Chapter 2 - Meetings


When he awoke, he was unaware of his surroundings. Light meandered in, and settled gently upon the dusty walls as the dust itself had done.  His mouth was dry and the hours spent with his eyelids pressed into his forearm left his vision blurry for several minutes, and in this visual ignorance he felt a simple contentment.  But vague shapes soon came into focus, a desk, a bookshelf, and he sighed at the realization that he had spent the night at his study desk.


All around him were the dichotomous and tell-tale signs of a young doctoral student.  A photo from a hiking trip with some friends was leaning up against thick volumes of obscure academic works.  A small CD player lay atop a confused pile of papers.  And on the wall, framed by his bachelor’s and master’s degrees, was the erasable, poster-sized wall calendar which his mother had bought for him nine years earlier, upon his entrance into the University.


“Thanks, mom,” he said to no one.  “Thanks for buying me a stupid ten-dollar calendar and then completely missing the single biggest accomplishment of my life.”  He knew his dad’s problems, but why did she have to be like that?  Loading him up with token trinkets but leaving him dry where it really counted.


He tried to sit up, but the sudden drain of blood from his head confirmed that he was indeed hungover.  Memories of the previous nights festivities came only in flashes: the bus ride to the pub, playing darts, and--hey! Did some woman slap him?  He frowned, and thought to himself, “Well, somebody had to celebrate.”  He noticed something written on today’s date, but it was still too fuzzy to read, and so got up and walked closer to the calendar.  It was a reminder to meet Jordana at eleven o’clock.  He checked his watch.  Quarter-past ten.  Still plenty of time to get across the campus.  


He shaved quickly, grabbed the sweater he had worn the night before from the floor, and headed out into the unforgiving sunlight.

 
It was twenty-to-eleven when Jeremy reached the West Coast Express, Pacific Coastal University’s official coffee house.  Situated across from the university Library, its smoke and dark wood made it an ideal setting for modern-day beatniks who would read or simply “be” to the accompaniment of light jazz.  Most of the international students avoided this place, being unable to comprehend the anti-establishment personality types which seemed to congregate there; they preferred the brightness of the cafeteria.  But for Jeremy and others like him, the darkness meant solitude, and solitude meant depth, and having depth was paramount.  Besides, the darkness eased his headache.


He went straight to the counter and ordered a double-latte, which the clerk brought to his table.  He looked around cautiously to see if anyone was watching him, and opened four packets of sugar into it.  Granted, it was a large latte, as they go, but Jeremy liked them sweeter than most, and knowing bitter to be “deeper” than sweet, he preferred his taste in coffee to remain private.  He took a test sip.  It was still too hot.


He felt something jostle in the pocket of his sweater.  He withdrew a small rectangular box, black.  Now he remembered.  After leaving the bar with his fellow grads the night before they had all decided to visit the local pawn shop in a bout of silliness.  He lifted the lid off gently, reverently, and removed a heavy pipe, with a curved black mouthpiece and a deep mahogany bowl.  It was highly polished, and in its finish he saw his extended Escher fingers, and his shrunken Escher head grinning back at him.  His high forehead became higher, his long nose longer, and his hollow cheeks hollower.  Then the light of his reflection was momentarily cut off.


“Hey.  What’s with the pipe?”  


Jeremy looked up.  Standing at his table was a woman of 23, with light brown hair to her shoulders, dressed expectantly for summer in tank top, shorts, sandals, and her signature navy beret.


“Hey! Jordana, hi!  Oh, its nothing really.  Just something I picked up at Sommerville’s yesterday.”


Jordana Mitchell looked the same now as she had four years ago, when they met in a second-year course Archaeology methods course that Jeremy hadn’t realized he required for his undergraduate minor; though she was more comfortable in her beret now.  She had sat in front of him with others of her friends, and over time came to include him in their group.  Their meetings were less frequent now that they were camped at different ends of the campus, but Jeremy still looked forward to her ever-present exuberance.


“So you’re still into the antiques, are you?”  Jordana slipped the satchel off her shoulder and sat down across from him.   


“Well, the small, cheap ones anyway,” he replied.  “I guess I just wanted to treat myself after all this work.”


“Yes! Congratulations!  I can tell you’ve been working hard.  You look pretty haggard.”


“Yes, but I’m afraid my haggardness owes nothing to hard work.  A little too much celebrating last night.”


“Ahh.  I see,” she said, rolling her eyes and smiling.  “So they approved your defence.  Terrific!  But hey, don’t you think you’re jumping the gun on this doctorate business?  I mean, I can accept the cardigan sweaters and the `comfortable shoes’ you’ve been wearing, but a pipe?  Come on!  You could make the old men in my church feel like rebels,”  She giggled teasingly.


“You mean you don’t like my sweater?” He smiled.


“Oh, but of course your historical doctorness!”  Still laughing, she signalled to the young man behind the counter, a red-shirting football player meekly earning his scholarship, that she too wished a latte.


“So Doctor Banks, tell me about this mysterious thesis of yours.”


“Well, Miss Mitchell,” said Jeremy, playing along, and speaking in his best professor’s voice, “it had mainly to do with the Hellenistic influences upon the emerging Roman world.”


“Hmm.  Sounds like its all Greek to me!  Get it?”


“Yeah, Yeah.” He looked down as he giggled politely with her.  He attempted to maintain an air of simple modesty, but at the insistence of her questions he began to reveal some of the details of his PhD. defence.  ...Yes, he was quite nervous.  ...Yes, they were quite intimidating.  ...No Professor So-and-so wasn’t there, but Drs. This-and-that from the Geography department and Such-and-such from English were, as well as Dr. What’s-his-name from B.C.U. who came in as the external examiner.  ...No, no one had attended from his family; they aren’t really interested in the content of what he’d been studying.  ...Yes, they question everybody like that.  ...Only two-and-a-half hours, plus another forty-five minutes of disputes among the members of the committee.  ...Yes, accepted with revisions.  ...Mostly just improper referencing.  He just had to make the necessary changes and resubmit.  ..Yes, he was very relieved to be finished.


Normally he would have been more than happy to talk about his studies, that is to say, to talk about himself.  This time he had spoken briefly, and sought to change the conversation.  Jordana was a Christian, he knew.  She was not typical of Bible-thumpers, but he knew she took it seriously.  Why, she probably thought she’d convert him some day!  All the same, he valued their friendship, and didn’t want to start a confrontation by throwing his thesis in her face.  For his thesis was not simply concerned with the Greek influence on Roman culture.  Specifically, it dealt with the Hellenism of a small group of Jewish sectarians within the Roman Empire towards the middle of the 1st Century C.E., who later became known as “Christians”--a Greek name, note.  He understood myth as a means of communicating truth; but he found people--especially Christians--who held their myths to be actual truth, to be people either extremely simplistic or extremely misguided.  He was about debunking myth, he told himself, but he liked Jordana, and he didn’t want to hurt her feelings.  He respected her, in spite of her misplaced zeal.  Poor thing.


“How are your classes going? You must be nearing your spring term exams by now.”  He sipped his latte.  Cooler now.  He was starting to feel better already.  His headache was lifting, and his attempt to change the conversation had succeeded; Jordana happily began to chat about the last few weeks of her semester.


“So I’m thinking of getting an early jump on the summer and doing a dig!”


“You have something lined up?”


“No, no.  Most of the digs set up through the Arc. department are local, you know, indigenous peoples stuff.  Which is great, you know, to a point.  But after a while, slogging through muck under a tarp just to find 400 year old house timbers or petroglyphs doesn’t cut it for me. Compare that with the middle-east, where it’s always warm, I won’t have any muck, and the artifacts go back ten thousand years!”


“Yes, but don’t get your hopes up this late in the game.”  She smiled, sort of.  “It’ funny you should mention the Middle East.  I didn’t get a chance to tell you this, but I’ve been offered a chance to do an excavation in Israel in a couple of weeks.”


“What? How?”


“Well, after my defence was approved, Doctor Downings--you know Doctor Downings, don’t you?  He was on my defence committee.  Oh never mind that.  Anyway, after my defence was approved he invited me up to his office to discuss my “future plans.”  I just thought he might have some leads for me.  However, he ended up offering me an associate professorship here at the University, contingent upon this dig.  Well, of course I accepted.  Apparently some professor with my exact focus in study dropped out at the last minute.  Hey, why the look?”


“Oh, it’s nothing.  It just seems like a little much.  Isn’t there some rule about not hiring your own graduate students.  I thought I heard something about that.”


“Yes, I asked him the same thing.  He said it was a general policy of most universities, but that exceptions have been made in the past.”


“But why is going on the dig a condition?”


“Oh, I don’t know.  I think he said it somewhat tongue-in cheek, but this is the Black Stallion of gift-horses!”


“So what will you be doing?”


“Well, I’m not really supposed to be talking about it.  To be honest, I don’t know that much yet; as I said, I’m just filling in.  I think they’re looking at some sort of Essene dwellings.”


“I have to admit, that is pretty exciting.  It sounds too good to be true, but then  I’m sure you put on a good show for them.  You’ve always managed to put on a good show.”  She sighed.  “You know, thinking about Israel makes me want to go there too.”


“Well, I don’t think--”


“Oh, no, not with you.  I mean just me.  All that ancientness!  Man, I could just drink it up!”


“I suppose you figure you’ll meet God there, too,” he said with a laugh.



“No, I don’t think I’m going to meet God there!  What do you mean?”  She did not seem to be amused anymore.


“Uh, nothing.  I just thought, you know, that church people would like Israel.”  Did he really say `church people’?  Oops.


“Did you really say `church people’?  Is that what you think I am?  I’m church people?  Well, Israel does have a certain draw for me as a Christian, I admit. But I’m allowed to enjoy old things for their own sakes, too.”  She took a generous gulp of her lukewarm latte and checked her watch, while Jeremy fidgeted over what to say.  “And on that fine note, I’m going.”


“Oh, wait.  I didn’t mean it like that.  Are you sure you can’t stay?”


“Not today.” She picked up her bag.


 “Oh come on!  Don’t be so sensitive!” 



She did not speak immediately.  The smoky air of the cafe seemed to hang still, abated by her looming response.  She moved the strap of her satchel to a more comfortable place on her shoulder.  Her cheeks began to look slightly red, even in the dim light.  She breathed deeply and straightened her posture, before meeting his eyes once again.


“Jeremy, I am not ashamed of the fact that I am a Christian.  I know you think I should be but I’m not, okay?  I’ve known you a few years and I’ve seen how your eyes change when the subject comes up.  Like you want to lean over and make some snide remark, but then, `Oh! She’s one of ‘em.  Better humour her.’ Well I don’t need humouring because I am not some ignorant nobody who’s beneath you.”


“I don’t think I’m--I mean, I don’t think that you’re beneath me!”


“Maybe not consciously, but that’s how you make me feel sometimes.  But you know what?  It’s not your opinion of Christianity that gets me.  It’s how you seem to think that I can’t be a good archaeologist because of it.  Or that I can’t enjoy music or be someone who’s just me, like I’ve got some giant red “C” hanging from my neck.  You know why dating never worked out between us?  It’s not because I was a Christian and you weren’t.  It was because you never really saw me as me, and you never let me see the real you.”


By now tears were crawling out of the corners of her eyes, and she wiped them with her hands.  Jeremy’s mouth was agape, and as he was about to say something--even he wasn’t sure what he would say--she held up her hand for him to stop.


“I don’t want you to say anything right now.  I’m feeling a little emotional, and I don’t think now would be a good time.”  


And with that, she turned and walked out the door, leaving Jeremy in silence, alone with his unsmoked pipe. 



*



*



*

“Strange, us meeting here.”


Oscar Downings looked up from a thick Duo-Tang at the wide-eyed man at his door, with a subtle look of surprise.  He placed the folder gently upon his large mahogany desk and straightened himself in his high-backed chair.


“Come in, Giles, come in.  Sit down.”  Dr. Giles Goodman took the small chair opposite the desk. 


“I said it’s strange, you and I meeting here, especially at this time of night.  You don’t usually ask me to come to your office.  I’m wondering why.”


“Well I do have a rather substantial matter that I wanted to discuss with you, and I’m afraid I just couldn’t find another suitable time.  Would you rather we go somewhere else?”


“No, no.  Let’s just get whatever it is over with so I can go.”


“Very well.  I was just glancing over the Thesis of our most recent doctoral graduate.  What time is it, anyway?”


“Look Oscar, you asked me to meet you at ten.  It’s ten!”  He looked down at his old briefcase, which he was still clutching, and let it go.  He gripped his knees instead.


“Ten o’clock already?” Downings asked, in that rhetorical astonishment so characteristic of the British.  “I suppose I must have lost track of time; dreadfully sorry.” His reading glasses had been sitting low on his round nose, and he removed them to his shirt pocket with stubby fingers.


Giles said nothing, but glared back at him with his enormous eyes. For several seconds, Downings stared at the ceiling, presumably to display some preparatory thought process for what was to follow.  


Oscar Downings was a large man, but his wide shoulders caused him to look larger than he was, especially propped up in his magnificent leather chair.  Even though he was quite plump, he had a square jaw which combined with his silvering hair to give him a dignified, Romanesque look.  He wasn’t fit, nor was he exceptionally handsome; but he was meticulously well-kept.  


Giles Goodman was not.


In fact, some might have even viewed Dr. Goodman as grotesque.  Not in the all-out misshapenness of the hideously maimed or deformed; but in the stark prominence of one feature: his eyes.  His eyes probably weren’t bigger than anyone else’s; perhaps the sockets were simply shallower.   Extra room for his exceptional brain, he told himself.  Whatever the reason, his eyes protruded dramatically from his face, giving him a continual look of wide-eyed trepidation.  The rest of him was hardly noticeable in comparison.


Giles looked down for a moment at his briefcase.  Its green leather was cracked and scoured with age, like his own face.  His wild white hair, which refused to take the comb; his sparse beard, slightly discoloured from the smoke of his pipe; and the argyle cardigan, which sat in limp folds over his featureless torso: these showed Giles to be solely a man of intellect.  It was the nameplate on the desk--O. Downings -- DEAN OF ARTS. --which announced his inferiority.  He looked away, and the Dean spoke.


“So Professor Goodman, how are you doing, hmm?  Classes alright?  Demands of academia not too strenuous, hmm?”


“I am doing fine, sir,” he replied with restraint.  As he said this, Downings got up from his desk and proceeded to the massive bookshelf along the wall and started perusing the titles without acknowledging that a response had even been made.  “Is this why you’ve asked me here so late at night?  To check up on me?”  


Ignoring Dr. Goodman’s question, Dr. Oscar Downings stopped his search and placed his hand at the spines of several books, and began to read the titles.


“The Whole Story of Man.  That was a good one.  Ah, and here’s Great Men and Gross Myths: The nineteen-seventies would never be the same.  Oh, but this!  This grand piece really put you on the map!  The Gods of Our Fathers.”  He pulled the book off of the shelf and ceremoniously blew the dust off the top.  As he began to pull open its drab brown cover, and leaf through its discoloured paper, Professor Goodman pursed his lips and dug his fingers even deeper into his soft knees. 


“Now let me see.  Oh yes, I remember this: `In Jesus of Nazareth we are given exactly the type of man upon which a forgery could be performed: unassuming, undocumented, and within the culture he became a part of, unknown.  Like those who chase UFOs or Loch Ness monsters, the proof for Christians has lain in the insupportability of its book, and on this poor carpenter was pinned the hopes and dreams of superstitious outcasts.’  Oh, here’s my favourite,” he said in mocked glee: “`Christianity is the quintessential substance of all that never was.’  Powerful stuff.  Very forthright.  You brought a lot of attention to yourself, didn’t you?  Not to mention a substantial amount of money from the sale of your book.  Seems you were quite popular in... ah... what year was it?   Oh here it is: `Copyright nineteen-eighty-two’”  He closed the book and looked disappointedly into the bulging eyes of Dr. Goodman, now genuinely frightened.  Not that you could tell.


“What - is - your - point?” said Giles, through clenched teeth.


“My point?” He tossed the book casually upon the desk.  “I should think you would have found my point exceedingly straightforward.  Nevertheless, let me clarify. You have been a parasitic little worm here for too long.  You are a leech, sucking dry the very host which bore you.  You do the math--nineteen eighty-two.  How many years is that?  Tell me of a single work you have published--”


“Well you know that I--”


“And don’t even mention to me that pathetic leaflet I see filling our trash bins!  Tell me of a work since nineteen eighty-two which has brought one dime into this university, into this department!”


“First of all,” said Goodman, calming himself before the obvious aggressor, “it is a periodical, not a leaflet.  And second, I was going to say that you know that I have a work in progress, and have for some time.”


“Oh yes.  I do know.”  Downings leaned over his desk and produced a thick folder from his top drawer, and dropped it in Goodman’s lap.  “At least, I know that that is what you told Bill Simmons five years before he died, and that to date no one has seen evidence of this `work’.  Don’t look so surprised.  Oh yes, your friend Bill kept a close watch on you.  Very detailed notes.  I would have brought this up with you last year when I replaced him, but I didn’t even know about it until it was released to me from his lawyers.  That file shows clearly how you have been defrauding the university.”


“What?  Defrauding!?”


“Call it what you want.  Publish or perish is the name of this game, and the absence of the former has made possible the latter.  You have been receiving grants for work that does not exist.  Oh yes.  Bill was your friend.  And why shouldn’t he be?  The money and notoriety that you brought in then secured his position as Dean of History.  But he could smell a rat, and you proved to be one of the lazy breed.  He couldn’t very well expose you without damaging his own credibility now, could he; though that doesn’t seem to be an issue anymore.  Your prominence established him, and shipping you out is going to establish me.


“I want you to take a good look at that file, and imagine the headlines.  Imagine the looks as you walk down the halls for the last time.  Imagine the whispers as you enter your favourite haunts.  And that’s what they’ll be--haunts.  For you, oh presently-esteemed Professor Goodman, will be little more than a spectre.  Imagine that.”


Professor Goodman sat horrified, mouth limp, as Downings’s rant came to a halt. Then shifting into a sullen stoop, he leafed through pages and pages of grant approval forms, receipts, and personal notes; the file itself was a giant finger which pointed accusingly up at him.  He mumbled something.


“I beg your pardon?”


“I said we weren’t friends.”


“I think you abase yourself too much.  No matter--”


“It does matter!” yelled Goodman, standing suddenly and throwing the file defiantly to the floor.  His eyes were glassy and red, and his shoulders trembled.  What piqued his emotions at this moment, whether the insensitivity toward the pain Bill had caused him, the mockery of his past works, or even simple jealousy, he could not have said.  But as he stood there heaving, fists clenched low at his thighs, blood throbbing through his red neck, he knew he had made a show of weakness.   His outburst had been about his animosity toward Bill, but that was not the subject at hand and he knew it.   His eyes fell slowly to the floor, and as he heard the tempered surprise of “Oh my,” from across the room he slumped back into his chair and began to sob openly, “It m-m-matters.”


Dean Downings sat down too, and from his bottom drawer produced a box of tissues which he handed sympathetically to Goodman; perhaps overly so.  Goodman accepted nonetheless, though this did not diminish the tears.


“You’ve been drinking, haven’t you?  Yes, I know about that too.”


Goodman did not look up, but clamped his wet eyelids shut.  He wasn’t drunk.  In fact, he hadn’t had a drink at all since early this morning.  But he knew he had a problem, and his sudden brokenness kept him from denying the charge.  And as always, whenever he began to think about his dependence, he thought of that bastard Bill, and his own loneliness, and desired a drink.


“There, there now Giles.  Don’t be too upset.  Your world hasn’t ended yet.”


“Stop it!  Stop it!” he cried.  “What do you want?  An admission?  I’m a failure!  Are you satisfied?  Do it, then.  Fire me!  Throw me out!  Just stop bullying me!”  He continued to weep.  “I’m sick of this place anyway.”


Downings paused, and the air seemed to grow heavy.  In the silence, Dr. Goodman was able to calm himself, to steady his breathing.  “No, Giles.  I’m not firing you yet.  As much as I loathe you, there is yet an alternative.”


Giles looked up warily, like a wild, woolly animal, ready for anything, unsure of everything.


“One option with which to bury your disgrace,” Downings sighed, and sat himself into his chair again.  “You’ll want to close the door.”




*



*



*


Dr. Downings said nothing more, allowing his words to sink in while Dr. Goodman considered.  He checked his watch.  Midnight.  Eventually, Goodman sighed, and Downings took that as his cue to speak again.


“I have asked you to imagine a very bleak future for yourself, but as you can see, it need not be that way.  Indeed, that is not the future that I desire for you.  I envision instead a noble return to your former eminence.”


“I’m touched.  Look, you can dispense with the false flattery.” He was getting edgy, drained from his miserable gushing earlier.  Best not to push anymore.


“Fine.  We’ll call it business.  An even trade, the file for services rendered.”


Goodman sighed, and his huge orbs were blinking rapidly.  “What if it doesn’t work.  Tell me again how this other stooge of yours fits in?”


“Banks takes the fall for everything.  Our contact in Israel--his name is Meir, I met him last year at a conference in Chicago--he’ll have official documentation and genuine artifacts ready for any Antiquities inspector.  But all the smuggled goods will be signed for by Banks.”


“How will you ensure that?”


“I’ve already ensured it.”  He held up the Duo-Tang he had been reading earlier.  There was a signature on the last page.  “Ah, the miracle of modern facsimile technology.”


Goodman did not smile at Downings’ playfulness.  “And if I agree, you’ll surrender that file?”


“As we board the plane.”


“I thought you said you wouldn’t be going.”


“Only long enough to get you established.”


“And you won’t keep an extra copy?”


“Don’t be absurd!”


“How can I be sure?”


“Well you can’t now, can you?  You really don’t have a choice.  Besides, I think you need to focus on the plan’s success, not its failure.  Five million goes a long way.”


“Five million is two words.  I want to see the money.”


“Why Giles!  You do have a backbone after all!  Very Well.  Ten thousand, into your account first thing tomorrow.”


“A hundred.”


“Ten.  And don’t test.  Ten is enough to know I’m serious.”


“But not enough to retire on.”


“Precisely.  I want to ensure your cooperation, not your treachery.”


“Ten-thousand, bank certified.”


“Mm-hmm.  By eleven.”


Dr. Goodman swallowed hard and closed his stretched eyelids tightly.  “Okay.  I’ll do it.”




*



*



*

 
He had gone to his parents house the night before his flight to let them know he was leaving.  Still angry at them for missing his defence, he had hoped the news would shock them.  It didn’t.


“Just don’t let Mad Matty get a hold of you,” his father, Eric, teased.


Jeremy’s mother gave Eric a sharp look, and his smile dropped abruptly into mock shame, as he walked out into the kitchen.


“Mad Matty?”


“Your Aunt Matty, whom you’ve never met. Never mind your father.  She disappeared a long time ago and we haven’t heard from her since I was a teenager.”


“It doesn’t seem to bother you that I’m leaving tomorrow and I didn’t even tell you until now.  One might think you didn’t care.”


“Jeremy,” she said a little indignantly, “you are a grown man now.  If you want to go to Israel, go.  We don’t make those decisions for you.”


How he wished they would, though.  Or at least try to.  Something to show him that they were personally invested in his life.


The next morning, within the confines of his cramped bedroom, where his suitcase was yawning across his bed, Jeremy checked his list, pretending to be absent of the thought of his uncaring parents.    


He didn’t have many clothes, and he had to be selective.  Khaki button-up shirts and brown pants for working.  Golf shirts and sweaters for the evening.  Two pairs of Rockports.  He’d bring no tee shirts, no jeans, no runners.  He was going to look the part.  Yes, when they saw him they weren’t going to see a twenty-seven year old rookie.  No, they’d see a colleague, a professional, a distinguished academic.  He looked at himself in the dusty dresser mirror.  Still in his sweat pants and Mickey Mouse tee-shirt. They wouldn’t see that, that was for sure.


He hadn’t dusted in quite a while, and it showed.  He looked at his watch.  An hour until Doctors Downings and Goodman arrived to pick him up for their flight.  There was still time to do a little cleaning, he thought.  


There was dust on everything.  He hadn’t noticed before, because he had been spending so much time at the computer, but everything in his room had a greyish tint to it.  Armed with a rag and furniture oil, he began to wipe.  Soon the light coming in from the window was a solid, dusty beam.  


As he worked, lifting items off of his dresser and revealing the dustless shadows beneath them, he began to take notice of the things which had been sitting uselessly for so long.  The baseball glove he hadn’t used since the department softball game last September.  Dickens’ Great Expectations, half-read, evidently greater than he had expected.  Two framed pictures.  The first was picture of him and his family when he won his first scholarship.  Mom, smiling to look her best; Dad, looking like he was in mid-sigh; and a young Jeremy, beaming as though he had made them proud.  Why couldn’t they have come to his thesis defence?  Why did they have to be so self-absorbed all the time?  He took the picture from its frame and dropped it into the trash.  The second picture he held longer.  This one he had had for a long time.  Jeremy was only three in this picture, a family portrait.  This time father was smiling, almost laughing, and mom had her hand resting gently on his older brother’s shoulder.  Dad’s hand was on Jeremy’s shoulder, and Jeremy was looking into the camera lens with wide-eyed curiosity.  That was a happy time.  And when his brother died that year, his mother had given Jeremy the picture to keep in his room.  It had remained a fixture since then.


Sometimes, in bouts of anger or frustration, he had decided to throw out the picture.  When his parents made him feel imprisoned, he would go to his room and put that picture straight into the garbage.  They never knew this of course, because he always rescued it before too long.  He had wonderful visions of its destruction, seeing his parents begging him to save it, and him having power over them.  But always, when he calmed down, he felt like it was his brother he was hurting, his dead brother who floated above him everywhere, and his guilt made him keep it.


The phone rang as he was lost in reflection, and he picked it up just as the answering machine was about to click over.


“Hello?”


“Jeremy?  This is Oscar Downings.”

“Oh hello Doctor Downings.”


“Yes.  Jeremy, if you don’t mind, you may call me Oscar or, if you wish to be formal, Professor Downings.  Doctor gives it too much alliteration.”

“Sure.  I’m sorry.”


“That’s alright, you didn’t know.  But that is not why I phoned.  There has been a slight change in plans.  I believe you know a young woman named Jordana Mitchell?”

“Yes.”


“She approached me last week about the possibility of accompanying us on the trip.”

“I’m not sure that’s a good idea.”  This was nuts.  How did she manage this one?  “You should know that we dated a few times in the past.”


“I see.  No matter.  She’s not coming.  It’s just that I want to keep as low a profile on this project as I can for now.  There are some sensitive aspects which you’ll hear about from Dr. Meir when you arrive.  Have yout old anyone else?”


“Only my parents.  They didn’t seem to care.”


“Hmm.  Well, lot of work to do yet.  We’ll see you at one?”

 “Right.”  


He hung up the phone and sat on the corner of the bed, stirring the dust in the air even more.  Jordana trying to come with him?  What was she up to?  He closed his eyes.  Forget it.  He earned a PhD.  Himself.  She didn’t seem to understand.  His parents sure didn’t.  But he’d make a name for himself somehow, and somebody would care.


He opened his eyes, and saw his reflection again. He smoothed his hair and sat up straight, visually ignoring his sleeping clothes.  Someday he’d be recognized, he thought.  Someday, someone would think he was special.

End of Chapter 2

