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Though still in his thirties, Nathan was regarded as his firm’s old 
hand on all things Asia-Pacific, a status which gave him no small 

amount of pride. He had traveled to the region dozens of times, for 
business and pleasure alike. His father, on the other hand, had never 
so much as left the country.
 Nathan first voiced the idea that they take a trip to-
gether during one of their weekly phone calls. As he re-
cited the words he’d rehearsed into the receiver, raindrops 
drummed steadily against the windows of his study, providing 
a counterbeat to his racing heart. His father immediately re-
fused the invitation. Asia was too hot, too crowded, too dirty, 
he said. There was nothing there that he wanted to see.
 “It seems a little silly to write off thirty percent of the 
world’s land mass and sixty percent of its population, no?” 
Nathan said.
 “How much of that land mass is desert? How many of 
those people are worth meeting?”
 “I don’t have the figures in front of me, Dad.”
 “I hear they eat dogs there.”
 “Jesus. Where did you learn about Asia, a National 
Geographic from 1923?”
 “I wouldn’t mind trying dog. Just a taste, to say that I 
did it.”
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 His father’s voice sounded tinny and cold. Nathan tried 
not to picture the old man holed up in his moldering apart-
ment—the rooms growing a little darker with each passing 
day, his will to leave them gradually ebbing out.
 “You do know,” his father continued, “that I’m just say-
ing all this to annoy you?”
 “It’s working.”
 “Why this sudden interest in getting your old man out 
of the house, I wonder?”
 “Dad, come on.”
 “My son, the master of indirection.”
 “Am I wrong? Would it not be nice to spend some time 
together, somewhere different and interesting? While we still 
can?” Nathan bit the inside of his cheek. He had not meant 
to allude to the real reason behind his call, but there it was, 
sneaking into the script nonetheless.
 “Your concern is touching, but my doctors say I’m fine 
so long as I take my pills.”
 “It’s not your heart I’m worried about. Primarily.”
 There was a pause. Nathan had spent a lifetime inter-
preting his father’s rare silences. This one seemed thoughtful, 
reflective. Open, perhaps, to new possibilities.
 “Alright,” his father sighed. “Where exactly did you 
have in mind?”

***
 They met in the vaulted emptiness of the arrivals hall. 
Having already been dispatched to the continent for work, 
Nathan got to the airport first. He took his place amid the 
scrum clustered around the exit, wondering for the countless 
time how the hall managed to be both vast and claustrophobic 
at once. There seemed to be miles of void floating above the 
crowd, beyond which a harsh sun was bearing down, suffus-
ing the world with its glare.
 Half an hour later he spotted his father, a solitary cell 



94

FICTION

jostling along within a stream of fellow travellers. Waving, 
Nathan told himself that the old man’s pale, haggard face was 
merely the byproduct of a long flight. His father waved back 
at him uncertainly.
 Reaching one another, they clapped each other’s backs 
as though checking melons for ripeness. “My God,” his father 
sputtered, “this place is a palace. These people are light-years 
ahead of us.” He gazed around in amazement. Sunbeams 
blazed onto the floor, polishing it to an immaculate, unbear-
able brightness. Too dirty, Nathan wanted to say. “They take 
airports here very seriously,” he said instead.
 “I can see that. It’s like a mall with flight gates at-
tached.”
 “You should see the malls.”
 They joined the throng flowing from the airport. As 
they stepped outside together, Nathan watched the humid-
ity hit his father with the force of a fist. Their town car was 
idling at the curb, steaming like a bull. They disappeared 
inside and were off. 
 During the drive to the city, as they exchanged incon-
sequential observations and incurious questions, the squat 
orange sun slid with them toward the horizon, filling the car 
windows with light. Pockets of illumination drifted around 
the darkened interior, burning into the leather. Nathan real-
ized that he could not remember the last time he had seen his 
father. 
 The old man fell asleep as the lights of the city flick-
ered on in the distance. Nathan watched his face, beatific, 
pure. A puddle of drool was slowly gathering on his shirt.

***
 Just before sunrise, their first full day. His father had 
been awake for hours, hopelessly jetlagged. Nathan found 
him mummified in bed, flipping rapidly through infomercial 
channels.
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 “So many gadgets,” his father said. “Seriously, they’re 
light-years ahead of us.”
 “See anything you like?”
 “There was an umbrella-helmet contraption that 
looked pretty nifty.”
 “Aim higher.”
 “Well, I don’t cook. A lot of this crap is for cooking. 
See?”
 They watched as a housewife inserted a whole shrimp 
into a handheld device that resembled a miniature meat 
grinder. After several moments, the creature emerged from 
the other end of the mechanism without its shell, transformed 
into a strip of pink, glistening flesh.
 “What a time to be alive,” his father said.

***
 The temple was not the city’s holiest or most ornate. 
Though its modest dimensions and time-worn facade paled 
in comparison to most other monuments on offer, it held a 
special place in Nathan’s heart as a totem of the understated 
elegance he still associated with this half of the world. From 
its perch high on a hill, the temple afforded an excellent view 
of the city, which would serve, he thought, as an effective 
means of orientation for their time together.
 Nathan and his father arrived as the sky unspooled 
in wisps of scarlet. A watercolor sunrise was spreading out 
behind the temple, throwing its carved reliefs into shadow. 
Broad steps warped by centuries of footfalls stretched up and 
out of sight.
 “I don’t suppose there’s an escalator?” his father asked.
 “Until just one hundred years ago,” Nathan said, “the 
only human being allowed to climb these steps was the Em-
peror himself. Even the monks had to use a separate staircase. 
The view you’re about to see was reserved for a man thought 
of as a literal God.”
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 His father tilted his head toward the distant speck of 
the viewing platform.
 “That Emperor must have had quite a pair of calves on 
him,” he muttered.
 By the time they reached the summit, his father’s face 
had turned the same shade as the sunrise, while his shirt had 
grown black with sweat. Hunched over and breathing hard, 
they took in the view. From above, the city appeared as rows 
of toy houses bracketed by the molten tendrils of the river 
and its tributaries. Off in the haze, a phalanx of modern tow-
ers rose like crocodile teeth, spires of glittering glass painted 
in the same rosy tones as the sky they scraped.
 “It is beautiful,” his father panted. “You have to say that 
for it.”
 Nathan placed his hand on his father’s shoulder, an 
act which made a slight squelching sound. They stood for a 
while, baffled to find themselves precisely where they were.
 Eventually, his father wandered off to read the infor-
mational plaques plastered to the walls, while Nathan direct-
ed his attention to the large golden Buddha in the center of 
the platform. The statue serenely contemplated the sun, a 
slant of light falling over its eyes, as a cluster of monks pros-
trated themselves at its feet, their saffron robes sweeping the 
floor. A nearby sign declared: “It’s WRONG to use symbols of 
BUDDHA in BAR, DECORATION, TATTOO. It means NO 
RESPECT.”
 The incense in the air began to irritate Nathan’s nos-
trils. He crossed over to where his father stood reading, his 
hands folded behind his back like a schoolboy. Noticing him, 
his father pointed at a section on the plaque in front of them.
 “It talks about reincarnation here.”
 “Yes. I think you’ll find that Buddhism is big on that.”
 “What do you think she would come back as? If she 
had a choice?”
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 For a moment, Nathan was too stunned to speak. He 
had pondered this same question so many times that he had 
come to regard it as belonging to him alone.
 “The point is that you don’t have a choice,” he replied 
when he had recovered. “Your past life determines your future 
existence.”
 His father nodded. “Sounds about right.”
 Once again they looked out at the view. By now the 
sun, fully risen, had leached the sky of its previous color, and 
the city lay baking under its pitiless gaze.
 “So,” his father said, clapping his hands, “where to 
next?”

***
 Of all the city’s districts, it was the Old Quarter which 
most conformed with what Americans pictured when they 
thought of Asia. Over the years he had been regularly trav-
eling to the city, as other neighborhoods were swallowed up 
by the modernization that he regarded, dispassionately, as an 
inevitable consequence of history, Nathan had watched the 
Old Quarter self-consciously cloak itself in the tattered rags 
of the past. He could not help but find something tacky about 
this adopted identity; there was an Orientalized, Disneyland 
feel to the neighborhood’s narrow alleyways and raucous mar-
ket stalls, a sense of trying to capture, for tourists’ sakes, an 
atmosphere that had never really existed. All the same, it was 
one of the few areas of the city where he could still find places 
he remembered going during his first visit.
 The restaurant was tucked away in an alley picturesque 
enough to be a film set. Various carcasses hung from hooks 
in the window, leaking liquid fat. Peering at these specimens 
through the murky glass was like inspecting creatures in an 
aquarium. Upon entering, Nathan and his father were seated 
on neon, preschool-sized stools and given crinkled English 
menus with poorly cropped pictures. Showing off a little, Na-
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than ordered for them both.
 “See Dad? Duck, not dog.”
 “Promise you’ll take me someplace that serves dog?”
 Instead of dignifying this with a response, Nathan 
measured out chilies and soy sauce from jars in the center 
of the table and mixed them together in a small dish, while 
his father laid out a gauntlet of pills next to his cup of tea. 
Nathan glanced around the restaurant’s lone, cramped room. 
At a nearby table, a group of tourists occupied themselves by 
capturing everything on their phones: the chefs at work, the 
stains on the linoleum floor, the man sitting beside them, eat-
ing his breakfast. As their waiter approached, the group urged 
him to stop and pose with the tray bearing their steaming 
bowls, and he complied with the numb expression of someone 
forced to perform this action multiple times a day.
 Their food arrived quickly. The flesh of the duck 
brought to Nathan’s mind the sunrise he and his father had 
just witnessed—a deep pink core garlanded by pale yellow fat 
and a crackling mantle of mahogany skin. He watched as his 
father took one bite, then another. The old man’s expression 
remained unchanged.
 “Do you like it?” Nathan asked.
 “Yeah, it’s good.”
 “This is considered one of the best duck shops in the 
city, and by extension the world. They’ve been in business for 
over a hundred years.”
 “It’s good! I said it’s good. What do you want me to do, 
roll my eyes back in my head and start speaking in tongues?”
 “I just wanted to know whether you liked it. I’m glad 
that you do.”
 “A hundred years this, a thousand years that. Just be-
cause something’s old doesn’t mean that it’s worth a damn, 
you know. Take me, for example.”
 Nathan set down his chopsticks. “Please don’t say that.”
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 “It was a joke. I’m sorry.” His father pushed a piece of 
duck around his plate with a single chopstick. “This is very 
good, Nate. Thank you. But am I allowed to ask for a fork?”
 Nathan reminded himself that it would have been fool-
ish to expect anything different, that any disappointment he 
felt was misplaced. Turning around to signal for the waiter, he 
found the man already hurrying toward their table, holding a 
fork aloft.

***
 Their days took on a distinct structure, familiar 
rhythms. Rising early in the morning, a little less jetlagged 
with each new light. Pinging from one destination to another 
as the sun climbed higher in the sky, then back to the hotel 
to wait out the afternoon’s blistering heat in their adjoining 
suites. Nathan caught up on work—even on vacation he was 
never truly free of it—while his father poured over old pa-
perbacks. (Nathan winced when his father pulled a Graham 
Greene novel out of his bag. “What?” his father asked. “Too 
obvious?”) At dusk, they filtered back out onto the steaming 
streets to watch stars drown in the low smog of the sky.
 Museums, temples, restaurants, parks. A dutiful pro-
cession, as if he was displaying his father to these attractions, 
rather than the other way around. They began to feel like 
heads of state on tour, nodding gravely at sites whose great 
importance they did not understand.
 Flashes of green through crumbling gray. The omni-
present scent of grilling meat, fruit on the cusp of turning 
rotten. Humanity spilling from every doorway, clogging each 
backstreet, indefatigable, unending. Nathan could not be sure 
what his father felt as they traveled through this world, which 
moments he would remember. 
 Upon returning to their rooms in the evening, his 
father would appear impossibly weary, and Nathan had little 
desire to keep him awake. After commiserating about their 
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plans for the following morning and exchanging hasty good-
nights, they went off to lay their heads down on opposite 
sides of several feet of plaster and iron, never saying anything 
to each other about what they’d seen and done during the day. 
Drifting off, it seemed to Nathan a small, forgivable omission 
in light of all the other unsaid things that had to, and would 
never, pass between them.

***
 His father first asked to see a mall as they sat dripping 
with sweat in the meager shade of a public plaza. Nathan 
arched an eyebrow at him.
 “What? You said at the airport that they were worth 
seeing.”
 It wasn’t worth pointing out that he had been joking. 
It was something to do. Flagging, sun-seared, they dragged 
themselves into a taxi bound for the city center.
 The mall Nathan chose for their visit stood like a 
crashed spaceship among a row of brutalist bungalows, loom-
ing whiter and starker than anything that could possibly be 
real. Its hull seemed to not merely reflect the sunlight but 
generate a luminescence of its own, which proved so pow-
erful that they had to approach the building with their faces 
lowered, passing through the monumental entryway with 
scorched green blotches dancing before their eyes.
 They found themselves on a narrow walkway overlook-
ing a large atrium, a hollowness scooped out from the core of 
the structure. A honeycomb of levels tunneled into the earth 
and ascended toward the substance-erasing glare of a giant 
skylight. Each floor contained a maze of stores, from famil-
iar franchises to those whose names and wares they did not 
recognize. Everything was painted in a color scheme plucked 
from the imagination of a fantastically wealthy child. Esca-
lators ferried people through the cavernous space on silver 
beams of light. Along the far wall, a screen three stories high 
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displayed rows of disembodied mouths speaking and kissing 
and smiling in unison as they floated against a kaleidoscopic 
background, each pair of lips painted a different unearthly 
hue and big enough to swallow a man whole.
 Nathan’s sweat had dried up amid the frigid, recircu-
lating air. It seemed that there were no extraneous particles 
here, no more dirty things. All was visible, ready to be known. 
 “You weren’t kidding,” his father said. “This is nutty.”
 “Shopping is one of the primary leisure and entertain-
ment activities here.” Hearing himself, Nathan laughed. “I 
sound like a guidebook, don’t I?”
 “What a triumph for capitalism. Weren’t all these peo-
ple Communists twenty years ago?”
 “Many still are.”
 His father snorted. “Hear that? It’s Marx spinning in 
his grave.”
 The mall was occupied mostly by teenagers. Every-
where one looked, there they were, meticulously document-
ing their presence. They shopped, ate, rode the escalators, 
recording themselves and their surroundings at all times. A 
few even filmed themselves entering the mall just to stand for 
a moment in its air-conditioned splendor before turning back 
again. Nathan and his father watched as one couple—lanky, 
zit-faced, in the grip of first love—cycled through a range of 
poses and expressions while sitting on a bench, their faces 
lighting up with each flash of the camera, then turning blank 
as they examined the resulting image to determine its worth.
 “If you want to understand this place in all its contra-
dictions,” Nathan said, “visit a mall.”
 “Not a bad idea.” His father wiped his brow. “At least 
it’s cool in here.”
 From that point on, they started going to a new mall 
each afternoon. It was an arrangement they came to organ-
ically, without having to speak it into being. Another ritual 
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they uncomprehendingly performed.
***

 Nathan had been prepared for his father to play the 
role of ugly American, steeling himself for all the tropes 
commonly espoused by a man abroad for the first time in 
the ‘Orient’ (preparing, even, to hear it referred to as such). 
He braced for the exotics, the such warm, happy peoples, 
the gawking and artificial pity over unscrubbed examples of 
Third World poverty. And that was only if all went well. He 
also readied himself for darker sentiments, the unvarnished 
thoughts of a man who had grown up during an era when war 
against citizens in this corner of the globe routinely toggled 
between recent memory and reality. 
 Instead, Nathan received indifference.
 “It’s a city like any other,” his father said one night 
toward the end of their trip. They were eating dinner at a 
restaurant on the top floor of a luxury hotel. All around the 
room, broad pink faces sprouted from dark suits. Silverware 
sparkled. The listless food on their plates cost as much as two 
weeks’ worth of meals in the world below.
 “What do you mean?”
 “Its patterns, its energy. People in any big city have a 
certain look to them. A manner of walking, of holding them-
selves. Sure, some of it takes you by surprise—the hygiene, 
my God—but all in all, people are people everywhere. Unfor-
tunately.”
 As his father returned his attention to his plate, Nathan 
felt a perverse sense of disappointment. He realized that, all 
along, he had wanted his father to be ignorant so long as he 
was also amazed; awed, like a child, over each new thing he 
encountered, each minute an opportunity for revelation. To 
come halfway across the earth, as far from the familiar as one 
could possibly venture, only to encounter nothing that one 
found strange—that seemed a hubris, a deadening of the soul, 
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on a scale that Nathan could scarcely conceive. It would have 
been better, he thought, for his father to recite rote stereo-
types about this place, to behave no better than a garrulous 
tourist in a novelty t-shirt, so long as the joy he felt, even 
when complying with stale or toxic notions, was genuine. So 
long as he felt joy at all.
 “What’s been your favorite moment here, Dad?”
 His father chewed, swallowed. “Probably finding that 
Simon & Sons’ sign at the mall today,” he answered.
 Nathan closed his eyes.
 The mall they’d visited that afternoon contained twelve 
floors, each modeled after a different globally famous city. 
The walls were bedecked with icons and superficial cultural 
artifacts native to these locales, signifiers known to people 
who had only seen Paris, Istanbul, or Rio de Janeiro on TV. 
Nathan and his father had explored the floor based on the 
city where Nathan had grown up, and where his father still 
lived. While Nathan found himself unmoved by the replicas of 
the skyline and dreary black-and-white photographs of times 
gone by, his father had worn the tight-lipped, pained expres-
sion of a man trying to conceal his emotions. Nathan recalled 
the old adage about absence; while he was home, his father 
made no effort to visit these same landmarks, bemoaning 
them as overcrowded and overrated.
 They moved on through the museum-like venue. As 
Nathan approached the escalator to the next city, he realized 
that his father was no longer beside him, and for a moment 
experienced an updated version of the classic child’s night-
mare, losing track of one’s parent in a public space. But there, 
a few paces away, was his father’s cottony shock of hair. The 
old man was staring at a plastic scrap mounted to the wall, 
which depicted a stylized red arrow pointing at some unseen 
object. “Simon & Sons’” was written on the arrow in blunt 
font. It was one of the few items that Nathan didn’t recognize.
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 “What’s that?” he asked.
 “Simon & Sons’!”
 “I’m drawing a blank.”
 “It’s a butchershop! One of the best. The last of the old 
guard—the city used to be full of places like this. I go there 
all the time just to shoot the shit. God, this is their sign, just 
like this. I would have never expected to find it here.” His 
father was practically bouncing up and down with joy. Nathan 
could not remember ever having seen him so excited about 
anything.
 His father pulled his brick of a phone from his pocket 
and aimed the device at the wall. “The guys have to see this. 
Here they are on the other side of the world! How do you like 
that?”
 “That’s really special, dad.”
 “Here,” his father said, handing Nathan the phone. “Get 
one with me in it.”
 The picture showed his father’s ruddy, beaming face, a 
single meaty finger pointing at the sign pointing back at him.  
To Nathan’s knowledge, the facsimile of the sign was the only 
image from their trip that his father had deemed worthy of 
capturing on film.
 In the restaurant, Nathan’s eyes snapped open. His fa-
ther was leaning over the table, waiting for him to say some-
thing.
 “That was a nice moment,” Nathan said. 
 He gazed at the wall-sized window at the other end of 
the room. Thousands of lights were shining beyond the glass, 
illuminating lives he would never know. There was nothing 
he could say capable of conveying just how far he felt from 
all those hidden worlds, no words that would ever bridge that 
hopeless divide. 
 “We’ll remember that for a long time,” he said.

***
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 It was their last night. Their flight the next morning 
would land, by the clocks America kept, before it had tak-
en off from this side of the world. They found themselves, 
one final time, in a car heading back to their hotel, the sun 
once again sinking behind them. Nathan wondered wheth-
er this would be his lasting memory of the trip: an orange 
glow through a tinted window, the blur of gray highway and 
gloomy apartment complexes.
 He had been thinking it over from when he’d first put 
down the phone after calling his father, dragging the matter 
back and forth through the unfamiliar territory of his heart, 
unable to come to a decision. And then, today, at the last pos-
sible moment, things had tipped in one direction. He knew 
that they would never be here again.
 Nathan leaned across the partition and whispered an 
address to the driver, who nodded silently, betraying no hint 
of recognition. Minutes later, when they missed their usual 
exit, his father turned toward him, eyes gleaming.
 “One last surprise?”
 “It’s something that I think you should see.”
 They were driven to a posh district adjacent to the 
city’s main finance hub. Palm trees lined the broad avenues, 
swaying in the breeze. Galleries and boutiques were shut-
tered for the night, their paintings and mannequins fallen 
into darkness. Ridden of their vendors, the streets were eerily 
quiet. Towers loomed a few blocks away, too tall, too abrupt, 
to believe.
 The building was designed for discretion. Its entrance, 
set back a ways from the sidewalk, was obscured by two leafy 
shrubs, indistinct shapes amid the gathering dusk. Nathan 
strode up to the gate and entered a code. After a brief inter-
val, a buzzer sounded and the gate swung inward. He entered, 
his father trailing behind him. 
 In the antechamber—oak-rimmed, echoes of a li-



106

FICTION

brary—a nattily dressed attendant inspected their IDs. Noting 
their names and the similarity of their faces, faint revulsion 
registered in some suppressed corner of the attendant’s mind 
as he waved the men toward the elevator, which yawned open 
to receive them. Inside, Nathan punched in another code, 
feeling again what he’d felt the first time he’d stood in this 
same spot: that upon entering such a place, it would have 
seemed more appropriate to travel down, rather than up.
 Standing beside him, his father shifted uncomfortably.
 “What is this place? Some kind of club?”
 Nathan had practiced what he would say many times. 
During each attempt, the words had fallen from his lips as 
brittle husks, utterly insufficient for the task he demanded of 
them. Now he would have gladly accepted those husks.
 “Dad, I know you’ve been lonely ever since—”
 “Nate.”
 “And I thought that maybe—”
 “Nathan!”
 The elevator doors opened, and they stepped out into 
a small chamber. The world was contained in a pool of light. 
Emerging from the shadows, the hostess stood before them 
in a crimson robe, her hands folded together at her waist. As 
she bowed in greeting, Nathan’s father swiveled toward him, 
simmering with rage.
 “Dad,” Nathan began, “I’m worried about you.”
 “I’m worried about you if you thought this was a good 
idea!”
 The hostess’ eyes widened. Making a placatory gesture 
at her, Nathan pulled his father aside into a dimly lit waiting 
area containing a scattering of leather banquettes. It was still 
early on a weekday, and the room was mercifully empty. 
 “Please don’t make a scene,” Nathan pleaded.
 “Make a scene!” His father’s voice was a wrathful whis-
per. “My son just brought me to a whorehouse, and I’m not 
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supposed to make a scene?”
 “Please don’t call it that. This is an extremely high-
class establishment. I’ve heard rumors that the Prime Minis-
ter is a frequent visitor.”
 “Will you quit your fucking guidebook act!” 
 Nathan stared hard at his father. Over the past sever-
al days, the old man had taken on a dazed, blinkered look, 
gazing out from behind his eyes like someone peering up 
from the bottom of a mineshaft. Red blotches had broken out 
on his cheeks. The skin of his face seemed to be wrapped too 
tightly around his skull.
 “I just wanted to bring you somewhere where I thought 
you’d be happy,” Nathan said. “I was trying to do something 
nice for you.”
 “Oh, that’s rich. My son, the saint.”
 “There’s not much in the world that I know you like, 
Dad. I never know what gifts to get you, what you’ll appreci-
ate. But I know that this, at the very least, is something you’ll 
enjoy.”
 His father slumped down heavily on a banquette, hold-
ing his head in his hands. “You brought me to a whorehouse 
because I’m hard to shop for?” he croaked.
 Nathan sat down. He understood his father’s reaction. 
They’d both seen them, the men who came to the city for this 
sort of thing. Invariably old and sad, rejected by the world as 
they approached the end of their time in it, they walked the 
streets with girls half their size and a third of their age hang-
ing from their arms, couples with nothing in common save a 
pair of pained, pretending smiles. No one could have partici-
pated in such a spectacle without disgust.
 Nathan placed a hand on his father’s back, which 
tensed slightly at the touch. He spoke softly. “I know you used 
to do this, Dad. Things like this. I’m not saying whether it 
was good or bad. I’m just saying what it was. I thought that 
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maybe doing it again would help you.”
 His father’s eyes were like faraway planets glimpsed 
through a telescope. Cold, watery dots, their best light long 
since spent.
 “I didn’t…that was a long time ago,” his father man-
aged.
 “If you want, we can leave.”
 As though he himself did not want to perform the 
action, his father shook his head. “I’m sorry,” he said, “if it 
caused you any pain. Things like this. It was hard on your 
mother. Too hard.”
 Nathan bit his lip and said nothing. 
 The old man rose to his feet. The hostess, who had 
been standing nearby, doing an excellent job of pretending 
not to listen, smiled and enfolded his arm in hers. Their 
fingers interlaced, she walked him toward a curtain at the far 
side of the room. At the last moment, still clutching the wom-
an, he stopped and turned back to face his son.
 “Have you…?” He waved his free hand in the direction 
of the curtain.
 “No, no. Not recently.”
 “Because I wouldn’t want. You know.”
 “Of course.”
 His father nodded. Then he and the woman passed 
through the curtain and were gone.
 Nathan remained seated on the banquette, too deep in 
thought to notice when the hostess reappeared without his 
father. He was thinking about his childhood, something he 
normally tried not to do. His memory of those days was poin-
tillist, only clarifying with the distance of age into something 
like truth. Everything returned to him in bitter vignettes, 
images he couldn’t quite boil away: his father stumbling home 
late at night. Volcanic arguments, the shattering of pottery 
against a wall. Breakfast the next morning, funereal silence, 
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his mother’s eyes fixed on a spot on the tablecloth. Sordid 
scenes, the stuff of maudlin movies. The stuff of his life. 
Nothing all that special.
 He had known about the affairs for as long as there 
had been affairs, though he had never, save for whatever had 
just transpired between them, discussed them with his father. 
What was there to say? How did one begin that conversation? 
Once begun, how could it ever be concluded? They bled, 
those affairs, those affronts. They had a half-life. Decaying 
slowly, they seeped indelibly into the years beyond their oc-
currence.
 And then there were his memories of the girl—call it 
as it was, she was just a girl—from his first visit here, years 
ago. Beautiful, smelling of jasmine, warm to the touch. Na-
than could not tell whether she was truly unafraid or just 
experienced enough to hide it, but he had been terrified. His 
coworkers had him dragged to this hole in the world as the 
final component of a drunken, multi-stop journey that had 
resembled a bizarre initiation ritual, like being ceremonial-
ly maimed, or left to fend for himself for days on end in the 
wilderness. But the girl had calmed him, centered him; it had 
been a relief. Even looking out from within his deep well of 
shame, shame that would never go away, there was no deny-
ing that. He remembered his coworkers’ knowing looks as he 
passed back through the curtain, one of them now.
 Nathan lifted up his eyes. In front of him, on a mantel, 
sat a miniature Buddha. The expression on its face indicat-
ed neither acceptance nor condemnation. Even its palm was 
raised in a manner that seemed open to interpretation. It was 
simply looking on.
 In time, his father returned and sat down next to him. 
Had Nathan been expecting some sort of dramatic transfor-
mation, he would have been disappointed. For several min-
utes, his father neither said anything nor glanced in Nathan’s 
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direction. He sat still, staring into the shadows with eyes that 
were both brighter and more clouded than they had been be-
fore. Then, still avoiding his son’s gaze, he began to speak.
 “The girl in there, she did something to me.”
 His voice seemed to come from somewhere outside 
himself. Nathan moved as if to silence him, but his father kept 
talking.
 “When we were together, she, well. The whole time, she 
kept running her fingers along the length of my spine. From 
the base of my neck down to my waist. Light strokes, like 
whispers. It was, I don’t know, an act of comfort. It made me 
feel safe.”
 He stared at Nathan, pleading for something neither of 
them could name. His son was not sure what, if anything, he 
was able to offer.
 “Your mother used to do the same thing. Exactly like 
that.”
 Silence spun itself out between them. With equal and 
opposite intensity, Nathan wanted and did not want to hear 
more.
  “I was thinking,” his father continued, “about what you 
said our first day here, in the temple, about reincarnation. 
How everything comes back as something else. And I thought, 
is it possible? You don’t think…you don’t think?” 
 His father began to weep. Nathan wrapped his arms 
around the old man’s shoulders, cradling that frail head in the 
crook of his neck. He was surprised to encounter no resis-
tance. This was what their remaining time together would 
be, Nathan thought. The natural order reversing its flow, a 
switching of stations. He had a vision of a vast, faraway clock 
ticking down, the muffled sound growing ever louder, ever 
closer.
 “You don’t think that maybe?”
 Then his father’s voice devolved into a series of choked 
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noises, which Nathan, pressed up against him, perceived as a 
low rumble in his chest. He held on tight, unable to imagine 
what would happen when he let go. Out of the corner of his 
eye, he saw the hostess striding forward to cast them into the 
night.


