill. The sun lit his chiseled features hinting at a deep sadness. Life, as fine and sassy as it can be, plants its heavy hand on those who walk a different line — a rickety beat as diverse as the clock ticks in that cluttered parlor, each within its own proud rhythm, reaching the hour in its own good time.
“I met John Battle once,” Simone said. Rowden sensed that Simone was viewing a daydream, a clear and biting relic played anew on the hill’s amphitheater. “He was a handsome man with salt and pepper hair. He had the same deep blue eyes as my Nicky, except they were restful. I guess with age, the eyes get more restful.” He looked back at Rowden, who took the point. “He was very gentle when speaking with me. But I could tell he disapproved.”
Simone returned to the chair. He crossed his legs.
“I wasn’t in drag that day. I wore a nice white suit and a green and lemon tie. Yes, green and lemon. I still have that tie. I remember. He shook my hand and said, Nice to make your acquaintance, Mr. Geldfarb. But I knew he meant, Nice to meet you and hope never to see you again. Later, he had words with Nicky outside my earshot. Nick has never told me what was said . . . exactly. But I certainly could guess. You don’t live in the life and ignore the obvious. From that day on, father and son did not speak.”
Simone reached for his teacup, and upon seeing that Rowden’s cup was empty, reached to pour some more.
“On the day the old man died, they sent for Nicky. But . . . too late.” He sighed. “I truly believe Nicky wanted to make his father proud. They’re a proud lot, these Battles. Me . . . I’m just a spectator.”
Simone put the pot down, and then offered Rowden a cookie. He declined.
“Nicky’s interest in things Chinese grew from that day. So yes, Professor, I met John Battle. I can’t forget him. I see him every day in Nicky’s room. John Battle’s ghost haunts my little perch on the hill.”
Simone walked across the room to a closed door.
“I hate to go in here, but . . .”
He opened it, beckoning Rowden to enter.
“Nick’s study. Come see.”
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A strange aroma floated into the parlor — an aroma Rowden recognized. An academic aroma. A library one — like the study hall at Columbia University. He sauntered to the door. The sunlight that lit the parlor disappeared in the study. Wall-to-wall bookshelves encircled the room, books opened everywhere; pictures, photos, and manuscripts strewn on tables and a mahogany roll top desk. Old Pew.
“Mother of God,” Rowden muttered. “Would you look at this?” He hadn’t seen so much oriental clutter since his own studies — his thesis days, when the White Cross was ingested by the pound and dim light formed small circles around whatever index stack dumped across the ramshackle of references. The place smelled of old books that had traveled long and far in the bellies of Chinese cargo ships for months at a time, like some scholastic middle passage. It was a legacy to the China Hands to see so many volumes shouting from the shelves with their musty, briny aroma.
“Remarkable.”
“To me, it’s scary.”
“Scary?”
“Considering Nicky doesn’t read Chinese, I don’t see why he’s collected all these Chinese books.”
“This is his father’s collection.” Rowden went to the shelf and dusted off a large pea-green volume. He opened it back to front. “This is the Sung de Li-shr — the Sung Dynastic History. One in seven volumes, I should say. I lived in these. In fact, I borrowed this exact volume from Professor Battle when I started work on my dissertation. You have no idea the memories that this book recalls.”
“Well, at least it’s worth something to you, Professor.” Simone ran his hand along another shelf. “They’re dust collectors.”
“Worth something? This entire room is probably worth more than the building it stands in.”
“Fat good that does.” Simone shook his head. “Nicky never parts with a page of it.”
Rowden went to the desk and scanned the avalanche of pictures. “These photos are amazing,” he said. He picked up a large framed portrait of John Battle. “He was my mentor. He taught me my craft, ungrateful snip that I was. I repaid him with . . . disloyalty — academic disloyalty.”
“Whatever are you talking about, Professor?”
Rowden put the picture down, and then touched Simone’s shoulder.
“I wish you would stop calling me Professor.”
“Why? It’s so you. Let others call you what they want or what you want. Drag queens are not easy to boss around, you know.”
“So I’ve noticed.”
“So, Professor, just how did you come to lose my Nicky in Yosemite?”
Rowden did not turn his attention from the photos. He just whipped through them not knowing which to look at first.
“I didn’t lose him. He went away with . . . well, I guess there’s no way around it. I’m sorry to be the one to bring it up, but there’s no easy way to skirt it.”
Simone tapped his foot. “Don’t be a mystery.”
“Nick bumped into an ex-lover.”
“An ex-lover? What on earth are you talking about? Nicky has never been with anyone but me.”
“Could have fooled me.” Simone drew his beak as if the goose was about to strike. “Griffen. His name was Griffen.”
“Griffen.” Simone laughed.
“It’s funny?”
“Griffen? An ugly, one-eyed Indian. He’s not an ex-lover. He’s not even gay.”
“I saw him in the club the other night.”
“Just because you’re in a gay club doesn’t mean you’re gay. You were there. No, Griffen is Nicky’s old camping buddy.” Simone’s mood changed. Concern. “But Griffen only shows up when there’s trouble. He’s sort of Nicky’s guardian angel. So you’re right. It isn’t funny at all. I bet it’s that damn owl.”
“The Jade Owl? Do you know . . .”
“I know nothing about that thing. But I do know where to find Griffen on a sunny day in San Francisco. Wait here. I’ll be quick. Poke around in the photos.” He shuffled around on the desk, selected a photo. He thrust it into Rowden’s hand. “Here’s your damn Jade Shmade Owl!”
Simone left to get dressed. Rowden stared at the photograph, slowly twisting in the chair. The sepia photo was old and torn. It showed a young John Battle at a China dig. Christ, Rowden thought. He’s the spitting image of Nick at that age. John Battle posed in the photo, holding out the object of his quest — the Jade Owl. Six inches tall, stocky and pudgy, with the two hoot eyes. It did exist. Here’s the proof. But it was strangely out of focus with the rest of the objects in the photo. Rowden sorted through other photos, finding several of the Jade Owl. They all showed it as a fuzzy object — always at odds with its surroundings. I’d love to shove these up Gillenhaal’s ass, he thought. He gazed back at the photos. This thing doesn’t photograph well. Odd.
Looking closer, Rowden noticed several other objects around the dig, including a curious mother-of-pearl box with a large inscribed character on its lid. What’s that character? Shield? Cage? I guess it would need to be in a sentence to tell. It could have both meanings. These photos are unique and wonderful. Nick ought to collect these in a book and have them displayed. I bet the Museum would fund it. Even J.J. would need to admit the old man scored a great find. He squinted.
“Who’s this? Simon, do you know who this woman is in the pictures?”
“I’m almost ready,” Simone said from the other room.
“She’s in so many. And a child.” He smiled. Sly old fox. We prod and poke.
Simone rushed into the room, his lilac perfume gaining Rowden’s attention.
“Zip me up, Professor.” Simon had become Simone once again, wearing a red and white polka-dot sundress with matching red shoes. His wig had merry curls, which begged for a hat. “I wasn’t that long. There goes the myth that drag-queens take longer than women to get dressed.”
Simone held a wide-brimmed hat flat to his chest waiting for Rowden to complete the dressing process with a zip.
“Are you going out like this?” Rowden obliged the zipper in an off-hand manner.
“Like what?”
“The cross-dress?”
“Professor, I’m not a cross dresser.” Simone pouted, but in a friendly manner, much like a school marm chastising her favorite student. “Besides, most cross dressers are straight men in their wives’ frocks. I’m a chanteuse. A true drag queen. I dress as a sign of style and taste, not as some yearning to be anything more than I am.” Being zipped, Simone twirled around — an inspection twirl, too raucous for the runway, but appropriate for a final exit. “I’m as much the man as you. I package differently, that’s all. I don’t dress like this on all occasions. But on our little mission today, you’ll be glad, in the end, to have had me along and in drag.”
Simone doffed the hat, the wide brim providing considerable shade on each side. The gloves, in place, he clutched a stylish red purse. A scarf completed the ensemble.
“Where are we going?” Rowden attempted to digest the moment with the dignity it deserved.
“Out of this stuffy, gargoyle study. Out into the radiant sun and onto the brilliant pavement. We’ll play tourists today, Professor, on the lookout for fine artwork for our magnificent flat somewhere back in . . . let’s say, Kansas City or Opelika or somewhere back there.” He led Rowden into the parlor. “It must be a fine work to offset the ottoman and lava lamps. It should be by one of the better known South of Market artists.”
“South of Market?”
“SOMA. Don’t you know anything about style and fashion?”
“I guess not. So where are we going?”
“Union Square, silly.” Simone led the way down the stairs. “That’s where we’ll find a good artist or at least a half-sighted Indian one today.”
Rowden opened the front door for Simone, who fished through his purse for the key and locked up. Down the bevels of Prosper Street, Rowden Gray escorted his afternoon date — Simon Geldfarb, the divine, gracious and precious dove (formerly goose). A man much like himself, only packaged a little differently.
Chapter Six
Hunting
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To Union Square in search of a SOMA artist. Was that it? Was that the goal? If Griffen was there, would that lead to Nick? And if Nick was found, what else would be found? Rowden thought of the empty backpack and the strange transactions he thought he witnessed. Now, after doubting Nick, he entrusted himself to Nick’s better half. No matter. It was the best shot to get to the bottom of all this. On with the hunt.
The sun glared on Union Square. A stiff breeze from Powell Street forced the artists that displayed their works to reinforce their canvases. Some used strings tied in loose webs from an aluminum gantry. Others clipped watercolor papers to flat boards. The wind tousled their wares with abandon. It was a bit like sail cloth on the open sea.
“Almost lost my hat,” Simone said. He held tight to the wide brim. “The breeze, she’s a-kickin’ up, Professor.” With his other hand, he clutched Rowden’s arm and dragged him into the bright sun, where the wind abated.
“We’re not really buying, are we?” Rowden asked.
Simone had shuttled him from vendor to vendor. If Rowden was interested in anything, it was the hot dogs that stalked his nostrils like the bloodhound that may have been their origin. He hadn’t eaten since breakfast. He wished he had taken that extra cookie at Simone’s.
“Shhh,” Simone whispered. “They don’t know we’re not buying. It’s like an outdoor art gallery. Walkers and gawkers as they say in the trade.” He stopped before an oversized canvas. “Wouldn’t this toreador be perfect over the living room couch, dear?” Simone arched his hand forward waving it near the matador’s acrylic red primary smear. It was fixed on a black velvet stretch board.
“Um, yes, perfect,” Rowden said. He tried to appear interested. I’ve seen better paintings in Sears Roebuck’s bathroom. And he had.
The artist emerged from behind the frame.
“Does madam have Spanish décor?” He was a scrawny man with a Pierre Lafitte mustache twanged thinly up to his cheeks. He rubbed his palms.
“Not really,” Simone said. He stood back, closed one eye and raised his thumb to blot the image out. “It’s a splash of red that I need. This red is so bold. It invites all the other colors to kneel at its feet. Such palette. Such composition.”
“We ship anywhere,” the artist noted. Hands rubbed. Fingers twitched.
“But I don’t know. In bright sun, the color might be off. If we got it home, and it proved too brash, I don’t know what I’d do.” Simone placed his hands on his hips. “Do you paint to order?”
“Yes, yes, madam. I take all major credit cards.” By this time, Simone had gazed beyond the Toreador. Another artist showed a few yards further down the causeway. Simone tapped Rowden’s shoulder.
“Griffen,” he whispered.
Upon seeing Griffen, Rowden started.
“Let’s go.”
“Not so fast . . . dear.” Simone reverted to character, smiling at the velveteen artist. “Professor, Griffen will recognize you, won’t he? We don’t really care about him, you know. We want Nicky.” Simone returned to the eager artist. “We’ll take your card. Are you here every day?”
“Yes, yes,” the artist beamed. “I’m sure madam will come again.”
“One can’t live without acrylic on velvet,” Simone muttered. He led Rowden to the next artist, and then searched through his purse for a pair of sunglasses — radical ones even by California standards. “Here, Professor. Put these on.”
“I’m not wearing those.” Rowden pushed the glittery butterfly winged, rhinestone-on-the-nose-bridge sunglasses away. “They’re ladies wear — marginally.”
“Don’t be so coy, Professor. Griffen may not recognize me, but he will recognize you.” Rowden hesitated. “It’s a shame you don’t have a baseball cap to crown the ensemble.”
“That would be a picture.” Rowden donned the sunglasses. “These are ridiculous.”
“No one will notice. This is San Francisco, you know. We have men parading with wedding cake hats; and a stark naked run up Market Street in the fall.”
Rowden felt everyone’s stare as if he were a street mime with his hat out for loose change. He raised his hands to his face as if that would hide the gaudy spectacles. Suddenly, he noticed that Griffen had packed up his ratty canvas and was on the move.
“Let’s go, Professor.”
Rowden and Simone followed him, trailing behind as inconspicuously as two boy scouts invading the brownie patch. They darted into shadows each time Griffen turned.
“Where’d he go now?” Simone asked.
“I think he’s hopped the cable car.” The Powell Street line terminated at Union Square. “Let’s go. Keep out of sight.”
Clang, clang.
It was on the move. So was Rowden. He hopped on the back of the crowded cable car, hanging on to the railing. Simone lagged. He wobbled behind the departing car. High heel running was indeed an art. Rowden reached and reeled him in. Splat. Simone made in on, but pinned Rowden to a fat lady, who smelled of decaying fruit — strawberries came to mind. Simone regained his balance, while Rowden apologized to the hefty woman. The car glided up Powell Street.
Clang, clang.
“Where is he?” Simone asked.
“In the front.” Rowden knew Griffen couldn’t see them through the twenty or so people that were between them. They jolted along, a chase fixed from stern to bow keeping a steady mechanical pace along the rails.
Clang, clang.
When the car stopped at the Jackson Street turn, some passengers hopped off. When the conductor switched the tracks, Griffen turned. He watched the departing passengers, monitoring their shadows.
“I think he spied me,” Rowden said. “I’m pretty prominent in these sunglasses.”
“A regular Gloria Swanson. Only kidding. More like Mary Pickford, if you ask me.” Rowden began removing the glasses. “Keep them on. Is he still there?”
Rowden checked. Griffen sat eyes-front now; stoic. He gripped his canvas portfolio like a Nanny would her carpetbag.
“Yes.”
“If he recognized you, he would’ve bolted. He’s a fast Cherokee.”
“Cherokee?”
“Full blooded. Rare these days.”
Clang, clang.
The cable car jarred up Jackson to the Hyde Street turn. Screech. Rowden snapped at the rail strap. He missed it, stumbling into the lap of a balding middle-aged man.
“Sorry.”
“That’s okay ma’am,” the man said, tipping his hat, showing his pate.
“That’s it,” Rowden said. He handed Simone the butterfly sunglasses. “These fucking things are off.”
Simone shrugged. He wedged them into his purse, just as the cable car stopped again.
Clang, clang.
“Lombard Street,” the conductor shouted. “The world’s most crooked street. Lombard Street.”
The car’s middle emptied, no one remaining between Rowden and Griffen. Rowden hid his face, praying that Griffen remained eyes-front. Simone grabbed a seat just as the car traveled again.
Rowden uncovered. Griffen turned and spied him. He stood.
“You,” he said. “Why do you hunt me?”
Clang, clang.
The car dipped. It descended the steep embankment toward Fisherman’s Wharf, the angle and velocity dampening Rowden’s balance. Griffen was also stymied from jumping off in a jackrabbit escape. Simone just held onto his hat.
“Griffen,” Rowden said. “I just want to ask you . . .”
Grunt. No answer. The car slowed as it approached the station, the wheels singing over the cobbles. Clippety-clop. A steel horse coming to stable.
“Griffen, I need to speak with you.”
“I speak to no one. Do not hunt me.”
“Ghirardelli Square.” the conductor declaimed. “Last stop. Ghirardelli Square.”
Clang, clang.
With a bump, the cable car stopped. Rowden lurched, but Griffen bounded out, his portfolio trailing from his hand.
“Professor, he’s getting away,” Simone shouted.
Rowden recovered, bouncing on the sideboard. Griffen raced across Ghirardelli Square like a bear after otter. Simone held his hat against the strong gusts that reigned in this neck of the woods. The art of high-heel running was at the fore again.
A forest green arcade swallowed Griffen into its shadows. A sign read
Greenbrier Mews — Fine Shops and Dining.
Rowden spied a row of shops in the arcade. He had managed to keep up . . . until now. His huff and puff had been remiss. A Miracle. However, Simone struggled over the cobblestones like a drunk on a high wire.
“Simone. Carry the fucking hat. Ditch the heels. He’s getting away.”
Simone complied, but they had lost the scent. Standing before the green arcade, with its many shops, there was no sign of a one-eyed Cherokee, artist or otherwise.
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Rowden gaze down the long row of shops. They appeared closed, but after strolling past a bakery, an antique emporium and a jewelry shop, he realized that Jefferson Street had been dampened at one end. Construction — perhaps a sewer project. There were detour signs at the far end and, except for this arcade, the sidewalk was torn up like a carrot patch.
“This is pretty much a dead end,” he said. He reversed his stroll moving back toward Ghirardelli Square.
“I disagree, Professor. I saw him go this way.”
“Well, then he’s jumped over the ditches down at the far end. Or . . . he’s darted into one of these shops. They’re pretty dead looking.”
They stood before the jewelry shop. Simone pawed at the window and admired the Native American silver.
“Let’s go,” Rowden said. “We don’t have time to shop. We don’t . . . Shit.”
“We don’t shit what, Professor?”
Rowden also pawed the window now. His head swam.
I know this jewelry.
“It’s nice, isn’t it?” Simone babbled. “I must remember this place for a girl’s day out. My friend, Miss Chatty, would go ga ga for these gagoos. I go ga ga for these gagoos.”
Rowden hunkered down. His eyes scanned the lapis lazuli and onyx rings.
“I know these.”
“Common enough. Hopi, Navajo and the Hootchey Kootchey tribes manufacture tons of it.”
Rowden stared at his confectionate companion.
“No, you don't understand. I’ve seen this jewelry before — at Yosemite.” His head darted to the signage. “Where are we?”
“Wewoka Jones’ Native Silver Finery,” Simone read. Beneath this were symbols, a strange alphabet that Rowden did not know. “Then there’s something in Cherokee.”
“Cherokee?” Rowden raised an eyebrow. How in hell’s name would Simone know that this scrawl was Cherokee?
“Nicky knows a few words. He has a book on the Cherokee Alphabet. He taught me a phrase or two.”
Who knows such things? Linguists? Paleolithic archeologists? But drag queens? And rogue sons of Old China Hands? But since Griffen was Cherokee, these strange symbols suddenly marked the spot. The hiding place of choice.
A woman came to the inside window. Rowden balked.
“I know her.”
“Know her?”
“I saw her at Yosemite.”
The old woman spied Rowden. Her eyes flared. Then, she disappeared into the shop’s shadows. Rowden could hear her waddling to the door. As Rowden tried turning the knob, the lock clicked. Once again, the OPEN sign reversed to CLOSED.
“She’s done it again. Damn.” He rattled the door.
“Closed,” the old woman said. “Closed for lunch. Come back some other time. Some other day.”
Simone rapped on the window. “Let me try.” The woman fluttered her hands as if she were steering away a flock of Simones that crossed her path. Simone insisted — pointing and rapping. The old woman placed her hands on her hips. She muttered something in a strange tongue. Still, Simone persisted. Rowden had underestimated the tenacity of the drag queen. When it came to shopping, Simone knew the game and knew that, for whatever reason the woman barred the door, she would never turn away a possible sale. Lunch could be served on golden platters and with silver spoons. Merchant laws stood as long as hunger laws. One fed the other.
“I want to see that bracelet,” Simone said.
Rap. Rap.
“That one there.” The old woman followed the manicured index finger to some silver bracelets. She touched one. “No. No, not that one. That one!” She touched another. “No.” Another one touched — this time raised from its display collar. Victory was near. The old woman waddled to the door, and then unlocked it.
Simone turned triumphant to Rowden. He was impressed. Rowden would have walked away and paced and moaned and plotted, much like a man without the shopping gene. The day would have been lost. But this thin goose of a man — Simon Geldfarb, decked in the splendor of Simone DeFleurry, had gained entrance to the hot spot. Simone was correct. Rowden was glad he had him along in drag today.
Rowden entered the shop. A wave of Osage bit his throat. It was acrid, much like the heavy sweet muck of pot. The woman regarded Rowden with a fishy, almost rheumy glance. Rowden thought that he would be barred — only potential sales permitted to enter, but the old woman’s attention was on Simone. She let Rowden pass.
“Show me, misses, what you want from me?” the old woman said. “I am closed for lunch.”
“O si yo,” Simone said.
The woman smiled. “O si yo. To hi ts’u. Tsi Tsa-la-gi?” It was just the ticket to alleviate suspicion.
“No, I’m not Cherokee,” Simone answered. “I’m from a different tribe altogether. My husband knows a few words, that’s all.”
The old woman stared at Rowden. “You,” she said. “You look Tsa-la-gi. You have the high cheeks and the hazel eyes of the tribe.”
“No,” Rowden said. “I’m not Cherokee.”
“We are all Tsa-la-gi,” she said. “Our blood runs in the veins of millions. I can tell. I am smart, you know. I am Wewoka — Wewoka Jones, like the sign says.”
Simone grabbed Rowden’s arm. “He’s not my husband, Mrs. Jones. He’s my uncle’s cousin’s nephew.”
Wewoka smiled, not even trying to parse the relationship.
“Look about,” she said to Rowden. “I have many nice things here. But hurry. Lunch is waiting.” She turned her attention again to Simone. “Now, which bracelet did you wish to see, misses?”
“The lapis and onyx dabble.”
While Simone kept Wewoka occupied near the window case, Rowden wandered about the shop trying his best not to heave at the Osage. He knew it was a spiritual touch, the soul seeping the powers of earth and fire, but he didn’t feel too spiritual today. In fact, he was glad now that he hadn’t had anything to eat. The temptation of the Union Square hot dog may have had him cringing. That smell is awful. He feigned some interest in the dreamcatchers, arrowheads, and coyote incense burners while moving further toward the shop’s back. He took full advantage of Wewoka Jones’ preoccupation. The shop was small, but angled conveniently, separating art objects from jewelry. The further into the recesses Rowden drifted, the lighter the Osage. That was one enticement to drift there. The other was a curtained door.
Rowden looked about. Simone still haggled over the hallmark on a signature piece. Rowden peeked behind the curtain like a curious child peeping through the wardrobe expecting Narnia to lay beyond. It was too dark to see the old woman’s inner sanctum. Rowden thought it would not be coincidental that Griffen, a Cherokee, would be hiding in a Cherokee shop owned by a Cherokee woman who had a definite Yosemite connection. Rowden pushed through the curtain, expecting to either trip over the feet of a one-eyed Cherokee artist or, as it turned out, find himself in a dark hallway.
This isn’t good, he thought. The darkness swallowed him, his eyes as blind as any Cherokee he had encountered. He felt along the wooden walls until he came to a staircase. His foot kicked the first step. The bang echoed. Behind him, the curtain opened. A rush of light flooded the hallway as the old woman entered.
“What you doing here?” Wewoka Jones shone a flashlight in his eyes. “Snooping spy.”
Rowden’s surprise damned his tongue. He warbled “I was looking for . . .” then “looking for the men’s room.”
“No men’s room here, you snooping bastard.”
Simone trailed in through the curtain and tried to pull Wewoka back into the shop, but Mrs. Jones fought like a wolverine, her body weight no match for a thin drag queen — five thin drag queens.
“Keep your hands off me, misses. I think you mean to rob me. Get out of here. I’ll call the cops.”
At this constabulary evocation, Rowden jolted. Perhaps they had miscalculated. Maybe he had seen another fat Native American woman at Yosemite and similar silver jewelry. Did he imagine Griffen running in this direction? Doubt is the great sobriety test.
“Please,” Rowden said. “We didn’t mean any harm.” The truth. The truth. The truth will set you free. “Fact is, we’re looking for someone.”
“Who? You look for someone in my hallway?” She smacked Rowden with the flashlight. “Perhaps you look for my stock of silver.” She continued to beat him, while Simone tried to hold her arms.
“Stop, that hurts,” Rowden said. “Get her off me, Simon.”
“You lousy bastards. Help! Police!”
Suddenly, a rush of light burst from a room at the top of the stairs. It arrived like a beacon in the night, startling Rowden. It startled Wewoka too, because she stopped her assault. Into the light, back lit like a phantom, silhouetted in mystical rays, appeared a man’s figure.
“Stop, a-gi-tsi,” the phantom said. It was not a phantom’s voice. Rowden knew that voice. “Ma, stop it now.”
Wewoka Jones nodded her head toward the mannish form.
“Robbers, son. Lousy bastards come to steal.”
“No, Ma. No.” The man stepped down a few, the stairs creaking like a vessel in a storm. “Enough. Stop.”
Wewoka obeyed her son. He came down halfway. The light struck his craggy face — his unsmiling thick lips, his unblinking eyes (one alive and blue, the other dead and gray). His shock of greasy hair hung three month’s past his last haircut and that with a sharp hunting knife, to Rowden’s mind.
“Griffen?” Simone asked.
“Griffen Jones,” he said. He held a gun in his right hand, at the ready. Rowden started at that. If there was one thing in life Rowden detested, it was guns. He pointed to it as if to say put that thing away. You’re scaring the shit out of me. He did not need to voice it. Griffen smirked.
“You have found me,” he said, returning the gun to its holster. “Follow me. I have what you seek.”
They followed Griffen up the creaky staircase into the bright light. The penetrating glow that had backlit Griffen now spotlighted these four. What Rowden saw beyond the light was a real eye-opener — a sight remembered for years. The hunt was over.
Chapter Seven
Os-da U-gu-ku
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“Nicky,” Simone cried. “Oh, my God. Is he dead?”
The room smelled of turpentine. An artist’s garret — rags and canvas strewn about awaiting Griffen’s touch. Bright light shone from a pedestal. Emerald beams bounced off the ceiling’s bevel like cosmic rays in a comic book. On a cot in the corner lay Nick Battle. His face was pale, caught in the beams of the jade object on the pedestal. The Jade Owl was a mere six inches tall on an irregular base — stubby and stocky, with hoot round eyes and perky ears. Still, its glow overwhelmed the room. Nick was draped in a tapestry of native shawls and blankets, his head propped at an angle. He appeared corpse-like, as if awaiting embalmment.
“Nicky,” Simone cried.
He ran to his side, pushing off the shawls. He broke through the concentration of the jade beam.
“Nicky.” He looked to Griffen. “What’s happened?” He held Nick in his arms, rocking him, tears flowing as dramatically as Yosemite Falls. “Whatever you’ve done, dear boy, I forgive you.”
Rowden approached not knowing which was more alarming — the sight of Nick Battle on what appeared to be his bier or his first true glimpse of the Jade Owl. He’s so pale, Rowden thought. Death warmed over. He touched Nick’s hand expecting to feel ice, but it was warm, almost on fire — an assurance that blood still flowed.
“Griffen, have you called a doctor?”
“No doctor,” Griffen said.
“In his condition, he needs help now.”
“Master Nicholas is recovering. He was worse.”
Rowden scowled at this remark. Worse? God Almighty man, and you left him to lie here while you foraged for whatever on Union Square. Then, Rowden spied the gun again — holstered, but nonetheless there. He looked about the studio, the dilapidated furniture, the easels, the turpentine and linseed bottles. There was a small aquarium tank tottering on the sill beneath the scraggy skylight. Rowden was in no position to complain. This was not his turf; although he worried that Simone wouldn’t care about such small details.
“Nicky,” Simone moaned. “Speak to me, dear.”
“What’s happened?” Rowden snapped. He stared at Griffen, who turned his head toward the Jade Owl. The glow grew fainter. The outline of the bird was clearer now. Soon, the object was solid.
So you do exist, Rowden thought. And Nick had you in his sights all the time. He glanced back at Nick, who appeared rosier in this new light. Perhaps Simone’s weeping bathed briny life into the air, resurrecting hope from despair. Rowden took a step toward the Jade Owl. He reached for it.
“Do not touch it yet,” Griffen warned. He put his face into Rowden’s. It was the kind of face one didn’t want close, but when there, you needed to listen. It was a face filled with wisdom from the threshing floor, the education of sweat and toil. “When the U-gu-ku glows, it is a fearsome thing. When it does not, it can be just as fearsome. I’ll put it in its cage.”
Griffen placed the Jade Owl into an oblong pearl container that sported an archaic vermilion character on its lid. It was not the shapely brush character that one could look up in the dictionary, but a ceremonial character, patterned on antique sigils.
Shield, Rowden thought. Or Cage. I guess I’d need to see it in a sentence. But given its use and purpose, shield would be as good as cage. Little did Rowden know that between those different meanings laid a world of pain and suffering.
Simone still wept and rocked Nick. He kept calling his name. Suddenly, Nick’s eyes flashed opened, sending Simone into more weeping. Nick hitched several breaths. These became coughing — a hacking, raspy cough that catapulted him forward slung over Simone’s shoulder like a burping baby.
“Thank God you’re back,” Simone said. He assisted each hack with a firm back pat. At one point, he lost his wig, but it didn’t seem to matter.
Wewoka trundled into the studio with a tray and a steaming bowl of soup.
“Lunch, Master Nick,” she said. She noticed Simone’s change of state. “Oh. Misses, where is your hair?”
“He’s berdache, Ma,” Griffen grumbled. “You know how Nick is, Ma. You know.”
“Os-da,” she laughed. She put the soup down on the pedestal, pushing the Cage aside as if it was a pesky bit of bric-a-brac for which she cared little. Rowden jumped when she pushed it. She only smiled and chided him. “Master Nick needs to eat now, now that the U-gu-ku sleeps and is away in its hive.” She sneered at it. She cleared Rowden away, but had some difficulty getting Simone to release his hold. “Please, misses, he must eat or he will not be well.”
Nick lay back again as Wewoka took charge. His eyes rolled and looked about.
“The horn,” he said.
“Again, the horn,” Wewoka laughed. “He always wakes to the horn. Now, quiet Master Nick. There is no horn. You have been in the land of dreams.”
“Courtesy of the U-gu-ku,” Griffen said. He pointed to the Jade Owl’s cocoon.
Suddenly, the veil seemed to part from Nick’s eyes. He almost knocked the spoon from Wewoka’s chubby hand.
“Simon,” Nick said. “Simon. You’re here. Hold me, dear. Hold me.” Simone tapped Wewoka’s shoulder and gave her the buzz off old woman hand flip. Wewoka moved aside letting Simone hug Nick again. Rowden sat at the end of the cot. “Rowdy, you’re here too. I’m so glad. I’m so very glad you’ve found me again.”
Rowden folded his arms and cocked his head. The dim glow from the shabby skylight made him appear older. He was worn by lost opportunities, frazzled by new ones.
“Really, Nick? I’m not too sure that you mean that.”
Nick sighed. “I’m so sorry I left you at Yosemite.”
“Hush,” Simone said. “You need to get better. We’ll kill you when you’re up and about.” Simone poked Rowden’s leg. “Let’s not worry about the whys and wherefores now. But Nicky, how could you worry me like that? Not a word. No call. Not even a note.”
“I’ve been sick,” Nick said. He looked it. No one could have accused him of lying about that. His cheeks were drawn and his hair a wispy mass. His eyes were wan, his lips as chapped as a preacher at a desert revival meeting.
“Now that’s the thing, Nick,” Rowden said. “Not only do you disappear, but when you show up, you’re a mix of unexpected elements.”
“You mean it?” Nick said, nodding toward the Cage. “Believe me, Rowdy. I didn’t plan things the way they happened. I’m not sure what happened. After Yosemite, things went hazy. I sank into a depression — stomach cramps — anxiety. The full fucking nine yards. I thought I might have had food poisoning.”
“Like I would poison you, Mr. Nick,” Wewoka said. “No. It is that ne-ya U-gu-ku. Evil gi-squa!”
“Cheese what?” Simone asked. “Did you eat bad cheese, dear?”
“No,” Griffen said. “Ma speaks of the evil bird — the rock owl.”
As if on cue, they all looked toward the pearl Cage with its brilliant vermilion logo. Simone stood like the triumphant drag queen that he was.
“That damn owl.”
“Shhh,” Nick said. “Not so loud. It senses things.”
“Bullshit. Don’t tell me the thing’s alive? It’s a damn rock!”
“Not alive,” Nick whispered. “Not dead either.”
“Fairy stories.”
“Let’s not get carried away, Nick,” Rowden added. “Relics tend to take on a life of their own when you study them. Chalk it up to misperception.”
Nick sat up with Simone’s aid. He ran one hand through his hair. He kicked Rowden, so his feet could move freely.
“I hope it’s misperception, Rowdy. But this relic does have a life of its own. I’ve spent hours with it. It’s the real magilla, not some glass replica in the Vermilion Phoenix. And when it glows, things happen.”
Things happen, Rowden thought. He had heard this before. The Old China Hand had insisted that the Jade Owl had the power to possess; only John Battle did not have the power to possess it. It’s here now. He stared into Nick’s bloodshot eyes.
“It’s been a merry chase,” Nick said. “But that part’s over. I have it now. It has me. I’m not sure which.”
“That damn Owl,” Simone snapped.
“I tried to get him to put the U-gu-ku away,” Griffen added, “but Master Nick is his father’s son.” Griffen snorted, looking toward the Cage. His eyes softened, his hardedge suddenly lost. “It is a curious thing, this Jade Owl. It is so small, yet so powerful. It makes me think on the old days, when the valleys were green with unspoiled wonders and even this Cherokee son saw with both eyes.”
Rowden watched this crusty man drift into thoughts of the halcyon days. The toughness was still there, like the steel that encrusted his balls and made him formidable as foe and masterful as friend. Griffen’s reverie broke. He turned toward Rowden like a man who has finished his appointed rounds.
“I found Nick stretched on the floor before that thing. He was barely breathing.”
“Good thing Griffen, my friend of friends here, was at hand or I’d be more than the silly putty that you find now. But I do feel better. Good old corn soup. And I certainly owe you an apology, Rowdy.”
“I should say so,” Rowden said. “You promised to be up front with me, you know. I trusted that.”
“More soup, Mr. Nick?” Wewoka coaxed.
Simone took the bowl, and then shoveled a spoonful into Nick’s quivering mouth, a little river of run-off streaming down his chin. Nick bubbled over to answer Rowden’s accusation.
“I never made such a promise,” he said. He wiped his mouth on the blanketing. “You spoke the words, but I never agreed to them. I knew I would break such a promise at the time.” Rowden appeared hurt. Nick shrugged. “I may be a lousy con-artist and thief, but I take promises seriously.”
“Thief?” Simone snapped. “Not you, Nicky. Please, who called you a thief?”
Nick kneeled on the cot, his face redolent of a lobster. “The Jade Owl is mine by right,” he said, pointing to the Cage. “The secret it unlocks should have been revealed to my father. He never got the chance. It’s my chance now — my inheritance — my destiny; my birthright; even if I had to steal and deceive to get it.”
“You’re raving,” Simone said.
“No, dear. It’s true. I stole the Jade Owl. Although I don’t know how I could steal what is mine by right. I don’t regret what I’ve done. I don’t.” He looked directly at Rowden. “The only thing I regret is deceiving you.”
“Stole it?” Rowden said. His voice was tinged with disappointment.
“I stole it back.” Nick appeared angry at Rowden’s lack of understanding. Who needs backlash when offering an apology? “It was stolen from my father. Some people would do their worst for this relic. Some people, like Xiao Win-t’o, would do their very worst for it.”
“Xiao Win-t’o? The antique dealer?”
“He is no antique dealer,” Griffen said. “He is a boss. He steals artwork and turns ‘em into millions. He is powerful. Very dangerous.”
“He wants the Jade Owl,” Nick said.
Rowden was lost. Somewhere between the I regret I deceived you and turns ‘em into millions, Rowden lost the thread of Nick’s rambling. Maybe because it lacked a clear thread to begin with, filled with a passion that Rowden had not seen in Nick until now.
Nick drew closer. He took a deep breath.
“I was Xiao Win-t’o’s courier. He trusted me. When the word on the street said that the Jade Owl was in play, Win-t’o hired me to procure it; to fetch it back to his greedy hands. But instead . . .”
“You double-crossed him,” Rowden snapped.
“Forgive me. I wouldn’t put it so harshly.”
“I should say not,” Simone echoed.
“Mr. Nick is an honorable man,” Wewoka added.
“I don’t know about the honor of it,” Nick said. “But I’m sorry I deceived you, Rowdy. You were there, every step of the way; from the purchase to the procurement to the theft.”
“The purchase?”
“Yes. You even carried the cash and gave it to my agent on Grant Avenue.”
Rowden thought hard, retracing his steps.
“Whiskey Han? Well, fuck me. The cash was in the doggy bags?” Nick confirmed. “How dumb-ass stupid I’ve been.”
“Whiskey Han is Han Fu-xing. He is not among the homeless. He was one of my father’s field assistants. He knows the Jade Owl well.”
Rowden was suddenly on the thread now. “So I did see him at the Merced market in that trailer.” The mental lights spread across his face.
“You did.”
“And the Jade Owl was in the back pack after all. You tossed it to me. I could have looked in.”
“I was sure that you wouldn’t.”
“You think you’re such a smart-ass,” Rowden said. He stared at the Cage. “That explains the pretty pearl-like powder.”
“Pearl,” Nick said. “Not pearl-like. I didn’t realize the Cage left a trail.” He patted Rowden’s hand, which Rowden thought to withdraw, but a notion rapped his noggin. The time for resolution was near. He looked Nick in the eyes, those saucer blue lemur eyes.
“I did leave the backpack on the bus,” Nick said. “I hoped you would know where to contact me, or at least, Simon.”
“How thoughtful you are, dear,” Simone said.
“No, not thoughtful at all,” Nick continued. “The plan was to give the Jade Owl to Griffen, who would keep it safe until I could return to San Francisco. But I discovered that Xiao Win-t’o had Sam Ch’ang follow me.”
The Chinese man on the porch. That’s who that was. “Sam Ch’ang.”
“Exactly. Sam Ch’ang is Win-t’o’s lieutenant. If Win-t’o wanted the Jade Owl, Sam would have taken it at any cost. That put us all in danger. So I sent you away, Rowdy, and managed to lose Sam. We hid in Wewoka’s Shop.”
“We have branch locations, Mr. Rowdy,” Wewoka said. “Very profitable in season.”
“We saw you at the window,” Nick said. “We were hiding under the counter. So that’s that. I’m as sorry as anyone could be. But I was thinking of your safety.”
“And what of your safety?” Rowden asked.
Griffen leaned into the conversation.
“Master Nicholas is not safe as long as Win-t’o is hunting.”
Nick stared across to Simone, who knelt beside the cot. “I’m sure he knows Simon would be looking for me,” he said. “I’m sure Prosper Street is being watched. The Drake also, Rowdy. I’m sure. After all, you’d be looking for me too.”
Rowden leaped to his feet like the volcano that had been simmering
“Why should I be? I’m not sure why I’m even in this. You were fun. Interesting . . . but all this wheeling and dealing. I’m not sure why I should remain involved?”
Nick tried to stand, quite wobbly. He managed to hold onto Simone, who raised him by degrees much like the servant who stands ready for the king to mount his horse. Nick put his arm around Rowden, bringing his eyes close. His faint lavender aroma calmed Rowden.
“Am I not still fun and interesting? You’re involved because I involved you from the first minute you crashed into me at the Museum.”
Rowden’s calm disappeared, melting into the lava flow that was destined to shoot before the pyroclastic storm.
“Do you mean to tell me that you singled me out to be caught up in your hair brain scheme to bilk some Chinatown gangster out of his ill-gotten gold?”
“Jade,” Nick said. “Yes. You were part of the plan and still are. Stop pacing. You’re making me dizzy.”
Rowden stood still. He cracked his knuckles, a loud report since he hadn’t cracked them in some time.
“Please, Professor,” Simone snapped, “he’s still not well. And he still has my wrath to deal with at some point.”
Rowden plopped on the cot, and then buried his head in his hands. Nick sat beside him and rubbed his back.
“I’m being honest with you now,” Nick said. “I know you now, Rowdy.” Rowden snorted. “I care for you now, Rowdy.”
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Rowden heard the words clearly. They sounded genuine, sincerity bristling in the vanguard like a charitable plea for a contribution. So I was a pawn to Gillenhaal and the Board of Trustees when it was convenient to drag my ass out here and dangle a carrot. And I was also a pawn for John Battle’s son, who needed a convenient curator to do his bidding. It was orchestrated to blend the parts of some elaborate plan, but something went wrong. Oh yes, something went terribly wrong. The Jade Owl was not an easy relic to possess. It needed a specialist attached. And now there’s remorse, because . . . he cares for me now.
“You’re maddening,” Rowden said. He snorted like the bull he felt Nick was dishing out.
Nick appeared plausibly sincere. “It’s true, Rowdy. You’re no longer just a plot point in a plan. I admit, I needed you in your new capacity to help me gain access to my father’s exhibits — hands-on access.”
“There’s a point in your plan gone astray.” Rowden laughed, more a stage laugh, a grunting ha ha. “I’m the curator of nothing now.”
Nick touched Rowden’s shoulder. Gaining Rowden’s attention, he moved to the pedestal and raised the Cage, holding it high.
“You are still a curator.” He stretched the Cage forward offering the prize to Rowden. Silent and contemplative, Rowden snapped open the lid revealing the Jade Owl. It sat quiet against the red silk inner lining. It called to him with the mute song of history. Rowden had always been drawn to relics by the mere fact that each had a history, an origin, and a series of owners. Each had witnessed the fame and folly of lives that blossomed and burst over the causeway of time. But this relic had more than history and the tales of tartary and mummery about its hoot eyes. This little bird was misted by legend and hazed in power. Rowden knew little about the relic’s full course, but he did know he wanted to know. He wanted to touch it and ask it to yield its voluminous tale, to whisper it in his ear so he could recount it to the world as its interpreter.
“It’s a thing of beauty and mystery,” he muttered. “Indeed, a curator’s prize.” Would it be my folly to follow these secrets to the ends of the earth? Would it be folly not to ignore those round, hoot-eyes? There’s so much to know and life is short. He snapped his gaze to Nick.
“You’re tempting me.”
Yes, there was temptation like ye olde serpent in ye olde garden. Same thing. So powerful was the Jade Owl’s draw that everything else seemed to disappear — Griffen’s grumpy stare, Simone’s tears, Wewoka’s attentiveness, and even the aroma of corn soup. Everything faded beneath the Jade Owl’s radar.
Nick smiled. “Do you know what this object is, Rowdy? Do you know its real value?”
“Its value is in its uniqueness,” Rowden said. “As an object — by the ounce Jade — it might prove a disappointment.” He took a step closer. “Why does it glow?” It didn’t glow now as it did earlier. Rowden had known many relics as he prodded and poked about his sinological sandbox. Never had one glowed like a firefly.
“I don’t know.” Nick sighed. “Green or red, the glow is something that I can’t explain.”
“Radioactive, perhaps? I saw it in your father’s old photos. It was always out of focus. That would be consistent with radioactivity.” Rowden step closer still. “It made you sick. That would explain that as well.”
“It didn’t make me sick,” Nick said. “Some dream did that, I think. Some vision that came upon me while I studied it. I think I made myself sick. Besides, if it were radioactive, do you think any of us would have survived? And how does a radioactive rock turn itself on and off at will? What cold stone do you know that even has will?”
Rowden pondered these remarks — Green and Red and Dream and Will. The shop bell rang. It startled Simone, who had been sitting on the floor near the cot, clutching a futile spoon.
“Door, Ma,” Griffen said. Wewoka was staring at the Jade Owl. She appeared lost to the bell. Griffen snapped his fingers under her nose. “The door.”
“Do not be fresh,” she said. “We are closed. Let them come back later.”
“Door, Ma.”
Wewoka grumbled in her native tongue, words certainly not listed in the published Cherokee Dictionary. Rowden closed the Cage, the Jade Owl returning to its hidden repose. He plopped on the cot, Nick sitting beside him. Simone reclined over Nick’s shoulder and rubbed his back.
While Wewoka trundled downstairs to answer the bell, Griffen unpacked his Yosemite Falls painting. He propped it against the wall, shaking his head as if nothing could be more disappointing than his efforts to capture the majesty. Most people would have agreed with him. He fed the fish instead.
“Where do I fit in?” Rowden asked. “I know you can’t read Chinese. Is that what you need? If so, any one of a dozen people could do it.”
Nick cocked his head. “T’ang inscriptions?”
Simone struck a glorious region of Nick’s back, which caused an ecstatic eye roll. Rowden shook his head. It was like negotiating with a child to eat his mashed potatoes and squash.
“T’ang inscriptions. Well, that narrows the field. You don’t need a curator for that. You could have used any scholar. Why me?”
Nick brushed Simone’s hands away. “You really don’t know?” There was a hint of disappointment, even disbelief in Nick’s voice as if he had discovered yet another hitch in his going to hell in a hand basket plan. “You really don’t know what the Jade Owl is, do you?”
Before Rowden could answer, the door opened. Wewoka, out-of-breath, plodded into the studio.
“Master Nicholas,” she said. “There is a young woman downstairs who says she needs to speak with you. She is A-ni-di-lo-gi-de.” Nick shrugged. “Chinese.”
Griffen slammed the fish food can on the windowsill. He covered the Cage with an old linseed rag and reached beneath his coat for the gun.
“Who is this woman?”
“She says her name is Audrey. Funny name for a Chinese a-ge-ya.”
“Audrey?” Nick said. “I know her, Mother Jones. Her name is Ao-ti. Bring her up.”
Wewoka trundled away. Griffen tensed.
“Is this wise?” he said. Rowden observed that Griffen was more a guardian than a henchman. “I do not trust this intruder. How did she know how to find you?”
“We found him, didn’t we?” Simone said.
Nick smiled. There are no true hiding places in this world. If you want to find that which doesn’t want finding, you are bound to do so. Nick watched Griffen toy with the gun handle.
“No guns. I trust Audrey.”
The sound of Wewoka on the stairway was louder now, the footsteps doubled as she returned with the young Chinese woman. Audrey was slight, but pretty to Rowden’s mind (actually more than to his mind). He looked at her with interest as if another lid had opened on yet another Cage. Audrey had piercing eyes from soft cheeks. Sharp and smooth at the same time. She wore a black warm-up suit. She lowered her head in Nick’s presence like a little sister before an elder brother.
“Nicholas,” she said. “You must come at once. She wants to see you.”
“Who wants to see him?” Simone asked. He sprang forward.
Griffen stepped between them. “Nick cannot go out yet. It is not safe.”
“I must go.” Nick’s voice had deepened. It washed Griffen’s objections and Simone’s inquiries aside. “If she wants to see me, I must go. But Ao-ti, how on earth did you find me?”
“She knows how. Nothing can be hidden from her. You know this, Nicholas.”
“Well,” Simone said, “I’m not letting you out of my sight again. If you need to see her, then I’ll see her too!”
Nick shook his head. “You stay here, Simon. You’re working tonight.”
“Miss Chatty can cover for me,” he said. He fixed his wig into its proper place. “I’m not letting you disappear again.”
Nick acquiesced. He turned to Audrey. “I guess she’ll have company then.”
“I have a car waiting,” she said. “I shall wait below. Do not be long.”
Audrey disappeared down the dark stairway with Wewoka close on her heels. Heavy thuds, the creaking fading away as the women moved through the curtain into the shop. Nick tapped Rowden’s shoulder.
“I’m not staying here, if that’s what you’re thinking,” Rowden said.
Nick laughed. “No. I need you with me. I’ll leave the Jade Owl in Griffen’s care.” Rowden looked toward Griffen — that snarly, weather-beaten man. Hardly an object of trust. These thoughts must have bubbled close to Rowden’s face, because Nick tapped his shoulder again. “Calm yourself, Rowdy. Griffen’s my childhood companion and friend. Wewoka was my father’s housekeeper. I grew up with Griffen. He’s my friend of friends.”
Rowden was more surprised than assuaged by this news. He cocked his head.
“Sorry. I didn’t know.”
“Who else did a lonely gay boy have to pal around with but Mother Jones’ son?”
There was a call from the shop. Audrey’s voice floated through the Osage.
“Please Nicholas, hurry. She is waiting.”
It was not good to keep her waiting — evidently.
Chapter Eight
The Old Grandmother
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Rowden, Nick, and Simone bumped along in the back of her vintage black Rolls Royce. Isolated from the world by tinted glass, they were arrayed like three captives, Rowden and Nick bookends to Simone’s red polka-dotted volume. A partition separated them from the driver and Audrey. It was like a dark ride at Disney except, unlike a whirl on The Pirates of the Caribbean, Rowden wasn’t too sure where the boat stopped. Although the limousine was a classic, it had that new car smell — the plastic grabbing Rowden’s nose, rubbing it in some pine and coconut, interlaced with Nick’s faint lavender soap and Simone’s wellspring of chartreuse. The mixture might have made the Osage preferable. There was nothing spiritual about it.
Simone dipped into his purse and pulled out a lipstick and compact. Peering into the mirror, he tried to adjust his appearance. The car jounced, defying cosmetic art.
“Must you do that now?” Rowden asked.
Although Simone was adept at applying rouge in any moving vehicle, this vehicle had veered over some hefty potholes, transforming the dabs into smears.
“Professor, you really don’t understand these things.” He snapped the compact shut. “If I’m to be presented to her, I must make the best impression. Tell him, Nicky.”
“Simon’s right,” Nick said. He smiled at his partner. “We wouldn’t want to make a bad impression on the old Grandmother.”
“The old Grandmother?” Rowden asked.
“Ao-ling — the matriarch.” Nick must have expected Rowden to react, maybe a jaw drop, but Rowden just looked across Simone with the pale glance of a man suffering from too much motion over too many potholes. “You’ve never heard of her?” Nick asked.
“No. But she must be important to be honored in the pronoun mystical.”
Nick laughed. His bright smile reckoned him like his old self.
“Ao-ling is our saving grace now.”
The car stopped. It might have been for a red light or a cable car or a school bus, for all Rowden could tell. The partition slid down. Audrey popped her head through. When her eyes caught Rowden’s, she smiled. He could have sworn she blushed, but it could have been the rosy light gleaming through the rear view mirror.
“We are here,” she said. “You are to stay put until I tell you.”
The glass slid up. Rowden cracked his knuckles.
“Don’t worry, Rowdy,” Nick said. “Ao-ling is a mother to us all. There’s danger, but not from her.” He grasped Simone’s hands.
Suddenly, the door opened. Rowden could see a portal to an old, red ramshackle building directly across the street — a small street, by all accounts.
“Dinky Street,” Nick said.
It was certainly dinky. Four men dressed in black, probably bodyguards, lined the short distance between the car to the portal. Audrey beckoned.
“Come now. The old Grandmother waits.”
In turn, Nick, Simone and Rowden darted down the line, across to the portal and then into the house. Rowden brought up the rear. Again, his eyes met Audrey’s as she helped him over the high threshold into a dark foyer. Her grip was soft, yet hard, a strange mixture of passion and nails. What a soft beauty, Rowden thought as he paused in the moment.
“Move inside, Professor Gray,” she said. “Follow Nicholas.”
Rowden did not recall introductions, but was glad she knew his name. For the life of him, he couldn’t tell how she knew it. Ah, but she knew everything, the all powerful, all knowing old Grandmother — the matriarch and mother to us all. The door shut behind him. He followed the others down a dark corridor into the ke-ting, the traditional Chinese drawing room reserved for family gatherings and receptions. The room, obscure, lit with just a few red candles, held the aroma of Jasmine, one sweet step above the fetid Osage, but Rowden could cope.
Although difficult to see until his eyes adjusted, Rowden noted the furnishings — silver and black lacquer tables and chairs, gold threaded carpet, silk curtains and, in a corner, a massive chair occupied by a frail old lady dressed in traditional Chinese attire — a black frock with silver brocade trimming. She held a heavy cane in her right hand. Audrey stood beside her like a martial handmaiden. In her black jogging suit, she appeared more formidable now than before.
Nick approached the old woman. He bowed.
“Xiao Ao-ling, you have called, and I have come. My friends are here. This is my partner Simon and . . .”
“Please, Nicholas Battle,” Ao-ling said. Her hand raised like a leaf in a breeze. “I know who you take to your bed.” She smiled at Simone, a dim smile filled with many broken teeth, but teeth as white as ice, evidence of the many years they drew rice and noodles past the gums. “I also know the pupils of your father. I know of this Professor Gray. I am glad you have an escort of friends and lovers in this world of mistrust and shadows, but I called you because you have found it, and keep it safe from Win-t’o’s clutches. That gladdens me.” She flexed her shoulders, sighing with a hollow wind that washed the room with her ancient breath. “Bird and Box will be joined again. John Battle’s son shall do it. He shall. Hao. Hen hao.”
Nick kissed Ao-ling’s hand as it stretched above the cane. Rowden, fully taken by her regal demeanor, fell in line to do the same, but it was not expected. She stopped the ceremonial, waving her hands to either side of the ke-ting,
“Please all. Sit. Be comfortable.” She touched Audrey’s hand. “Ao-ti, call for tea and some sesame cake. I do appreciate the filial piety, but be comfortable all. Sit.”
Rowden found a floor cushion, while Simone and Nick tucked into the love seat. Ao-ling adjusted her petite bottom on her throne. She regarded Rowden, her deeply lined face; a billboard to five score in years at least, reflected more events than a history book.
“So, Professor Gray,” she said. “I have heard your name on John Battle’s lips many times. He hoped one day you would enjoin his work.”
Rowden balanced himself on the cushion. “I’m afraid I disappointed him,” he said. “I sometimes wish I had pursued his work.”
“You pursue it now.” It was a pronouncement Rowden hadn’t considered. “The Jade Owl is his work. It is found and now to be restored. It will reveal her greatest secret.”
“Her secret?” Rowden asked.
“Another mysterious pronoun,” Simone announced.
Her secret? This challenged Rowden’s years of field research.
“Yes,” Ao-ling said. “Wu hou. Wu Tze-t’ien. The secret of Wu Tze-t’ien.”
The Empress Wu? Rowden thought. He nearly fell off the cushion.
“What does the Jade Owl have to do with the Empress Wu? I thought it was just a spooky relic John Battle found in Gui-lin.”
“It is,” Nick said. “My father found it in Gui-lin.”
“We are Guilinese,” Ao-ling said. “The Jade Owl is my family’s heirloom, but it did not originate with the Xiao family. In fact, it has been the Xiao family’s curse. It was never ours to keep.” Her eyes opened wide. She leaned toward Rowden. “It is never anyone’s to keep.”
“I don’t understand,” Rowden said. He truly didn’t. He had been so intent on the Jade Owl as a rare and missing relic that he had divorced it from John Battle’s insane claims. He gazed at Nick with reproach.
“I asked you if you knew what this object was,” Nick said. “You never answered me. I guess you really don’t know. Do you, Rowdy?”
Clueless. Rowden pouted. He was the expert, yet he didn’t know. In a room filled with novices, he alone was ignorant in a matter of which he should be the pundit.
“Do not feel badly, Professor Gray,” Ao-ling said. “There are few who know what the Jade Owl is. There are even fewer who know the whole truth.”
Rowden pondered the Jade Owl in his mind, thinking of past conversations with John Battle. He also recalled the photographs in Nick’s study.
“Rowdy,” Nick whispered. “Have you ever noticed anything strange about the Empress Wu’s Jewelry Box?”
“The Jewelry Box? The Joy of Finches? What does the Jade Owl have to do with the Joy of Finches?”
“Everything.”
Nick’s voice echoed in Rowden’s head. Everything. How could the Jade Owl mean everything to some four-foot beauty of a relic that sat behind a security case in his fortress of lost opportunity? As the everything notion seeped from synapse to synapse, Nick’s voice added yet another layer.
“Did you ever notice how the top of the Joy of Finches has an odd indentation in the shape of . . .”
“A comet.” That’s true. There’s a missing piece.
“The Jade Owl’s base is . . .”
“Comet shaped?” Rowden stammered. “It’s the top of the Box? The Jade Owl is the Joy of Finches’ finial — the missing piece?”
“More than that,” Nick said. “It’s the key that opens it.”
“The key?” Rowden stared into space. His scientific mind whirled like a twister in Kansas, piling the wood of a thousand — no, a million facts into reason’s funnel. He turned to the old Grandmother. “But the box is empty.”
“To some it may appear so,” Ao-ling said. “But Wu Tze-t’ien hid her secret well.”
“What secret?” Rowden said. He cracked his knuckles.
“The location of her tomb,” she said.
He frowned. “But that’s no secret. Wu Tze-t’ien is buried with her husband, the Emperor Kao-tsung. They share a great mound near Xi-an on the Spirit Path.” He taught this to hundreds of disinterested freshman. The woman was buried with her husband in a goddam mound in fucking Xi-an. It would be like telling the babes that Ulysses S. Grant was buried in the New York City subway system. “I’m not buying this.”
“Think, Rowdy,” Nick said. “Think logically. Think like a T’ang Dynasty royal. Be cunning. Fill your thinking with feminine treachery and a dash of nastiness.”
Rowden’s anger simmered. He was the freshman now. He bit his bottom lip like a petulant boy, who was about to learn the truth about his mother and the milkman. And fucking pigs flew!
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Nick hunkered by the cushion, coming close to Rowden’s ear. “Wu Tze-t’ien was the most powerful woman who ever played on China’s historic stage. She declared herself Emperor. Do you think she would share her husband’s tomb?”
“Had she a choice?” Rowden muttered. “You’re telling me that there’s another tomb?”
“A secret lost to the ages,” Ao-ling said. “A secret that hints, but does not settle. The heritage of my family. Only the Joy of Finches can settle it.”
“The Box that cannot be opened,” Rowden mused.
“Except with Wu Tze-t’ien’s key,” Nick whispered. “The Jade Owl.”
Ao-ling closed her eyes. She tapped the carpet with her old friend cane.
“The Jade Owl cursed my household. John Battle relieved us of that curse. It then cursed him. He lost it.” She raised her cane and tapped three times. “For years, the Jade Owl has traveled these shores, bringing its mistress’ malice to those who think they have a rare gift. The only way the malevolence ends is for the Jade Owl to be returned to its mistress in her secret tomb.”
“I understand you now, Nick,” Rowden snapped. “You needed free access to the Joy of Finches. You thought, through me, you’d have it. Have you told any of this to the Curator-General?”
“Gillenhaal? He’s the last person I’d tell. He refers to my father as the lunatic. He doesn’t have a fucking clue what my father’s work meant. To Gillenhaal, relics are the cold pieces of ages gone and molding, like swill. No. I mean to open the Box and find what my father sought.”
“But it may lead nowhere. They’ve x-rayed it. It’s empty. How will plopping this missing chunk of Jade into a slot change that fact?”
“It has touched the Box but once,” Ao-ling said. “It is a key whose task has been unfulfilled. Wu Tze-t’ien sent the Jade Owl out into the world. She watched it leave her hilltop palace to spread its wings over both the strong and the helpless. It spied, sending word of treason and deceit. It traveled with merchant and lord, with courtier and warrior — a prize to all, the unsuspecting and the suspicious alike. She may be dead, but her fiery bird still gathers them to her will.”
“This sounds like an old wives’ tale.”
“I am an old wife.” Ao-ling held up a small book bound in red leather. She had been holding this book since they arrived, flat on her lap. It could have been a napkin or a hand warmer. Now it was clear as she held it up that it was a red leather bound book. “The Diary of the Jade Owl,” she proclaimed, “inside and outside its shielded cage. All is told here.”
She extended the book to Rowden, who took it with reverence. The leather was old. Rowden had never touched leather so ancient. He couldn’t tell whether it was cow, horse or sheep. Still, it was stunning, bright for its age. He opened it, back to front, scanning the first page — The Jade Owl Diary by Xiao Ch’eng. The paper was not as old as the cover. That was a keen observation. Upon touching the first page, he closed the book and brought it to his nose much like a wine taster swirls, sips, gargles and spits. “This is quite a possession, Ao-ling. Who is Xiao Ch’eng?”
“My father.” She drank her tea, regal in her pose, commanding in her sphere. “My father compiled the Jade Owl’s diary from many fragments. I have kept it safe and secret. John Battle knew of its existence, but never had it in his possession. I will only give it to the one who joins the Box and Bird.”
“So it looks like you have another use, Rowdy,” Nick said. “You know I can’t read that scratch.”
“But now, Nicholas Battle,” she said, her voice becoming phlegm laden, “I must chastise you for stealing the Jade Owl from Xiao Win-t’o.”
“But Ao-ling, you said you were glad; and how else could I get it?”
“You could have come to me,” she said. “If I knew the price, I would have made the purchase without any fuss. Now, there is danger. Now, you have crossed a cantankerous man.”
“But Ao-ling, Win-t’o would have sold the Jade Owl on the open market. We would have never seen it again.”
“I think not. Win-t’o would try to return the Jade Owl to Gui-lin.” She leaned forward, striking her cane on the carpet. “Returning the Jade Owl to Gui-lin would be a mistake. This heirloom is not for the weak-hearted. Our family had it too long. Our family . . .”
Suddenly, there was a commotion in the hallway, a banging at the portal. Audrey rushed to see, but a flash of daylight flooded the ke-ting amidst a stream of cursing. The old Grandmother closed her eyes as if she could see beyond the commotion, as if she had expected such an occurrence to cap the day.
“You see,” she said, “now they all come to exercise their filial piety. You have crossed a cantankerous man, Nicholas, and he will not let it rest.”
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Audrey mounted her martial pose, hands splayed, cutting the air. Her feet arched like a point dancer. Her face turned hard like a guardian of a sacred tomb. Rowden dropped his hand to his side, clutching the Diary. Nick pushed Simone behind the old Grandmother’s throne, and then joined Audrey in a defensive pose. His wiry frame looked comical beside Audrey’s, like some anime boy come to his first karate lesson with more piss than vinegar.
Sam Ch’ang swept into the ke-ting, three other men at his flank. Rowden wondered how Sam had managed to push past the army of men in black that had guarded the portal on Dinky Street. Sam’s gun told the story.
“No one move,” Sam shouted. He aimed his gun at Audrey. Although she didn’t move, her stance was enough to broadcast where the flash points were apt to fall. Rowden’s heart pounded. He searched his belly for his balls. Certainly, he wouldn’t let this mug harm the fair young maid. Fair young maid? He witnessed Audrey’s concentration, her feral glance. She was supported by Nick’s good-intentioned snarl. However, before anyone could counter Sam’s move, Xiao Win-t’o arrived. He entered the ke-ting like an inspector come to read the gas meter.
“Sam,” he said, waving his hand. “Put the gun down. It is not needed.”
Sam sniffed. He appeared disappointed, but followed orders, never loosing sight of Audrey’s trigger hands. With the gun holstered, Ao-ling pushed her niece aside. She peered at Xiao Win-t’o as if parting a curtain. She did not appear pleased. She rarely appeared pleased, but if she had been brought to the pinnacle of displeasure, this had been it.
Xiao Win-t’o nodded. Rowden regarded Win-t’o in a different light now. This was not the polished gentleman he met at Han Ch’i-wang’s, the man who knew much about export porcelain of the K’ang-xi kind. This was a player, a man who owned things, like restaurants and art treasures and guns and people — yes, people.
“Good day, Auntie,” Win-t’o said. It was a grand gesture meant to impress the old woman, if breaking her door open didn’t do the trick. She snarled, but kept her silence. “I am sorry to interrupt this family reunion, but I have some business to finish with the kid — eh, Nick? Some unfinished business.”
Win-t’o raised his hand to his hooligan entourage. Sam pushed them back toward the hall. Win-t’o smiled as if to say, there — that’s better. Less threatening. I’m a man of good will and peace and only have some unfinished business to complete. Then, he found the love seat and plopped in its center taking its entire length. He cradled his walking stick on his lap, and then removed his gloves.
How Edwardian, Rowden thought. These little fussy moves raised tension, which, of course, Win-t’o meant to do.
“Now, Nick,” Win-t’o said like a sweet maiden aunt chastising a favorite nephew. “You know I am a trusting soul. I hold trustworthiness as the highest virtue. No man could be more trusting than I. So I ask you, Nick, where is the trust I have earned from you?” He opened his hands to show that he had no weapon. “Where is that young man who I have come to rely upon — who I entrusted with my most important transaction? Is this how you reward me?”
Nick dropped his stance, approaching Win-t’o. Sam placed his hand on the holster, but Win-t’o shook his head. Nick pointed to Sam.
“You trusted me well enough to have your guard dog trail me to Yosemite.”
“Insurance,” Win-t’o said. “Nothing more. And what did you do? You conspired against me. You’ve surrounded yourself with such people as these.” He looked from Simone to Audrey to Rowden. He stared at Rowden, revealing a sickle of teeth, as much to assay the quality of Nick’s choices — a drag queen, a young martial arts bitch and a soft professor of artsy-fartsy persuasion, who knew no better than to keep his nose out of the realities of the true import trade. “Professor Gray,” he said, “you should not be mixed up in this proceeding. It does not concern you.”
“Doesn’t it?” Rowden scowled.
“No, it does not. You are a respected expert in your field, but your field is one of analysis, not trafficking in stolen goods. I respect your interest. You might still have the opportunity to analyze and publish on the Jade Owl. What a fine paper you could write for, let us say, The Harvard Journal of Asian Studies.”
Rowden smiled. Opportunity? A bird in hand and all that crap.
“With all due respect, Mr. Xiao, I’m part of any activity concerning John Battle.”
“Ah, dear John Battle,” Win-t’o said in a mocking tone. “It all comes back to dear John Battle. It is a pity that he took this treasure from us. It would have spared me a great deal of bother.”
“It was not taken,” Ao-ling snapped breaking her silence. She banged old friend cane on the carpet. “You know very well that it was not taken, Win-t’o. It was given — given freely.”
Win-t’o snarled at the woman whom he called Auntie. Perhaps his intentions were to intimidate her in her lair, but that was like invading the temple and jabbing at the deity. Instead, he pointed his walking stick at Audrey.
“Strike that ridiculous, threatening stance, Ao-ti. This is not the Opera. This is not some part of your fan dance to bring rain for the rice harvest.” Audrey glanced at the old Grandmother, who looked at her with one sweeping eye, the eye that said Relax girl. Appreciated as it may be, I don’t fear this popinjay. Mercy, no. Audrey dropped her stance and bowed. “Besides,” Win-t’o said, “do you think I would harm Nick? How could I? It is unthinkable. It all comes back to John Battle.” Win-t’o raised his hands towards Nick in an appeal. “I forgive you, Nick. No harm will come to you. I have paid for the Jade Owl, therefore, it is mine. I do not need a bill of sale. Trust, Nick. Trust.”
Nick was silent. He stood tall, folding his hands in defiance.
“You don’t understand.”
“I understand all too well. It is the Sinologist’s dream. A delusion. I know the persuasion of the Jade Owl. It is not an archeologist’s toy.” He looked to Rowden. “It is . . .” His calm broached. He stared at the object in Rowden’s hand. “Where did you get that? That is not a book for strangers.”
“I gave it to him,” Ao-ling snarled. She shifted her weight to face Win-t’o. “He will need it when he joins the Box and Bird.”
Win-t’o stood. His walking stick bounced to the floor.
“Auntie. You try my patience. You harbor my enemies and give away my goods.”
“The diary is mine to give,” she said, flipping her hand to her brow. “Just as the Jade Owl was your mother’s to give.”
The real Win-t’o came forward now, the one that the old Grandmother knew was in her ke-ting all along, hidden beneath some patois of Chinese fortune cookie aphorisms.
“Always the women of this family are meddlesome,” Win-t’o shouted. He turned to Nick. “Take me to my property now. I will spare you and yours if you act now and fast. I will overlook your conduct. Otherwise, I can see no course but to regard you as a thief.”
“Watch your mouth, buster,” Simone said. He stood up to Win-t’o with drag queen force. “That damn Owl belonged to his father. He has every right to it. If he used your money to buy it, I’ll pay you back, every cent. How much?”
Win-t’o’s face puckered like an imploded balloon.
“It is not about the money. I also have rights to the Jade Owl.”
Rowden stood and blocked Win-t’o’s approach to Nick.
“A bird in the hand, you know.” Where was this coming from? He was mustering as much resistance as any drag queen in the Castro. “We have it. We mean to keep it. We mean to use it.”
Win-t’o turned to Sam, the signal for the goons to sweep the ke-ting clean.
“This will end now,” Win-t’o shouted. His men shifted their weight from foot to foot. “Nick, the Jade Owl, or else.”
“Or else what?” Nick flared. “You’ll kill us? Shoot us dead here on Auntie’s floor? Shoot me. Go ahead.” Nick clenched his fist. “But if you lay one hand on Simon, I’ll tear your balls off.”
All guns, drawn like lightening, aimed at Nick. His breathing, raging like a bull at the running, blew phlegm strands toward Win-t’o. Audrey assumed her stance again, while Simone pursed his lips like a pissed off cover girl — Bette Davis came to mind, a bumpy night and all that. Rowden pushed his chest forward fully expecting to get pasted. Hot buckets of sweat drenched down beyond his belt. He felt the heat down the small of his back.
Suddenly, a cane broke through the pandemonium knocking Sam Ch’ang’s gun out of his hand. The cane worked beneath Win-t’o’s legs crashing him to the ground. The bric-a-brac jumped in its place and, as Sam went to find his gun in the dark, the other goons wavered in the face of the old Grandmother. She stood over Win-t’o about to knight the gentleman — old friend cane on his old friend crown.
“Leave my house, Xiao Win-t’o,” she shouted. “Take your lackeys with you. How dare you disturb my peace? Have you no respect? Where is your filial piety? Up, up at once and be gone.”
Ao-ling raised her cane to strike him, but Win-t’o covered his face. He curled his body to deflect it. No one dared thwart the matriarch. Sam Ch’ang stood bewildered, his wings clipped by the only person in the room who could have clipped them. An invisible wedgie sent him back more than a few paces.
Win-t’o grappled for his walking stick. Audrey raised her foot, a foot that said Don’t even think about it, sir, with all respect for your age and wisdom. Win-t’o grabbed the stick and, with a hand up from Sam, tried to restore order to his three-piece suit. Everything else about him was in shambles.
“This is not over, Nick.” He squared his hat, his men protecting his retreat from the house as he stormed through the portal and down Dinky Street.
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In Win-t’o’s wake came relief, the company relaxing about the old Grandmother like storm survivors attached to driftwood.
“Win-t’o has his nerve,” she snarled. “To draw weapons in my presence — who could imagine such things? The world has turned its face to darkness.” She raised her cane, shaking it at the door. “I should have beaten him with my trusty friend here. Nicholas, do you now you see why I am unhappy that you have angered Win-t’o?”
“What a shit head,” Simone declared. He resumed his place on the love seat. “He got my dander up, he did.”
Nick clutched Simone’s hands together, lifting them to his lips, rubbing them against his cheek.
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