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A NIGHT IN BEIJING

M y name is Sam, Sam Iam.

When I was 25 years old, I decided to go on a backpacking 
adventure across China, starting from Beijing and ending in Tibet. 
I was at a crossroads in my life, trying to -gure out how to forge a 
sustainable future with little more than my good looks and a bach’
elorEs degree in Lnglish xiterature. This alone was cause for despair, 
but deepening my anJiety was the fact that IEd spent the last two years 
coaching “apanese businessmen to pronounce ”hamburgerO properly 
and had utterly failed.

Ane thing to know oz the get’go is that I couldEve easily passed as 
Chinese. This search to connect with my ”qsian’nessO was, from the 
beginning, a blurry and generaliPed Fuest. I had no personal response 
to the traditional architecture or the tantaliPing dishes I tried, no 
memories of grandmaEs dumplings to compare the street food with, 
nor fuPPy Kolaroids to remember myself as a child posing in front of 
the Horbidden Kalace twenty years later or anything like that.

xike so many of the qmerican forms IEd -lled out in my life, my 
understanding of self was more realiPed in what I was not rather than 
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in what I was. My main choices in life were ”qsian qmericanO or 
”Samoan?Kaci-c IslanderO. Most of the qsians I knew then and know 
now belong to the former category. The latter category, as far as I 
understood, was reserved for the spectacle of inclusion. Sorry, Kuerto 
Vico.

My trip across China began one early /ovember in Beijing. An 
the other side of the country, freedom -ghters were strapping bombs 
to their chests in a desperate cry for visibility while self’immolating 
Tibetan monks burned in the streets. :iolent clashes with the police 
were censored from state media and there was a systematic displace’
ment of Tibetans in xhasa to replace them with Uan Chinese. Islamic 
Righurs were being shuttled into reeducation camps and detention 
centers daily.

qs I milled around Tiananmen SFuare taking sel-es, it was obvious 
that I had no idea what was going on. In this land without borders, 
politics were always in the background, but I couldnEt understand any 
of the grainy CCT: footage being looped on state’run news pro’
grams. I barely noticed the soldiers on guard around the perimeters.

qs dusk settled, however, a spectacular monument rose from the 
mist like a gargantuan boner. I circled around this phallic symbol, al’
most laughing out loud, and was struck by the audacity of the Chinese 
to take one of our most precious symbols of qmericanism and place it 
right here in Tiananmen SFuare. Was it a coincidence' Ar was it some 
sort of mind game'

Curiously, the Washington Monument was taller and longer in its 
shaft while the KeopleEs Monument was shorter and more ornate at 
its base. But there was no getting around it* the KeopleDs Monument 
and the Washington Monument looked remarkably similar, like odd 
twins.
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Lverywhere I went, I saw MaoEs benevolent smile. In China, Mao 
is “esus Christ.

I went over to his mausoleum and stood in line for well over an hour 
to look at his corpse. Ue had a distinctly orange spray’tan, a shade of 
tangerine that I was already well familiar with as a native /ew “erseyan. 
Ue looked like he couldEve been at a hotdog eating contest down by 
the Shore.

My visit to Tiananmen SFuare was just a warm’up. I wasnEt in’
terested in getting bogged down by souvenir traps to begin with, and 
my eJperience upon trying to leave the never’ending sFuare further 
convinced me to stay oz the tourist circuit. I was accosted by aggressive 
old ladies who tried to goad me into rickshaws. Keking duck was 
advertised with gaudy neon as the glaPed and featherless birds hung in 
the windows. There was a wondrous air of history and culture miJed 
with the rush to sell whatever they could for cheap.

With my rucksack strapped to my back and enough yuan stashed 
in my socks to keep me fed and sheltered for a month, I was ready to 
get out of the city and go backpacking across the country. Beijing was 
just the natural starting point, but I didnEt want to stay there for more 
than a night. I wanted to wander into the eJpanse without maps or 
guides of any kind. I didnEt know what I would -nd, but that was the 
whole point.

qs the sun set behind the gloomy brick buildings, I found myself in 
a sea of bicycles near Beijing Vailway Station, contemplating the manEs 
words trailing after me. ”Two’stah hotel— Two’stah hotel—O The giant 
Chinese characters on top of the train station penetrated the twilight 
and colored the smog with a red glow as locals cycled their way home. 
Heeling famished, but not Fuite brave enough to sample anything that 
didnEt have a corporate seal of approval on it, I entered a California 
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Beef /oodles chain restaurant and ordered whatever the -rst picture 
advertised.

Setting my rucksack down, I sat among local patrons loudly 
sFuawking and slurping from soup bowls paying me no mindGall 
eJcept for a young, bearded white guy who peered at me with interest.

”NouEre not from around here, are you'O he said with a South 
qmerican accent. ”Where are you coming from' More importantly, 
where are you going'O

The bearded guy gave me an azable grin which assured me that I 
could relaJ‘ he wasnEt going to hustle me. I smiled back and we made 
introductions. Uis name was xonPo, and like me, he was twenty’-ve 
years old. Ue was originally from BraPil, and he also taught Lnglish, 
and this led to plenty of rabbit holes as we compared our lives in Beijing 
and Tokyo, with a few laughs in between.

qs we -nished up our noodles, xonPo asked me where I was staying, 
and I mentioned the two’star motel that guy outside was on the street 
barking about. xonPo laughed and invited me to stay at his place. I 
almost refused, but when he mentioned that he was going to a friendEs 
goodbye party that night, I couldnEt resist.

”ThereEs always a goodbye party in China,O xonPo said as we eJited 
the restaurant and headed toward his place. ”ItEs just an eJcuse to 
drink.O

We got in a cab and rode for about twenty minutes to a neigh’
borhood called Wudaokou where I felt the city shift into a younger, 
college’town energy. xonPo lived somewhere nestled in a maPe of 
backstreets in what seemed like a charming and rustic little alley lined 
with stone walls, old apartments, and a few of the traditional’style 
homes which were built with a courtyard at the center. Ue rented a 
basement in a brick and cement villa, but we only stayed at his humble 
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pad long enough for me to toss my things onto the couch before we 
went right back out the door.

”IEm here to learn Mandarin so I can take over my fatherEs factory 
in Brasilia. We do a lot of business with the Chinese.O

”I shouldEve studied harder in Tokyo,O I confessed. ”6et me inside 
any sushi bar and IEm your man. Autside of that, IEm pretty useless.O

”Uow do you plan on getting around in China'O asked xonPo.
”IEm not sure. The only words I know are 7shi shiE and 7nihaoE. I 

should probably learn how to ask to use the bathroom now that I think 
of it.O

”I can teach you a few phrases, but tonight thereEs only one phrase 
that you really need to remember. Nou can use it later at the bar,O 
xonPo said, his eyes sparkling with amusement. ”Wo a ni.O

”What does that mean'O I asked.
”“ust try it,O he said with a grin, then he proceeded to -re oz a 

string of beautifully pronounced phrases in Mandarin to an idling taJi 
driver.

We got in the cab and sped oz to the party. We were dropped oz in 
front of a skyrise located on a street pulsating with neon. We entered 
the building and rode a glass elevator to the top 8oorGthe penthouse 
suite. Whoever his friend was, it was obvious that she was from a family 
of diplomats or something.

xonPo liked to move fast, and it was my job to keep up. Ue knocked 
on the door and someone he knew let us in immediately. There was a 
lot of Spanish and the kissing of cheeks. I didnEt get a kiss, but received 
a brief appraisal followed by a swish of hair in the face and a trail of 
perfume as we were led through the foyer into a plush apartment -lled 
with white foreigners, xatin music, and red cups.

I transitioned into soiree’mode and stood around, ready to jump 
into any conversation if the opportunity should present itself. It was 
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like the eFuivalent of watching a soccer match on Telemundo. Lvery’
thing was in Spanish, and ball kept getting passed back and forth 
before I could make a move.

xonPo neglected to introduce me as he was taken from one ac’
Fuaintance to the neJt. These were friends he hadnEt seen in a while, 
so I played it cool by a bookshelf. Suddenly, I was tapped on the 
shoulder and found myself face to face with a green’eyed girl who was 
intimidatingly beautiful, but decidedly hostile.

”Who are you'O she demanded to know.
”IEm Sam, Sam Iam. IEm here with xonPo,O I eJplained.
”WhoDs that'O she countered with a hint of disdain.
”I donEt know,O I stammered in surprise, glancing around the living 

room. ”UeEs not here.O
She Fuickly lost interest, but an air of suspicion remained.
I did my best to blend in, but it was hard to remain incognito at a 

house party with only one other qsian guy in it. It didnEt help that this 
other qsian guy was a lot cooler than I was. Ue had a xatina girlfriend 
who did all his talking for him, was dressed in edgy street fashions, 
and wore sunglasses indoors which no one seemed to Fuestion even 
though it was nighttime. Lventually I found out that he was a deejay 
from Uong Yong, and for the rest of the night, it seemed as if we had 
a silent understanding that there could only be one qsian per room at 
this party, and we did not mingle.

There were a few Chinese girls also, but it was pointless to form any 
cohesion with them. I began to lose hope of ever seeing xonPo again 
and began to drink copiously from the punchbowl. I would have to 
make new friends if I wanted to survive without even a couch to sleep 
on.

My ezorts to socially lubricate began to pay oz. I felt the punch 
and whatever was in it start to lower my inhibitions to the point that 



H3CY, !VI/Y, SUIT 9

I just barged in on any conversation I was in proJimity of, forcing 
the language to switch from Spanish to Lnglish. Surprisingly, every’
one seemed relieved when I began speaking Lnglish. /ow that I was 
getting thoroughly sauced, I decided that everyone at that party was 
great. These were deep and philosophical people. !rifters from South 
qmerica and Lurope whoEd seen the world and its nether parts.

Ance a traveler gets started on a trip, youEll know their philosophy 
on basically everything. I found myself mimicking their behavior, tak’
ing on their political views, and even considered converting to their 
religions, which were strange hodgepodges of Buddhism and atheism. 
Suddenly, yoga seemed important. So did avoiding palm oil for the 
orangutans. I was invited to join them everywhere to see everything 
that China had to ozer as more and more libations were poured.

xonPo -nally returned an hour later wielding a joint.
”Uey Sam, do you smoke'O xonPo asked me with that boyish grin 

of his, and all was forgiven.
”qre you sure weEre allowed to do this'O I asked before taking a puz. 

”I donEt want to be sent away to some reeducation center.O
This made everyone laugh, and more jungle juice was miJed in the 

large party bowl. The Spanish girls edged closer to me after I made a 
rather big show of shot’slamming and hitting the joint. ”Call me Big 
Brother,O I whispered to a pretty brunette from Catalonia. ”Call me 
6eorge Arwell.O

But before I could walk down that road, it was decided that we 
should all leave the apartment and hit up a salsa club.

”ThereEs a salsa club'O I nearly screamed.
Before I knew what was happening coats were being tossed to their 

owners and everyone vacated the premises.
!ownstairs, there were a series of taJi’vans waiting for us. I piled 

into a van with xonPo and a few others whose names I never caught, 
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and the taJi’driver sped us to the club like he was going for the high 
score in a video game. There was a plastic jug -lled with what was left 
of the jungle juice and this was passed around as a million rolling rEs 
ricocheted oz the backseats. Lveryone was in high spirits, and IEd never 
felt more xatin in my life. qs we swerved around the corner, I took the 
bottle, took a huge swig, and screamed, ”qrrrriba—O in a perfect Spanish 
accent.

The van opened and we rushed towards a red light emitting faintly 
from an open door. The outside of the club looked like an unassuming 
industrial building, but once we were inside the heat swallowed us 
up like we were coals in a furnace. Lverywhere I looked there was 
music and darkness, 8ying hair and twirling bodies. qnd just like that, 
everyone IEd come with was gone— Where the hell was xonPo'

I was alone again, with no way of reconnecting with xonPo. Uow 
would I -nd my way back to his place to retrieve my bag' I couldnEt 
think straight surrounded by that many writhing bodies and the 
amaPing Spanish rhythm. What was in my bag' Umm0passport, cash, 
a slew of other worthless items. qll meaningless now that I was free— 
Kerhaps this was a sign from heaven. Maybe I was always meant to lose 
xonPo and be stripped of my possessions. IEd simply have to survive for 
the present with whatever I had left in my pockets. It wasnEt much, 
but I could still buy a few more shots—

I immediately forgot about my rucksack on xonPoEs couch and 
dove deeper into the steam of this heat. There were siPPling bodies, 
a -ery trumpet, and a singer in a half’buttoned silk’shirt with sweat 
dripping oz his mustachio. The singer was Chinese, but it almost felt 
like I was in MeJico.

”Buy me a drink,O a girl said in a Chinese accent from somewhere 
in the darkness. qs I turned to see the owner of the voice, I saw her 
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round face, caked with foundation, appearing almost moon’like in its 
luminosity penetrating the lurid darkness of the nightclub.

”Wo a ni,O I replied con-dently, as if I had any idea what it meant.
I then felt her chubby arms around my neck as she painted my 

mouth with her tongue and lips, and I went along with it for at least a 
minute. qfter breaking free for some words and a breath of oJygen, I 
ordered two shots of teFuila with a snap of my -ngers. I asked for her 
name, but even this routine eJchange of information proved diNcult 
in this wild atmosphere. ”Cheers, Moon’Cakes,O I said and clinked her 
glass before we each took one down the hatch.

She was soon taken by some goofy British guy who seemed to be 
about seven feet tall. But I knew I could still win her back somehow 
if I really wanted. What if we ended up at her apartment' It was a 
place to sleep after all. Suddenly, I wanted to tell her everything about 
my life, and more importantly, my purpose in China, to wander at 
random to con-rm the eJistence of a loving Cosmic Being through 
the act of aimless travel. I needed to know the deep universal truths of 
this eJistence, whatever that meant—

Maybe I just wanted her dumplings.
I ordered another round of teFuila shots and took them both one 

after another. I found myself swept into the action. My shirt mysteri’
ously vanished, and I was now doing salsa on the dance 8oor.

Back at the bar, I found that infantile creature making out with the 
goofy seven’foot Brit as I returned shirtless and sweaty. I felt jealous, 
and then touched as she released herself from his grip, sent him away, 
and cuddled up to me. I made out with her obscenely, just to prove a 
point.

Hinally, in a swirling blur of Cuervo and shame, I stumbled out of 
the club and into the streets. I wandered all night, moaning to everyone 
I met about xonPo and my bag. Miraculously by morning, I found 
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xonPoEs place. The door was carelessly unlocked, and my rucksack was 
still there on the couch, waiting for me like an angry wife, wondering 
where IEd been all night. xonPo was nowhere to be found. It was 
evident that his mission for ass was a complete success.

Still drunk, I helped myself to a free roll of toilet paper and staggered 
out the door.



HARD SEATS

I  decided to get out of Beijing as soon as possible. I worked through 
my hangover with dumpling soup, and then after lunch headed 

back to Beijing Railway Station where I jumped on the train that 
headed south to Guilin. I’d never heard of Guilin before, but there 
were rules to follow, and I had to obey them. Part of my strategy for 
traveling was to just show up at any train station or bus station and 
jump on whatever was the Drst ride out of town. Woing this made 
plotting my course incredibly simple, but it also meant that the good 
seats were usually sold out.

zithout reali“ing what I was in for, I bought myself a ticket for 
twenty hours in the ”hard seatsT. xhe only alternative to this section 
was the soft sleepers, and those were all booked. xhe hard seats are 
where everyone else sits. xhese seats have “ero recline, and every car is 
by default a smoker.

I was e-cited about it at Drst, sitting there giddy with the sensation 
of a prepOschool kid ”roughing itT in the streets. I was among the peoO
ple, the real people, I told myself. xhese were farmers and laborers and, 
perhaps to celebrate the lifting of the draconian CneOKhild Policy, a 
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plethora of pregnant women. xhe people I rode with seemed cheerful 
at the thought of travel, even if it meant slouching on each other’s 
shoulders instead of laying hori“ontal.

1s the train sped its way further south, it picked up new groups of 
young families who came onboard with the e-citement of DrstOtime 
travelers, happily throwing their bags onto the overhead stow as pasO
sengers made room for the newcomers and became more uncomfortO
able on their behalf. xhe seats were arranged in sEuares so that you 
and the passenger ne-t to you faced the two seats across from you. 
xhis made the people you were sitting with your designated family 
for the rest of the journey, whether you knew them or not. 1round 
the second or third stop, I was joined by a ruggedOlooking guy with a 
tattoo of a dragon on his hand and his wife who was very pregnant. 
1lso with them was Grandma who spent most of the ride knitting a 
baby sweater, while I was the odd 1sian in their midst who couldn’t 
speak any Khinese.

xhe motherOtoObe rested in the seat as her husband wrestled with 
their luggage in the aisle. 1pparently, Khina didn’t have NOYauls, and 
this was their only option. Cne of their bags was jammed full of pots 
and pans, and after a considerable amount of eFort we managed to 
wedge everything beneath the seats. 1 wok’s wooden handle stuck out 
halfway into the aisle, but no one seemed to mind.

*very family was its own contained ruckus with the sounds of 
laughter, crying babies, and music being played from phones. xhe 
toilet was just an open hole at the bottom of a metal sEuatter, so 
whenever I did my business, my e-crement splattered along the tracks 
below at blinding speed.

In the back of the train ne-t to the toilets was the smoking section. 
xhe men spat everywhere and smoked cigarettes near the open doors 
as the rushing landscape whistled past. Cne misstep could’ve sent 
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us tumbling oF the train to our deaths, but the men seemed more 
interested in the old Kharlie Khaplin movie that was playing on the 
small screen. xhe whole carriage smelled like secondhand smoke. xhe 
men smoked nonstop.

3or most of the day, I wrote in my journal while staring out at the 
passing scenery. I was trying to write an opener for my travelogue, 
something e-otic and adventurous while striking a colloEuial and caO
sual tone.

xhe more I scribbled, however, the more lines I crossed out in 
frustration. I’d intended to write from the perspective of an 1sian 
1merican traveling across 1sia for the Drst time, but every angle felt 
false somehow. I backpedaled and started talking about growing up 
in 1merica as an 1sianO1merican, but this seemed irrelevant to my 
backpacking trip in Khina as I wasn’t even Khinese to begin with. 
Instead, I started e-plaining how it was that I ended up in :apan, but 
then thought that this might become a whole diFerent book.

1s the hours fell to silence and the end credits of the :ackie Khan 
doubleOfeature had long since gone blank on the monitors in the aisles, 
my fellow passengers drifted oF to sleep while my pen hung limply in 
my hand. I sat there numb and depressed, mumbling to myself about 
how I was doomed to be a failure.

3alling asleep in the hard seats must be an acEuired skill because 
my travel companions slept the entire night while I sat there like an 
insomniac. xhe husband and wife folded their necks so that the wife 
slept against her husband’s shoulder, and he slept with his head leaning 
slightly against the top of her head. Grandma just tipped her head 
backwards and conked out somehow holding herself Drmly in place 
while in a deep sleep.

I also felt tired, but I couldn’t get my neck into any position that 
would allow for the “’s to come. I pointed my eyes out the window 
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instead and could only see my own reMection staring back at me in the 
dark.

I felt the weight of failure on my shoulders all night long and there 
was no escaping it. I had to confront the truth> I wasn’t simply here 
to take a vacation and have a good time. 1t the end of this journey, I 
wanted there to be something. I wanted to Dnd a way to escape my life.

I must’ve passed out eventually, because I woke that morning to the 
mystical scene of heavy mist over the passing landscape. It hung like a 
thick white shroud turning rivers into faint outlines. xhe sun was just 
beginning to rise through the limestone mountains, revealing terraced 
rice paddies built on mountainsides with yellow Delds of grain in the 
distance. Klusters of ghost cities appeared as oddities in the landscape, 
slowly being reclaimed by the green force of time.

ze arrived at Guilin Station a couple hours after breakfast. By that 
time, the train was more than half empty, with most of the passengers 
having e-ited along the way. Guilin was the last stop, and my rucksack 
was up on the overhead looking lonely when I brought it down and 
hoisted its weight back on my shoulders.

I was glad to be getting oF the train, but it meant that I would 
have to Dgure out what to do and where to go from there. Aot having 
any plans, I disembarked with everyone else, but instead of leaving 
the station, sat in the waiting room for a while and stared at the bus 
schedule seeing which bus would arrive ne-t.

xhe waiting room was smoky and crowded. Cutside the windows 
was the platform where most of the awaiting passengers sat on the 
edge of the sunshine so the sun wouldn’t darken their skin. It was 
noticeably warmer in Guilin compared to Beijing. ze were closer to 
the eEuator, and it almost felt like early spring. People ran this way 
and that with tiedOup suitcases, duFel bags, and Yello Hitty luggage. 
zomen walked around with infants strapped to their backs.
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zaiting for the ne-t train were two guys and a girl. xhey looked 
like high school students, the kind who skip class and dream of being 
pop idols or something. It seemed like the two dudes were best friends 
and the girl was a little sister. 1s the train pulled up to the platform, 
I watched their wordless dialogue and wondered why they weren’t 
getting on. xhey continued to talk while silently smoking. xhe kid 
with the earring looked like the kind of heartbreaker who didn’t listen 
to authority, while the other guy looked like he played basketball.

I noticed a sideways conversation happening, the kind you have 
with your buddy without looking at each other, too tough to make it 
emotional. xhey e-changed a punch in the arm for a kick in the leg. I 
then understood what was happening. xhe kid with the earring got on 
the train and then there were only two on the platform. 1s the train 
began to chug forward, the girl ran beside it, waving goodbye. xhe 
taller friend stood there in deDance of the moment and spat on the 
ground, watching the train disappear into the concrete hori“on. 1fter 
the train was gone, I decided to get going so no one would see me cry.

@y peregrinations eventually led me to a place called Uangshuo. I 
had no idea what to e-pect, but when my bus stopped in front of a 
traditional Khinese gate, I jumped up instinctively and found myself 
standing before a tall stone gate with red lanterns hanging from it. 
I thought it looked like the doorway to another world, or perhaps 
the best Khinese restaurant known to man. It was getting closer to 
lunchtime, so my motivation was a little blurry.



TWO-STRINGED VIOLIN

T he sun sets over West Street as I wander the cobblestone streets. 
The smell of sandalwood sprinkles the night and reminds me 

of places I've never been. Paper lanterns tell you there's only one way 
to go. The road, shrouded in night, looks beautiful, lonely, and mys-
terious. The only downside is there's nothing to do at night except 
shop and eat. That is unless of course I want to stand around an empty 
dance Coor while pimps try to set me up. I'll keep that as Plan K.

I walked about picking frog-leg out of my teeth when suddenly I 
came upon a bustling little mob, everyone holding their cellphones up 
taking pictures of some celebrity. I was expecting an actress or j-pop 
star or something Budging from the scene. Hut as I got closer, what I 
saw was totally diDerent. Qe had the look of a master traveler, poised 
upon his bicycle like Fon Muixote. I watched as he signed another 
one of his masterpieces for the buyer, who watched in anticipation 
as he wrote Khinese characters on a paper fan. Qe had a long wispy 
beard and a *u-Ranchu mustache, a long yellow poncho and a yellow 
headband tied around his long single braid like the jarate jid. Qe 
only had one arm and one leg.



*NKj, F1I7j, SQIT Jz

I stood there in the crowd and watched as he dipped his brush into a 
small Bar of ink, wrote something with the automation of Eackson Pol-
lock, then signed his name vertically in the upper left hand corner of 
the open fan. The buyer, an older man, bowed with his family in near 
prostration while the bicycle man cracked not a smile, unCinchingly 
accepting their admiration, all while sitting on his bike, a high-horse 
customiGed machine, making him seem like a giant. Qe leaned his 
weight on his leg of Cesh and bone, while in the stirrups of his steed 
rested the foot of his unmasked prosthetic. Qis hand held the fans as 
blank canvasses while his other arm, cut oD at the bicep, was strapped 
with a revolver Atted with diDerent-siGed brushes.

Hy some shifting of the sands, I was moved to the front, and sud-
denly found myself face to face with the master. Qe turned and looked 
at my speechless face, emitted something of a low rasp, then handed me 
a pamphlet from a stack he kept in a messenger bag. Qe couldn't seem 
to talk, but even if he could, I wouldn't have been able to understand 
him. Still, his face glowed with pride as he pointed to his bio and 
mumbled along as I read in Ynglish.

Qis name was *eng, and according to his pamphlet, he was the 
Uuinness Hook of World 1ecords holder for longest distance traveled 
by a one-armed, one-legged man on bicycle. Qe had been traveling 
for eighteen years nonstop across Khina. 8 former gangster, he lost 
his arm and leg in a gun Aght, devoted his life to Huddhism, and 
became something of a traveling monk. Qe sustained himself from the 
money he made oD painting paper fans. If you bought one, he wrote 
something like a proverb or a verse of poetry in that wild calligraphy 
from the brush strapped to his bicep.

I told him I wanted to buy one, and he seemed to understand. I 
chose one with pink Cowers growing oD of a long gnarled branch as 
the motif, but the real art lay in watching him make it. With Cash and 
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Courish, he wrote calligraphy across the fan like a fencer makes sword 
strokes, and read the characters silently to me one by one, mouthing 
the words and pointing right to left with his bent Anger. I wished I 
could understand, but all I had was my imagination to ponder the 
meaning of his words as he repeated them again, looking straight into 
my eyes and searching for comprehension. It seemed that somehow, 
this total stranger, this lone traveler of the truest kind, could see some-
thing in me.

8t that point, I became so overwhelmed with emotion I dropped to 
the ground before him. ?Please let me be your discipleOL I burst aloud 
and clasped my hands together. “esO This is what I had been searching 
for all alongO 8 mentor, a master, someone to guide me into the ways 
of a wandering monkO I could see us traveling across Khina together 
and Aghting whatever inBustices we found. Some triads in Qong jong 
threatening an old lady's grocery9 PqWO We leave tire-tracks across 
the roulette tables and scatter all the chips with our skidding wheels, 
both of us Cying oD and slapping Ave in midair before Bump-kicking 
some gangsters in the face. I saw us in a Cash, cruising upon bicycle, 
dressed like Huddhist monks in the mountains, practicing calligraphy 
and swordplay. Hut all I heard was that raspy chuckle, and when I 
looked up, everyone was looking at me like I was the one with one arm 
and one leg.

"ater that night, pretty girls stand outside the bars inviting men to 
come in for a drink. It's low season now, and most of the bars remain 
empty. Yvery bar bumps their dance and rock and roll tunes, but not 
a single soul can be found funky enough to wander in. The bars may 
And a few Cies after dinner, after the horny toads have had their All 
and start tipping back a few shots of baiBiu with friends to help aid 
their digestion. 8fterwards, there's the happy voyage around the alleys 
acting magnetiGed to whatever voices happen to call them. The lust 
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is never 0uite so naked as it is discovered in a sort of serendipitous 
adventure wandering deeper into holes illumined with hot pink neon.

“ou see, one does not simply answer the call of toadiness so directly. 
qne must Arst taste the wind. The perfume must tingle upon one's 
lips. There must also have been the obligatory slip of allowing oneself 
to have a few too many drinks at dinner before one allows oneself to 
be enticed by the prospects of getting coGy with one of the pretty little 
barmaids inviting you in.

The temptation to piss your money away on bar girls while traveling 
is insurmountable at times when you're alone with no one to stop you 
from making that ridiculous statement, ’Raybe I'll Bust have one little 
drink’. Hy the time you utter those words, it's already too late. The 
bar girls have sonar hearing and Gone-in on you immediately. Hefore 
you even know you've bled into the water, they've got you in their 
Baws. Kome in, handsomeO they sing and grab your arms. qf course, 
the thought of it in your mind was Bust a faint notion, which could 
have passed Bust as easy as it is to keep walking. Hut once the words exit 
your mouth, it becomes a promise.

They sit you at a table- never the bar. The bar is too easy to escape. 
They sit you like a king in the empty room, and 0uickly try to com-
pensate for your embarrassment at being the only patron by giving you 
full control of the music. This gives you a sense of power and ease. 
7ow your drink has arrived and you're starting to feel comfortable. 
The girl beside you asks sweetly if you'll also buy her a drink. qh, how 
inconsiderate of meO you say. qf courseO

The conversation is Bust Cirtatious enough to make up for the 
fact that you're not really having a conversation. Kertainly not worth 
sticking around for and buying that second drink. qkay. “ou're sat-
isAed. Time to settle up and go back to the room. Hut then, Bust as 
you get ready to pull out a few bills from a secret pocket sewn in your 
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underwear, another pretty girl walks in. This is her friend. The Arst 
girl calls her over. Introductions are made. Sit down, sit, sit.

qne more round. Hut that's it.
Pretty soon that second drink catches up with you and one of the 

girls touches your knee and before you even order it, a third round 
materialiGes. Te0uila shots9 *uck it. Why not9

Hefore the night is done, you'll have blown a carefully structured 
budget e0uivalent to about a week's worth of food, room, and trans-
port on sugary cocktails, an eventual hangover, and a sad masturbation 
session. Wandering around West Street reminds me of this ancient 
wisdom passed down through centuries. I avoid all eye-contact with 
the lithe creatures singing me to my doom outside the neon-lighted 
bars.

Hut then, as I wander back towards the inn, I see a salesgirl in 
a Bewelry shop who made the bar girls look like frogs. I And myself 
closer, and closer, until before I know it, I'm inside the shop. I 0uickly 
reassured myself, whispering to my penis that I was only here to look 
around, perhaps picking up some gifts for the family for Khristmas.

8t the moment, she was busy with another customer, an a4u-
ent-looking grandma standing by a display case full of silver. 8 smile 
was already on her face in the manner of a friendly sales-pitch. 8s I 
walked in, however, I saw that little extra glisten, twinkle, that faded 
Bust as 0uickly as she returned her attention to the rich old lady. I 
pretended not to notice and walked casually past her, making my 
direction towards the mini-gallery in the back of the shop.

The shop was spacious, dimmed and atmospheric, the display cas-
es spotlighted to bring out the moonlight luster of the silver pieces 
laying on beds of black velvet beneath the glass. These were far from 
souvenirs. Yverything was hand-made, produced by a vanishing tribe 
in “unnan famous for the beauty of their silver. The designs of each 
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bracelet, ring, and necklace were elegant and intricate. I admired a row 
of long-toothed princess combs, Bust because they looked so royal, but 
the sheer amount of Geros on the price tags told me I couldn't even 
aDord a keychain.

The truth is that the businessman hopes for the artist5s untimely 
death, for he knows rarity creates value. With the extinguishing of a 
Came comes silver. If everyone had the gift, they'd Bust be stones. Time 
erases all. The lost and forgotten become priceless and locked away in 
a museum. 8ll that remains is the beauty and the light.

It5s hard not to want to All up your castle with the splendor of all 
these earthly treasures. Hut the heavier you are, the harder it will be 
to ascend to heaven. “ou have to learn to appreciate beauty with your 
eyes only. The money you have is enough to buy you passage through 
the world, but this is a walk through the red light district, not a fuck 
fest. “ou come on a Bourney like this to exit the world, not to collect 
its pieces and fragments. "earn to appreciate life without wanting to 
take it with you. "et go of the ring, *rodoO We all want to live in the 
Shire, but in truth, we are all born qrcs. Traveling doesn't make you 
any less of an qrc.

’QiO Kan I help you with anything9’
I turned, thoughts interrupted, and found myself face to face with 

the belle of the silver-shop.
’It's a beautiful shop,’ I said.
’Thank youO It's my aunt's shop.’
’Fid you see anything you like9’ she asked.
I blacked-out with the possibility of a hundred diDerent responses. 

Hut luckily, my instincts took over. This is what I had trained for. I 
0uickly transformed into Uallery Ran. Kultured. Smart. Rysterious. 
"onely. 8ble to have a decent conversation with a pretty girl without 
making his words drip with innuendo.
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’Kan I ask you a 0uestion9’
’“es, of course.’
’I read the, uh, description here. 6ery interesting. Hut why does it 

keep saying 'vanishing tribes'9 Where are they going9’
’qh, well, you know, these days, the girls in the villages want to live 

like the rest of Khinese. They don't want to wear those clothes and 
make silver. 7ow, there is only old people making them. Hut when the 
old people die, then maybe there will be no one left to make it.’

’That's a shame. Such beautiful clothes and Bewelry. The world will 
miss it.’

’“es, that's why we have our shop. We want to share with the world 
before they are all gone.’

’They'll become dinosaurs.’
’“es,’ she laughs. ’Hut not so scary.’
Qer name was Rei.
She led my penis around the shop and showed it some of the display 

cases. ’8re you shopping for your girlfriend9’ she asked.
’qh no,’ I replied casually. ’Eust looking.’
Still, she seemed to have no problem ignoring the other potential 

customers as she led my penis around the store. Soon, I had her taking 
out rows of bracelets and trying them all on. She seemed to enBoy it 
immensely, holding out her long smooth arm for me to hold and lower 
my face Bust close enough to smell the fragrance of her skin.

’Fo you like9’ she asks me, Cipping back her hair, displaying chan-
delier earrings that reach down to her shoulders.

’“es,’ I say, nodding like a dog gaGing at a bone-shaped cookie.
8lright. Ynough of this game. It was time to go in before I ended 

up playing the millionaire card, buying everything in the store like a 
degenerate gambler hoping she'll like me for my credit cards.
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’What do you usually do after work9’ I asked suddenly, as she 
modeled a silver wedding tiara.

We were now alone in the back of the store.
’!sually I Bust go home. Sometimes I go out for a snack.’
’8nything good around here9’
’Fo you like noodles9’
’I love noodles.’
’There's a really good noodle shop nearby.’
’Well, if you're not busy, I think it'd be easier if we Bust went togeth-

er.’
’Together9’ she said in a sort of mock surprise.
’“eah, you know. Eust a little bowl of noodles between friends.’
’*riends9’
’Sure, why not9’
’So. . . after work9’
Suddenly, without warning, I felt something rumble deep inside 

me. It was a sharp stabbing pain, followed by a sickening gurgle.
She mistook it for hunger. It was anything but.
Tiny beads of sweat began to break out on my forehead and nose. 

Qer voice became mute and only her lips were visible, talking without 
words, the various lefts and rights I would need to take to get to the 
little noodle shop. I heard nothing. There was a Came growing within 
my belly.

’Wow,’ I gasped, as a gurgling Are-worm began to emit a lion's roar.
’It's okay,’ I whispered, reCecting now upon everything I had ever 

eaten. ’I have to go.’
’Qere. Take this,’ she said putting the directions into my numb 

Angers.
’I have to go,’ I said again in something of a whimper. I was begin-

ning to sweat profusely from every pore.
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Without another word, I speed-walked and hobbled out of the 
shop, doing my best not to hunch over until I was out of sight, and 
then ran to the inn unashamedly holding both hands to my ass, trying 
desperately not to shit myself.

What happened next was the price of a lesson learned. Wash your 
hands always, always, always, after you play with farm animals. They're 
dirty beasts and treat mud like soap.

I guess the timing was Bust about perfect though because it took 
about two hours of running back and forth between the toilet and 
my bed when I realiGed it must be around closing time at the shop. 
Yxhausted, pants around ankles, lying on the bathroom Coor, I won-
dered to myself what she was doing. Was she thinking of me9

Imagine she could see me right now . . .
Fespite the fact that my face looked as if I had been traumatiGed, 

there was a determined little smile within the shadows beneath my 
eyes. I glanced at my watch and saw it was about Afteen minutes to 
closing time. PerfectO

qf course I could've Bust given up and rested like a normal human 
being. It wasn't like I was in love with her or anything. Hut to not take 
a girl I would never see again out on a date9 ImpossibleO I would soldier 
on, and carry with me the Cag of her ’yes’ for all of my days to come.

Ten minutes later, I strolled back into the shop as if nothing had 
happened, as if I had Bust been strolling about, casually window-shop-
ping and happened to come here once again. Rei was taking every-
thing out of the display cases and putting them into boxes where they 
would then be locked away. When she looked up, she seemed genuine-
ly surprised to see me. 7ot happy. 7ot annoyed. Eust surprised.

I have to admit, I was hoping for some kind of smile in her eyes like 
the one she had given me when I Arst walked in. 7ow all I felt was 
the female instinct of defense and hesitation. Kan you say ’stalker’9 
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qh god, was I one of those9 The return to the scene of the crime 
always indicates something of an obsession. 8n inability to move on 
and keep it cool. I felt like a creep now, but what could I do9 I had 
walked through the door.

8 tinge of desperation began to discolor my aura and I immediately 
wanted to disappear. Who is this guy9 I could hear her wondering. 
Foesn't he have anything better to do than bother the locals, insert 
himself into their lives for no good reason, only to disappear the next 
day9 Well, no, not really, I don't. “ou got me. I'm a drifter.

’Fid you get lost9’ she asked me.
’“esO I mean, yeah, I, uh. . . ’
’qh, I'm sorry. Were you looking for the noodle shop this whole 

time9’
’7o, no. I Bust, well, I Bust kind of wandered around for awhile.’
’8www,’ she said sympathetically.
8nd with one fell swoop, I went from creepy stalker to lost little 

puppy. 8maGing how women can change your entire identity with a 
sound.

’“ou want to go9 I'm pretty hungry now,’ I said cheerfully, relieved 
that at least this part of the Action could be true.

Rei turned and said something Bokingly to Pikachu, who pretended 
not to notice us, despite her fur standing on end shooting bolts of 
electricity oD its ends. I Bust stood there smiling sheepishly.

’Well, I want to go,’ she said, ’but my aunt lives above the shop. If 
I don't come home, she might worry.’

Still, I gave it a chance. I didn't push or pull. I said nothing, seeing 
what she would do. She looked at me a moment more, then turned 
and conversed with Pikachu for about Ave minutes. It was like I wasn't 
even there. I stared at the empty display cases and Agured out the 
exchange for myself.
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ReiM Pikachu, what should I do9 If I say no, he'll think I was Bust 
Cirting with him, won't he9

PikaM What do you have to go with him for9 Qe's Bust a customer. 
Qe didn't even buy anything.

ReiM Hut he is pretty nice. Should I Bust go9 It's Bust down the street.
PikaM People get kidnapped on their own street most of the time.
ReiM Qe's not a kidnapper.
PikaM Qe's an 8merican. Fon't trust them.
ReiM We'll have noodles and go back home.
PikaM *ine. “ou buy.
ReiM qkay.
8fter some moments of this intense private conversation in front 

of me, Rei turned to me and said, ’Is it okay if "ing come9’
’Who9 Pikachu9 I mean, yeah, okay,’ I said hesitantly.
’I mean, sureO "et5s all goOL
?qkay greatO’ Rei smiled. ’Hut I have close up the shop Arst. “ou 

can wait a little bit, can't you9L
’qkay, sure. I'll Bust. . . wait.’
Ten minutes and a phone call later, we were all walking down the 

cobblestone streets of qld Town making our way towards a famous 
noodle shop that Rei seemed to love so much. The stars sparkled 
above us in the autumn sky and it seemed a perfect night, but I 
couldn5t help but notice the mood had changed somewhat between 
us. The Cirtation we had enBoyed earlier seemed to be somewhere 
locked in the past sitting in the glass display cases next to the necklaces 
and earrings.

I tried to keep the conversation alive by asking her 0uestions about 
life in “angshuo, but it all sounded kind of forced, like I was asking her 
to become my tour guide or something. She didn't want to live out in a 
Aeld like I did. She didn't live in qld Town either. She commuted from 
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nearby Uuilin, perhaps preferring the anonymity of city life. Qer eyes 
kept glancing here and there, trying to keep her voice down when she 
spoke, very diDerent from the bright bubbly personality in the shop. I 
could detect a very tangible self-consciousness of the passersby in the 
street all about her. Pikachu padding along 0uietly behind us instead 
of together with us wasn't helping either. It felt like we were being 
chaperoned. 8nd we were.

8t least everyone else seemed to be having a magical night. Kouples 
strolling together arm in arm down the red lantern lit streets in bliss, 
romance spilling from the sounds of a street violinist moaning sweet 
music from an ancient melody. I considered stopping for a moment to 
listen to the music, but Rei seemed to want to get to the noodle shop 
as soon as possible and then get out of there. She had heard that song 
a million times before.

The noodle shop was a little hole-in-the-wall which specialiGed in 
one kind of noodle soup. There didn't seem to be a menu. Rei ordered 
three and we sat down near the door. I went to the refrigerator and 
oDered to get Rei and "ing a drink. They both politely refused. I took 
out a bottle of green tea and brought it back to the table and sat down, 
knowing now that I had no fancy descriptions of art or silver-work 
to rely on, I was screwed. !sually alcohol played point guard in these 
types of situations and made way for the easy assist, but neither of 
them drank. So there we sat in stony silence, wondering why it was so 
complicated to be human.

’Qas your aunt ever thought of expanding her business9’ I said, 
without Geal or even interest. The noodles were taking forever.

’7o. What do you mean9’
’I mean like, if you opened a shop in 7ew “ork Kity, for example, 

I think a shop like that would do pretty well.’
’1eally9 Fo 8merican peoples like to wear those things9’
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’qh sure. That stuD is always popular. I mean, if it's real and au-
thentic.’

’What9’
’I mean, um, people who like fashion. They like things from other 

countries. “ou could make a lot of money.’
’That sounds like a good idea,’ she said with forced cheer.
’“eah,’ I agreed, but I could tell neither of us really cared.
*inally, the noodles came.
?8lright, let5s eat,L I said with utter relief. I shoved the noodles 

in my mouth like I had never seen food before, Bust so I could have 
an excuse to stop talking. They were pretty good, but a little spicy. I 
worried about my rectum again, but Agured I would deal with it later.

I looked at Rei with curiosity and wondered about her life. Ry 
lust and attraction to this lovely creature were slowly becoming bit-
ter-sweet. Raybe this wasn't her Arst time having noodles with one 
of the many travelers blowing in from the wind. They rode in on 
surfboards and kayaks and promised a lifetime of anything but here 
as they Cowed and ebbed with the seasonal tides- learning, ac0uiring, 
collecting, disappearing, returning. 8nd here she remained, as the sea-
sons changed, in the most beautiful town I had ever seen. She seemed 
cheerful, but didn5t she want to leave9

?Uood noodles,’ I said.
?“es, this is the most famous noodle-shop in “angshuo,L Rei said.
’"ot of foreigners here, huh9’
’“es, many coming. Rore coming everyday.’
I tipped the bowl of soup back and drank all of its contents like a 

savage. Somehow, I felt defeated.
?Fo you ever get bored here9L I asked after a moment. ?I mean, it5s 

beautiful and everything, but do you ever get used to it9L
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?I wish I could travel sometimes. Hut it is good for me here. I work 
with my aunt and uncle, have my own apartment in Uuilin. I ride 
bikes. . .’ she said. ’Hut maybe I can travel like you one day.’

’Hut you could never go alone.’
’8lone9’ she laughed. ’7ot safe for a Khinese girl to travel alone.’
’Where would you want to go9’
’I want to go Yurope, if I has some money. Raybe Eapan. Hut you 

will see many good places in Khina,’ she said coyly with a smile, ’“ou 
will meet many pretty girl.’

’I think you're the prettiest girl I've met so far.’
She laughed like a bell. Pika rolled her eyes.
’If I don't, I'll come back and tell you.’
Rei smiled and looked into my eyes, and for a moment, she really 

wished I would.
?"isten, I know this sounds craGy, but why don't you come with 

me9’
?“ou want to go somewhere else9L she asked.
?7o, I mean let's go together. Kome with meO "eave the shopO "et's 

take a tripOL
Rei started laughing.
?I can5t leave. I have to work silly. Thank you for asking.L
?Kome on. Fon5t you ever want to Bust leave everything behind for 

awhile9L
?I don5t know what you mean.L
?“ou know, Bust go out and explore the world. That kind of thing.L
?“ou5re real nice, but I can5t.L
’This is your chance,’ I said to her now, and wondered if it was her 

I was talking to, or myself. Suddenly, I transcended this shit restaurant 
and saw us actually make it. I saw us get on a bus and awkwardly try 
to feel as if this wouldn't be the worst mistake of our lives.
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’"et's do it,’ I said, deciding for both us now that it would be totally 
worth it.

She smiled and shook her head no.
?8lright. I Bust wanted to see if you would really do it.L
8n awkward silence fell over the table as we sat with empty bowls. 

Famn it, Pikachu, this is where you say something funny. Kan5t you 
talk9 WorthlessO

Rei insisted on paying, saying I was her guest. I tried to refuse, but 
I didn't feel like ending the night by ripping open my underwear. I 
dropped Rei and "ing oD back at the store. I waited as she knocked on 
the door and made a few comments to lighten up the mood knowing 
that we would soon never speak again. *inally someone opened the 
door. I smiled and said it was nice meeting her before she and "ing 
slipped into the darkness and left me standing alone.

I walked oD into the fading lamplights of West Street accompanied 
by the song of a two-stringed violin.



THE BUS TO SHANGRI-LA

T he time had come for me to make my move. The signs were too 
clear. If I didn’t act, I was a coward and a fool. All I had to do 

was stand up, walk over to the front of the bus, take the open seat next 
to her, and sit down. I didn’t even have to ask for her permission. She 
had given me half of her onion for goodness’s sake! If that wasn’t an 
invitation to come and talk to her, then I didn’t know what was.

I Wrst saw the onion when we were at the rest stop. Le’d been 
riding for several hours from Ji -iang to Shangri;la. The bus stopped, 
the doors opened, and everyone went to use the outhouses. Le were 
surrounded by brown mountains that were the color of hashish. There 
was a fruit stand. I saw her and that big onion“ she was washing it 
under a metal pipe sticking out of the dried grass. She had a sporty 
look, wearing ruby;tinted sunglasses, a baseball cap, and her ponytail 
came poking out. She was kneeling with the water running over her 
hands as she went to work washing the giant onion and peeling oq all 
the skin.

It was a big onion, and when I walked over, I said, ”That’s Kuite 
an onion you got there, miss. Jooks mighty Wne, mighty Wne.H She 
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smiled and made a light comment about the laborious task of washing 
and peeling an onion of that si?e. Le shouldn’t have understood each 
other, yet somehow, we did.

Oefore I could say more, the bus engine was back on, and the driver 
yelled for everyone to hop aboard. I decided to buy some fruit, so I said 
bye to the girl and left her washing that onion. I bought two apples, 
and I got on the bus.

The bus went rolling on to Shangri;Ja, which I was beginning to 
believe was some kind of city built in the clouds. The sun was shining 
brightly through the thin atmosphere, and the bus repeatedly roared 
us up ha?el mountain roads until we’d reach some peak and then come 
back down the other side, careening along a chalky green river snaking 
its way through the rocky cliqs.

I’d almost forgotten about the encounter with the onion girl, but 
as I was looking out the window she suddenly appeared and gave me 
half of that strange fruit. I was so surprised that I held the onion 
dumbfounded while she slipped back into her seat at the front of the 
bus.

As the bus bounced along, I analy?ed the situation of the onion. 
Las this a gesture as layered as the onion itselfj Las there some cultural 
meaning I was supposed to understandj Fr was it merely a friendly 
gesturej I couldn’t imagine giving an onion to someone without it 
meaning something.

I looked at my two apples and decided to give the onion girl the 
bigger piece of fruit. Oefore I did that, however, I decided to taste this 
strange fruit or vegetable or whatever it was. It burst with *uice as I bit 
into it. It had a pear;like texture and was very watery. It wasn’t Kuite 
sweet, but it was refreshing. I chewed and slowly lost my nerve to talk 
to her as we swerved in stomach;lurching curves.
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There was no more time for deliberation. This was a diplomatic 
mission, I told myself. The giving of fruit to a stranger. Ro big deal.

I walked Kuickly down the aisle and sat down. The onion girl 
looked over at me with surprise and took her earbuds out of her ears. 
I oqered her a misshapen apple. ”Shi shi,H she said and accepted the 
apple but didn’t eat it.

”:y name is Sam,H I said. ”Lhat’s your namejH
”Ji?i,H the onion girl replied.
Ji?i looked to be in her late twenties or early thirties. She had a 

small, oval face, and her skin was pale. Uer long hair was dyed a reddish 
color. She seemed like she was into Wtness, but had a soft handshake. 
Le smiled at each other as I mimed eating her onion and rubbing my 
stomach to show her how good it was. I said ”shi shiH about three or 
four times, and this would’ve been as far as our conversation would’ve 
gone if I didn’t have some paper on me. I took out my pocket;si?ed 
*ournal and wrote, ”Man you read 4nglishjH and showed her the page.

She nodded her head vigorously, and we were in business. She 
was able to read and write basic phrases in 4nglish, but her speaking 
was barely there. Fbviously, we were in Mhina, and she knew more 
4nglish than I knew :andarin, so I felt relieved to even be able to 
communicate with her.

Fver the next hour, we passed the notepad back and forth. I kept 
my Kuestions simple and direct like'

Eo you have a *obj
Lhere are you goingj
Uow long are you staying therej
It turned out that Ji?i was headed to Shangri;Ja for two days. She 

had a *ob, but she didn’t know how to explain what it was. Uer hobby 
was photography, and she was going on a trip to the mountains to take 



YI UNPR 3A2Yz5

some shots of the landscape. She asked me if I would like to come with 
her to her friend’s guesthouse, and of course, I accepted.

DDD

Le were high in the mountains where the pale moon faced the setting 
sun on the opposite end of the sky. It was Kuiet. :en rode their 
tractors on the mountainous highways but there were hardly any other 
vehicles besides. The mountains were deep and folded endlessly across 
the rugged landscape. Lhen I breathed the air through the open bus 
window, I inhaled old *alopy smoke, but the air was clean, and the 
sunshine felt raw.

The bus dropped Ji?i and I oq on what seemed like the only street 
in this western town. Eilapidated concrete blocks held empty shops 
that looked like they’d been gutted long ago. Le passed a butcher 
shop that had bloodstains splattered around the walls. The interior 
was dark, and a horse6s head was mounted on the door for no good 
reason.

Fur guesthouse was located on the edge of Fld Town and built on 
the side of a rocky slope. Le were greeted by a pack of dogs that went 
berserk as soon as we stepped onto the property. :ost of the canines 
looked like they could be coaxed into friendship with a biscuit, but 
there was one black Tibetan mastiq the si?e of a bear that was separated 
from the others. Ue emitted a snarl more like a bear than a dog and 
pulled at his restraints so hard that I felt the earth rattle. Eangling from 
the concrete wall where he was chained were a series of broken links 
still attached to the eyebolt. I prayed he wouldn’t break free and maul 
me during our stay.
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Ji?i’s friend was a tall Tibetan guy with a scraggly beard and shaggy 
hair. I was stunned by his handsomeness, but he was indiqerent to 
his dashing looks. Ue wore baggy clothes that looked like no fashions 
I’d ever seen before yet seemed at the cutting edge of bohemian style. 
Uis face was smudged with the ashes of a woodWre and later I’d see 
him rubbing his face with a handful of snow. If he’d been born in the 
city, he could’ve been scouted to be a model for some Crench designer 
selling man;purses, but at heart he was a rustic who could drink his 
own piss if he had to. Lith a brief whistle, he calmed his pack of wild 
dogs. Afterwards, they were as playful as puppies.

The guesthouse was a work in progress, much of it still under 
construction with tools and lumber waiting for their turn. Its owner 
seemed to whisper little prayers onto everything he touched, with 
silent songs on his lips stoking a Wre. The lounge was in the between 
stages of becoming a ski;lodge or a restaurant. It was unlit, wooden, 
and cold. There was a computer sitting on a makeshift bar, so there 
was at least evidence of electricity. Tourist season was over, and soon 
the roads would be fro?en and impassable. Le were his only guests.

The Tibetan Oohemian, whose name I never caught, took our 
bags upstairs to our separate rooms. There was no oVcial register or 
discussion of payment, but I wasn’t complaining. Le spent an hour 
on the computer, perusing a photo gallery on Ji?i’s blog. She showed 
me her work from seasons past featuring Uimalayan landscapes and 
shots from her hometown in Sichuan.

”That’s beautiful. Is that TibetjH
Ji?i nodded, replying in :andarin.
”Jet’s go there!H I said excitedly, pointing at the screen displaying 

intense scenes of mountains, mist, and steppes bursting with red au;
tumn 8ora.

Ji?i laughed and pantomimed herself shivering and then dying.
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”So, we missed our window, huhjH I concluded with disappoint;
ment.

”Mold, cold,H she said in 4nglish, and shook her head. Then point;
ing at me, she said, ”Eie.H

”Nou think I missed my windowjH
Ji?i patted my arm, looking sympathetic. Then, brightening up, she 

started typing Kuickly on the keyboard. She pointed my attention back 
to the screen and showed an image of a temple. She pronounced its 
name, which I couldn’t understand given her natural pronunciation, 
but with a few strokes of the keyboard, she was able to produce an 
4nglish translation.

”Sumtsenling :onastery,H I read aloud. ”Is that where we’re going 
tomorrowjH

She nodded and pantomimed the acts of sleeping, waking up, and 
riding a bike. I understood what she meant. Right was falling and it 
was too late to do any sightseeing.

It was anyone’s guess what was available to eat in Uotel Shangri;Ja 
besides dog food and snow, so we ventured into Fld Town for dinner. 
Oefore deciding on a restaurant, we stopped by the few souvenir shops 
that were open and spilling light into the otherwise black and fro?en 
streets. There was one shop with an array of 8ashy, decorative knives 
that caught my eye, but there was no way I’d be able to get those 
through customs.

Le decided on Tibetan hot;pot and ducked inside for both food 
and warmth. There was a Wrepit in the middle of each table for cooking 
yak stew, so for a time I was able to feel a thawing sensation in my 
feet and Wngers. Le ordered our meal and soon en*oyed the glow of a 
charcoal pot. The salty, heavy broth tasted fatty and nourishing, with 
big chunks of meat and stewed vegetables kept hot by a bra?ier. Ji?i 
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alternated her attention between her food, her ESJ2 camera, and her 
phone as I busied myself with a week’s worth of updates in my *ournal.

Lhen I Wnished writing, I tried to think of something to say, but 
there was nothing that I could express that felt true in that moment. I 
wanted to tell her about how my trip from 4ast to Lest had allowed me 
to see the beauty of Mhina, and how I’d felt on this *ourney like a man 
painted into the landscape of an old Mhinese ink painting, standing 
tiny and invisible before the mountains. There was the Kuality of 
silence, of being still, of being fro?en, of having a respite from life’s 
*ourney before being compelled to move on.

Ff course, I couldn’t express any of these things to Ji?i. I could 
hardly even think of what to say about tomorrow. The only thing that 
seemed worth expressing was the thing we had right then. The simplest 
of pleasures' Oeing warm, being full, and having light.

DDD

Lhen we returned to the guesthouse, the Tibetan Oohemian and his 
family were sitting around a Wrepit. Eespite the free?ing cold and pitch 
darkness, the Wre was roaring, and its warmth was inviting. Ji?i and 
I *oined them as they sat by the Wre sharing stories and laughing. I 
immediately got the sense that without T9 or high;speed internet, this 
was their nightly form of entertainment. They seemed utterly content, 
however, and I began to Kuestion my own culture down to the wiring. 
In that moment, I was completely lost and at home.

The Oohemian was a father and held a swaddled baby in his lap. 
Uis wife was a homely;looking woman, but *ust from a glance I could 
tell she was nurturing and kind. Also with them was a guy I’d noticed 
lurking in the unlit darkness of the construction ?one before Ji?i and 
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I went to dinner. I took him to be the carpenter, but maybe he was 
a cousin or brother;in;law. Ue was a rough;looking sort, drunk and 
red;faced, and he made a lasting impression on me when I saw him 
brushing his teeth with a cigarette still in his lips.

The family took turns telling stories, full of animation, and laugh;
ing about things I couldn’t understand. Ji?i *oined in at polite inter;
vals, but it was clear that she was a freKuent member of the guesthouse. 
Cor my part, I sat Kuietly without attempting to pass notes. It was 
easier be a part of the Wre in silence.

They talked for hours and shared their tea. The cousin carpenter 
had spiked his own mug, apparently, for as the night wore on, he 
got progressively more intoxicated, smoking cigarette after cigarette, 
and lighting them in the open Wre while nearly burning his face oq. 
According to Ji?i’s translation, he was adamant about his sobriety, 
proclaiming that no matter how much he drank, he could never get 
drunk. Oefore I called it a night though, I saw him burn oq one of his 
eyebrows, and he Wnally admitted he was a little drunk.

I announced that I was going to bed, and they smiled and pointed 
the way up a dark stairwell. I bowed and thanked them for a pleasant 
evening, and then felt my way along like a blind man until I found my 
way upstairs. I was engulfed in total darkness and fumbled around like 
a drunk until I heard a creak behind me. Ji?i touched my arm and led 
me to my room. I sensed her smile in the darkness as she whispered, 
1…ood night1 in 4nglish, and closed my door for me.

I stood there for a moment in the dark, reali?ing now that she was 
in the room across from mine. I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t thinking 
of possibilities. I wasn’t in love with her or anything, but she was nice, 
and she did give me that onion. :aybe an onion was *ust an onion. 
Lhat happens when you peel it layer by layerj Lhat’s in the middle, 
in its core, that deWnes it in the endj
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These philosophical thoughts Kuickly waned into more pressing 
needs, like getting underneath a blanket. It was absolutely free?ing in 
that room. I don’t think I’d ever been colder in my life. I located my 
rucksack at the foot of the bed and began putting on as many layers 
of clothing as I could. I wore four layers of socks, three pants, three 
sweaters, and stretched my warmest clothes to the stitches. I felt like I 
was wearing a fat suit, and I still felt the wintry air getting down to my 
bones.

I *umped into bed and found the rough heavy blanket and got 
beneath it. The hardest part wasn’t the cold itself, but the fact that 
there was no escape from it. Lhen you6re on the winter streets, your 
brain gets stimulated into action and sustains you with memories of 
warmth and soft little assurances that soon you’ll be home thawing in 
the kitchen with a hot drink. Out here, there was no such chance.

I pulled the fur;lined hood of my parka over my head and curled 
into a tight ball beneath the heavy woolen blankets. The blankets were 
far from smooth and were so heavy that it seemed like they could iron 
a wrinkled shirt if you laid it out properly. I rubbed my arms, legs, feet, 
and hands but it didn’t seem to do any good. There was no part of my 
body that didn’t feel the cold air stabbing at it with prickly needles of 
ice.

Uow can they sleep like thisj Mould it be possible that Ji?i had 
some secret heater that I didn’t know aboutj

I got out of bed and searched for a light, hoping that this whole 
no;electricity thing was a misunderstanding. I felt around the walls in 
my fat suit, blowing on my gloved hands. Las there a heaterj I spanned 
the room’s dimensions in the dark hoping to kick some space;heater 
over and Wnd this golden key. ”Lhat a dummy I am!H I would say and 
laugh it oq and Wnally be able to sleep in this sub?ero bedroom. All the 
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while, I tried to tell myself that this frantic activity would create some 
body heat.

Cinally, I went back downstairs and signaled to the Oohemian that I 
was a tad chilly. 4veryone else had gone to bed and he was *ust putting 
out the Wre. Ue understood immediately. Ue led me back to my room, 
and moments later, walked in holding something in his arms. In his 
teeth was a pocket;torch. As the light skirted around the room from 
the 8ashlight in his mouth, I could see that truly, aside from wooden 
8oors and walls, there was nothing.

The Oohemian laid out one more blanket on top of the twenty 
pounds of wool that already lay on the bed. Ue touched my shoulder 
and apologi?ed, knowing that foreigners were delicate to these sub?ero 
conditions, but assured me that I would make it. I would live. I be;
lieved him. I had no choice but to believe him and crawled back inside 
the blankets.

Oack under the covers, it was a tiny bit warmer, but felt as if some;
one were laying on top of me. Cor the next few hours, I played the 
breathing or free?ing game. Lhen you6re cold, you hide your whole 
body beneath the heavy blankets. Lhen you start to run out of oxy;
gen, you take the blankets oq your face and let that cold air slap you in 
the face. Nou can get creative and *ust raise up one side of the blanket 
a little so that only a sharp pinch of cold from the breathing hole can 
touch you, but this is hard to do, for as soon as the vacuum is broken, 
the cold begins to seep in, and little blue arrows start pointing down 
at your body like a winter forecast.

I wondered what Ji?i was doing. I thought about knocking on her 
door and asking to get in bed with her, using the excuse of needing 
body heat to survive. I entertained myself with the thought of us 
holding each other for warmth, and her icy hand eventually reaching 
down to touch my shrunken gonads which by now were the si?e of 
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beans. Ro, I would suqer alone. I would suqer and be cold. I could 
not breathe.

DDD

The next morning, I woke up feeling like a car wreck. I came down;
stairs and found Ji?i seated in the lounge sipping a cup of hot tea. She 
looked as if she had gotten the best sleep of her life! I was tempted to 
go hunting for some secret thermal blanket hidden in her room, but 
decided to *ust be happy the sun was up, and that the temperature was 
warming to near;?ero.

The Oohemian’s wife oqered me a cup of tea and I gladly accepted. 
Ji?i bounced their little baby on her lap, and I watched through the 
window as the Oohemian tossed morsels of breakfast to his pack of 
dogs, their tails slicing the fro?en air like propellers. The drunken 
carpenter was in the courtyard, shirtless with a cigarette in his mouth 
while taking a shower, spraying himself down with the hose. 4ven the 
Tibetan mastiq was en*oying the morning, gnawing happily on what 
looked to be a horse’s leg.

After tea, we decided to head into Fld Town to get breakfast. There 
were prayer 8ags 8apping in the wind. In the center of this town circle 
was a white stupa capped in gold.

Le approached the sight of steam and the bodies gathered around. 
In Shangri;Ja, there’s no Starbucks. There’s no such thing as coqee 
either. There’s only one thing on the menu and one thing only, and if 
you’re ever in these parts of the Uimalayas, you’d better learn to love 
it.

Nak butter tea, baby!
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Imagine my shock and disappointment when we approached the 
rising steam and found there to be ?ero dumplings or anything of the 
kind. I was handed a cup of yak butter tea and a piece of 8atbread. The 
”teaH, or whatever it is, has the consistency of gravy. It’s a taste that’s 
hard to describe. It’s hearty, salty, and tastes like yak balls. And look 
here, a whole cup of it!

”Lhen in Shangri;Ja, do as the Tibetans do,H I toasted out loud 
to Ji?i, though she failed to understand the pun. I watched as she 
handled her yak butter tea delicately and gracefully. I could tell she 
didn’t love it, but she seemed okay. Uow bad could it bej

I took a foolhardy sip and nearly choked. ”Lhoa! ThisNthis is 
something.H

I felt twenty pairs of eyes watching me to see if I liked it.
”Uow can this be a staple foodjH I wondered. ”Lhat nutrition am 

I getting out of this besides saltj Is this real butterj Lhy is it so thickjH
I swallowed the cup down in agoni?ing gulps, going for speed. It 

was like liKuiWed foie;gras, saltier than an over;salted fried egg, and in 
the worst way possible, like someone took a porkchop, threw it into a 
blender, and mixed it up until it dribbled like apple sauce.

The crowd which had now formed around me seemed to egg me 
on, loving the fact that I was downing the yak butter tea like there was 
no tomorrow. It was like I was in a beer;drinking contest.

After I Wnished, one guy with a rosy face and a *ovial disposition 
smiled and patted me on the arm as if to say, 1…et this guy another yak 
butter tea!1 as he walked oq with another round in his own mug.

The proud matron then oqered me more. The pleased look in her 
eye made me not refuse.

I struggled with my second mug.

DDD
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Ji?i and I rented bikes as tour guides called out to us in friendly voices. 
Oeside us, groups of tourists rode in packs decked out in bright moun;
tain climbing gear and re8ective sunglasses. Snowy peaks loomed in 
the distance, and before long, we reached Sumtsenling :onastery.

The monastery was surrounded by several large, important;looking 
buildings built on levels, like terraces. The temple’s roofs were plated 
with a golden material that made it visible from miles away, like a 
mythical city gleaming in the sun.

Lhen we reached the parking lot, we saw tour buses and a pair 
of Tibetan girls in their twenties sitting on a heavy blanket with a 
huge brown Tibetan mastiq and a puppy. Oeside them was a costume 
for taking photos. I asked how much it was, but Ji?i shook her head 
emphatically, indicating that it was a rip;oq.

”Orother,H they called. ”Take one photo with Tibetan dog, won’t 
youjH

Something about the way they called me 1brother1 made me unable 
to refuse.

1Lell, I am a dog;lover, you know,1 I said chuckling and taking 
my place between the two pretty girls dressed in their traditional cos;
tumes. I felt the need to explain myself, to let them know the deal 
between me and Ji?i. 1Le6re *ust friends,1 I added as they arranged the 
leash for me to hold the mastiq. ”Le met on the bus. I hardly know 
her, but we’re photographers. It6s part of the *ob.H

They handed me the puppy and got ready to take the picture. They 
stepped out of picture and one of them held up the camera.

”It6s exciting work,H I called out as they held up a one, two, three 
signal. ”Out you know what the best part isj :eeting new people.H

”Fne more time, brother. Nou must not talk and smile!H
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1Alright, get up, you fat fuck,H I muttered and tugged on the mas;
tiq’s leash. Ue had decided to lay down in the middle of the shot. 
”Mome on, let6s do this.H

Eespite my tugs on its leash, the beast wouldn’t budge. It only rose 
to its feet after one of the girls prodded him mercilessly. I held the 
sKuirming puppy, gripped the leash, and smiled.

Fnce inside the gates, we began walking through a small village that 
was composed of tiers and levels. I felt like I was inside of a retro arcade 
game, the way we had to go across and up some stairs, across and up 
some stairs, higher and higher up the levels to reach the temple.

Le passed monk after monk as they strolled through the village. 
Some of them wore yellow woolen caps, others left their brown heads 
bare beaming in the sun. I noticed some of them did wear -ordan’s, 
which I guess were gifts from the outside world. Oesides that, they were 
penniless, without possessions, without women, and living together 
in this fro?en heap. :ost of the monks seemed undeniably cheerful, 
which I sort of expected, and in a way, understood. Mould I ever do itj 
Mould I give upNeverythingj

I mulled this over as Ji?i struck a pose against a wall. I snapped a 
photo of her and thought about living with my right hand forever, the 
sound of one hand clapping, the loss of chaos, the discovery of unity 
and inner;peace when it knows that there is no woman to be had.

Lhat was I sayingj Lhat was I thinkingj Las I thinking about 
shaving my head and becoming a monkj

I can always renounce the world when everything fails me, my 
relationships and career. At least there’s always that option. It’s better 
than becoming an alcoholic or committing suicide.

At the top of the stairs, a little girl stood with her younger brother 
in their traditional garments. Their mom put a lamb in the little girl6s 
arms and smiled, encouraging us to take a photo with her kids. I 
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checked with Ji?i, but she was hesitant. Le began to move on when 
the little girl started singing her AOM’s and MBz’s and I basically fell 
apart.

1Nou guys are freaking adorable!1
I took their picture and sKuee?ed their dirty little cheeks. Lhen we 

began to move on, the mom became irate and started chiding us in 
:andarin.

1Lhat did we doj1 I asked Ji?i in horror, reali?ing that it might’ve 
been a cultural taboo to pinch their cheeks.

”3ay photo,H Ji?i replied 8atly.
”3ay photoj I might not even get these developed! 3retty big as;

sumption to think that I6d print a photo of you, don6t you thinkj 
Lhat do I look like, your dadjH I cried in outrage.

The little girl 8ipped on me instantly and began sticking her little 
hand out, demanding that I cough up the dough. Suddenly, she didn6t 
seem so cute anymore. Uer or her little lamb.

”I6m eating your lamb when I get back,H I growled at her and shoved 
the money in her hand.

As we moved onto the Wnal set of stairs, another little girl dressed in 
the same outWt popped out with an even sorrier;looking lamb, waiting 
for the leftovers.

”A, O, M, E, 4, COH she sang.
”Corget it, kid. Le heard that one already.H

DDD

At the summit of the small mountain, a golden dome capped the high 
entryway. There was a heavy brown curtain parted in the middle to 
reveal a sanctuary full of burgundy;robed monks seated and chanting 
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meditations within the incense;scented darkness. There was a sunny 
courtyard outside where villagers sat gathered in a communal picnic. 
It seemed that we had happened to arrive on a holiday.

Ji?i and I waited until the meditation session was over before we 
entered the sanctuary. The deep gravelly murmurs of ”FmH ceased and 
soon after the monks exited the sanctuary with cheerful faces. 4ven 
so, the now silent sanctuary seemed to vibrate from the deep rattle of 
vocal cords.

Jong sticks of incense burned and smoldered with spidery blue 
swarths of smoke rising into the gold;choked darkness. In the center 
of the smoky room was a large, seated Ouddha. Ue was lean and mean 
in the traditional Tibetan;style.

:urals decorated every inch of space, and even the ceilings were 
beda??led in mosaics. The images were like the pages out of a children6s 
book, like some dream or nightmare of heaven and hell.

Ji?i was able to tell me as much as I could see with my own eyes, 
but beyond that, I had to decipher the images for myself. I was able 
to guess that the royal prince;like Wgure was Ouddha, however, this 
Ouddha had Wghting skills, a mean mustache, and ripped muscles. 
This Ouddha was out for blood.

Le had our cameras out when a monk materiali?ed and asked us 
not to take pictures. Ue was friendly and enthusiastic, and guided us 
around the room whispering to Ji?i in what sounded like a passionate 
explanation of the diqerent pictures we were seeing, which she then 
translated for me.

At the start of the story, Ouddha is in heaven in a temple at the 
top of the clouds, surrounded by beautiful naked goddesses, doing 
whatever it is gods and goddesses do, which seems to largely consist 
of fornication and eating fruit.
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Fn the next wall, a demon, perhaps an evil brother, appears with 
the express purpose of fucking it all up. Soon, a whole swarm of 
demons makes a mess of this once;perfect universe. The peaceful blue 
skies are run amok with winged half;man half;animal creatures which 
8y around and drop Wreballs everywhere.

An all;out war breaks out on the third wall, and the fourth wall 
shows no clear victor.

The myth seems like others I’d heard before, but in its regard to 
birth and rebirth, the formation of the world, and the origin of man 
out of the cosmos, it’s a bit diqerent.

I wondered then if I could burn the pages of my *ournal once my 
*ourney was complete. Lould I be able to set Wre to this book and to 
myself as wellj

I watched in silence as young monks, *ust boys in robes really, ran 
around as a white dog chased them, yipping and wagging its tail a 
thousand miles an hour.

Ji?i and I rode our bikes into the afternoon as the sun hung high 
with the silver moon in the afternoon sky. A young farmer and his 
pretty wife rode the tractor in the Weld. Uer headscarf was bright 
purple against the blue sky and a sea of yellow grain. Le stopped by 
a pagoda along the road and ate ramen noodles.

”Eon’t go,H Ji?i said suddenly.
I looked up at her mid;slurp, coming towards the last of the noo;

dles, the Wnal bite. She seemed concerned, searching for the words in 
her mind, but Wnding nothing which could convey whatever she was 
feeling. I drank the spicy soup as she used her phone. After a moment 
or two, she began speaking in rapid :andarin to someone on the other 
line. I took my last sips as she handed me the phone. ”:y friend,H she 
said.

”UellojH I said, taking the phone.
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”UellojH said the other line.
It was a girl.
”Ui.H
”Uello, I am Ji?i’s friend. She wants me to tell you not to go to 

Jitang. It is very cold and not good time now. 3lease don’t go to 
Jitang.H

”Fh,H I said, somewhat de8ated. 1Lhat6s your namej1
”Oye,H she said cheerfully.
I handed the phone to Ji?i who smiled and then spoke in rapid 

:andarin for about ten minutes. It was nice of Ji?i not to wish me 
death in the mountains, but that wasn’t going to stop me from going 
to Jitang. I was destined to go to Jitang. Alex and Rick had told me, 
”…o to Jitang.H Uow could I pass that upj

Ji?i suggested we get a ride into town, to which I happily agreed. If 
I had to pedal up another hill, I thought I would die.

Ji?i spotted an older man who she sweet;talked into giving us a 
ride. It didn6t take much. Ue instantly agreed to it as if he was *ust 
waiting around for someone to give a lift to. The funny thing was, he 
wasn’t even a taxi driver. Lho knows what his real *ob wasj Ue got 
right to it and started putting our bikes in the back of his truck. Le 
hopped in and drove oq watching all the countryside disappear down 
the mountains, the dusty road, and a single bus disappearing into the 
distance.

The half;moon rose on the blue hori?on when we said goodbye. 
There was a single bench waiting in the mountains on the edge of the 
world. Le stood in silence, unsure of what to say to one another now 
when we had already run out of things to say. I wanted to wish her luck 
with her photography. 3erhaps the next time I ga?ed at my desktop 
wallpaper of the Tibetan steppes in autumn, it would be Ji?i’s photo 
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sending me to serenity through the window of my screen. I guess I 
wanted to say thank you, but no words came.

”Lell, this is it,H I began as Ji?i’s bus approached, but Ji?i didn6t 
seem to hear me. She reached for the *ournal which I held in my hand, 
wrote her email address in my notebook, and pleaded with me once 
more not to go to Jitang.

”Fkay,H I said in a way that meant, ”I have heard your utterance and 
processed your words. I understand what you’ve said.H

Ji?i came close to kiss me on the cheek, but at the last minute she 
pulled away, perhaps not wanting to kiss a dead man. I watched her 
get on the bus, feeling as if I still held anapple in my hand. Oehind a 
dusty window were her face and those red;tinted sunglasses, her white 
baseball cap, and her palm waving me goodbye, and then this memory 
was obscured by a cloud of dust.

As the bus trundled oq toward the mountains, I glanced at the page 
in my *ournal where she had written her contact. There was no email 
address or phone number or word of farewell to be found. Instead, 
there was a childlike drawing of an onion.
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L itang was far from easy to get to, which made it the perfect 
destination. There was no direct bus route, and only one bus 

from Shangri-La which left at the crack of dawn. I learned this fact 
the hard way. The thought of spending another freezing night at the 
Hotel Shangri-La made me want to jump ov a mountain, so I decided 
to hitch a ride. I hung around the only bus stop in town, utilizing 
my now ’uent pantomiming skills and receixing much guvawing and 
snorts of disbelief when the drixers learned that I was trying to get to 
Litang.

I was not to be dissuaded. Turning around felt unthinkable, as if 
IYd be failing in my mission, whatexer that meant. I didnYt exen know 
what was in Litang e?cept for more monasteries. Oet an undeniable 
sense of destiny compelled me like someone was waiting for me to 
arrixe. How would I know unless I went into the darkness, into the 
unknown, and risked my neck doing itF

*f course, this made perfect sense since I was now running on 
fumes. I had slept poorly the last two days and was freezing my ass ov. 
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I was dirty and dishexeled on the edge of the known world, compre-
hending little, untethered from reality, and absolutely loxing the ride.

I was just preparing to shoulder the weight of my rucksack to 
walk the road once again when a stocky man donning a Siberian hat 
appeared.

I was just preparing to shoulder the weight of my rucksack to 
walk the road once again when a stocky man donning a Siberian hat 
appeared.

”EiangchengFA he asked, perhaps haxing heard from his comrades 
that this weird Wnglish-speaking Usian guy was looking to freeze to 
death in the mountains. He was surrounded by a ragtag group of sexen 
Tibetans in weathered coats, some of them looking like outlaws, but 
in a good way.

”LitangFA I asked.
”Eiangcheng,A the man in the Siberian hat repeated. He pointed 

his Pnger to his open palm and then pointed out to the distance and 
said, ”Litang.A

I nodded and followed them out into the dusty streets. 2e piled 
into a small red sedan that normally wouldYxe seated si?, but somehow 
saddled two more than its recommended capacity. It was something 
like a game of Tetris or a circus act, but fortunately for me, the Ti-
betans knew the score and arranged themselxes in such a way that none 
of their cigarettes would burn their comradeYs faces or mustaches. I 
was xery glad to be seated comfortably on the passenger side. I knew 
these were prixileges handed to me as the only foreigner in their troop, 
and possibly out of respect that I was the only non-smoker.

The roads were smooth despite the rugged scenery and elexation. 
1o, they werenYt, what the hell am I sayingF It struck me at some point 
that IYd nexer been so far from an ocean before. This epiphany came 
and went as we axoided another head-on collision with a lorry as a 
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Himalayan game of chicken ensued. LetYs see who pulls oxer Prst, you 
cowardsq

Trucks blew their engines at full speed around narrow mountain 
bends that seemed like they were designed by a sadistic child with a 
Hot-2heels demolition derby set. 5elentless honking occurred wher-
exer drixers raced each other downhill.

Digarettes were lit almost as if on rotation. *ur soundtrack for 
this roller-coaster played some sweet, feathery little pop song, the kind 
of tune listened to on repeat by schoolgirls dreaming of their high 
school crushes. This Dhinese pop song comforted the Tibetan band of 
rexolutionaries in what was otherwise a politically alienated e?istence. 
;ut maybe they just didnYt haxe any other songs, because after a couple 
hours there were technical diMculties, the tape popped, and then we 
simply rode in silence.

I was initiated into the gang when we pulled oxer for a piss-stop. 2e 
all lined up and let our streams ’y into the churning ice-green water 
below. *ur urine mingled like a blood oath and then we hit the road 
once more.

”;amu shan,A the Siberian-hatted drixer said later and pointed into 
the distance. It was the highest mountain on the horizon, a king rising 
aboxe shorter mountains and the only one that was tall enough to 
be coxered in snow. Crom Shangri-La, we continued towards it like a 
beacon of light in the perfect blue sky.

2e droxe higher in elexation where the blue shadows of exergreens 
surrounded. The tall trees bore autumn needles and yellow berries and 
the hills were rugged and sandy. 2e could see small towns in xast Pelds 
of reddish-brown e?panse. Cortress-like homes were built upon the tall 
clivs oxerlooking a green rixer. Stupas with prayer ’ags colored the 
scene.



CKDR, N5I1R, SHIT “V

Ulong the banks where the green rixer would ’ow a little more 
calmly were e?plosions of autumn unlike anything I had seen before. 
I could do little to capture the scenes on my Danon with the jolt-
ing speed our drixer preferred. These were scenes of ordinary life for 
exeryone in the car. I was the only one who wanted to slow down and 
take pictures of an orchard of apple trees and their yellow leaxes, or the 
red and orange deciduous colors swaying aboxe the green waters, wild 
cascades oxer rocks and falls.

Ulong our drixe, we passed by cows and goats and pigs which 
wandered the streets unattended as children sat outside of a small 
soda shop and workers picnicked underneath the shade of an autumn 
groxe. Ooung men and old timers sat outside a saloon, smoking ciga-
rettes with un’inching eyes, the wild dust whirling behind us.

It was exening when we arrixed in Eiangcheng, my gateway further 
west. I thanked the Siberian-hatted drixer and gaxe him his pay plus 
some loose cigarettes which IYd learned to carry around as gifts in these 
situations. He grunted in appreciation. I bid farewell to my comrades 
as they grinned their goodbyes and faded into the li4uid dark, each 
to his own destination' disappearing Pnally, leaxing me to wander the 
street alone.

There was only one main street that ran through the entire town, 
with not a single traMc light to slow anyone down. There was no 
intersection, and it wouldnYt haxe made sense to haxe one. It was that 
kind of town. I could see where the town began and ended as I stood 
in the middle of :ain Street. The action seemed to be right where I 
was standing, in front of a seedy-looking motel. U stoneYs throw away, 
there was a bleary RTé bar and a noodle restaurant. That was about 
it.

Ucross from this impression of a downtown, the residential area 
was built upwards along a hillside that was sprinkled with concrete 
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block houses, a small hospital, a school, and a monastery at the top 
of the slope. It had the simplicity of a child…s xision of a town, com-
plete with impenetrable mountains surrounding it on all sides. There 
would be no way out of here until the crack of dawn.

I stopped in the only restaurant on the street and set my rucksack 
down on the concrete ’oor. I gaxe my order which didnYt take much 
time, as there was no menu, and the noodles only came in one ’axor6 
mystery meat and greasy broth.

Us I settled in, I took in my surroundings. It almost felt clich7 how 
third-world it felt with the naked lightbulbs, wooden tables, and the 
eclectic assortment of battered chairs. The lighting was bad, and the 
walls were painted tur4uoise in a way that reminded me of toothpaste.

Un old man and his grandson were watching a Dhinese drama on 
a small Té set mounted in the corner ne?t to an umbrella stand. 
"randma, I assumed, was making my noodles in the back. In what was 
starting to become my signature optimism, I started to perk up. I exen 
felt e?cited. ”These might be the best noodles I…ll exer eat,A I thought. 
”Think about it6 a tiny restaurant in the middle of nowhere, the cheap 
price, the crappy color on this wall job, the donated furniture. It…s 
perfectqA

I could almost hear Unthony ;ourdainYs ghost saying something 
like, ”Here we are, on the western edge of Sichuan Broxince. Sur-
rounding us are the majestic Himalayas. Wxerywhere you look youYll 
see stupas with colorful Tibetan ’ags rippling in the ferocious wind. 
:onasteries bid you to do some soul-searching while youYre here, but 
when youYre not contemplating your former lixes or self-immolating 
in protest of an authoritarian goxernment 4uietly remoxing the Ti-
betans from their homeland, be sure to stop in this noodle shop in 
a town called Eiangcheng. The noodle shop has no name, but youYll 
know youYre here because itYs the only restaurant in town8A
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I imagined :r. ;ourdain e?pounding further on the merits of 
diverent styles of noodles, but then my dinner appeared, and I stopped 
monologuing to myself in another manYs xoice. It was time to eat.

The noodles came in a plain white bowl Plled with brown soup 
and meatballs. ”How unassumingqA I thought e?citedly while guessing 
what four-legged creatures had been mashed together to create these 
charming little spheres of protein.

I inhaled the aroma from the steam and detected a scent somewhat 
chemical in nature. I proceeded like an epicure, tasting the soup dain-
tily and swished the greasy soup around my mouth. Ufter a moment 
of decision, I reached for the spices on the table and went heaxy on the 
cumin.

If IYd entered the restaurant with any hopes, I e?ited two dollars 
poorer with a belly full of :S" bringing me back to my senses. The 
slummy little inn IYd xisited two doors down was a bit like that soup. 
It was a room in theory, but was it reallyF 1o, it was worse. I would…xe 
asked to sleep in the noodle restaurant if I couldYxe. Ut least then I 
wouldYxe had access to a Té.

The front door greeted me dark stains with a matching color splat-
tered on the wall in the foyer, looking e?actly like someone had been 
shot and then stumbled backwards through the door, and then bled 
to death against the wall in a slow collapse. !pstairs, a horrifying odor 
punched me in the nose. ;ehind the front desk were Pxe diverent 
clocks telling diverent times with no indication of what time zone they 
would be representing if they were exen working, which they weren…t.

The lady in charge was with some of her friends in the backroom, 
all of them seeming to be e?perts in ignoring the utter stink. They were 
laughing, playing cards, and watching the same drama that the grand-
father and the boy were watching in the restaurant. The innkeeper 
wore gold-rimmed glasses, a fur hat, and a mountain-climberYs parka 
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to keep herself warm. There was no heat in the hallways, and I sus-
pected she was keeping costs low in the rooms as well.

”Hi, IYm looking for a room,A I said in Wnglish, knowing that this 
much communication was a mere formality. She knew that I had no 
options. :y xoice sounded defeated as it e?ited my body, and the 
innkeeperYs eyeglasses seemed to glint as she read this in my faltering 
tone. She smiled and wrote a number on a piece of paper which 
showed me that the room was xery cheap. I could…xe haggled, certain 
that I was the only guest there, but I decided to wait until I saw the 
room. She said a few inxiting words in :andarin, took up a big key 
ring, then led me upstairs.

I followed her up a creaky wooden staircase that felt like I might fall 
through with one misplaced step. :y only consolation was the self-as-
surance that I would just pass out and wake up as early as possible.

Us the matron led me into the guestroom, howexer, it was so bleak 
that I was rendered speechless. It seemed more like a hospice than an 
inn. There was a big room with two rows of identical beds, each one 
alike in their undesirability to be slept in. Wxen in the poor lighting I 
could tell that laundering the sheets was not a priority in this estab-
lishment. I also noticed a nail sticking out of the ’oor that was so big 
that it could spike my feet clean through, despite the rubber soles of 
my sneakers.

It was clear that this lady had a real racket going. I knew that I was 
cornered, but in desperation I told her that I would think it oxer and 
hurried back out into the streets, frantically searching up and down 
for any place that would over a room and a bed. 2ithin minutes I was 
back. She had me right where she wanted me. It was kind of her not 
to up the price, seeing that I was totally hopeless. ;ut then again, she 
knew from the beginning that I was just a ’y in her web. I accepted the 
room without further debate. She said something about the missing 
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’oorboards, to which we both had a laugh, but inside, I was gagging 
at the exil piss smell coming from the bathroom.

There was only one course of action now6 I would haxe to get as 
drunk as possible, come back, pass out, and then leaxe before daybreak 
to escape that horrible smell. I decided to check out the RTé for some 
guaranteed happiness in a bottle when I noticed light spilling out from 
a corner and heard the soft clacking of billiard balls.

It was a smoky little pool hall with si? shaky-looking tables in 
xarying degrees of disrepair. Some of the tables had broken legs and 
were depending on botched surgeries to remain lexel. The felt was torn 
on most e?cept for one where it seemed to be run by the neighbor-
hood gangsters. 5egardless of these inade4uacies, the local pool-sharks 
played a good game. It seemed that theyYd learned to play with the 
table, curxing their shots around the frays and tears.

It seemed like the place where the local roughs learned to smoke 
their Prst cigarettes and haxe their Prst sips of beer. The older guys 
wore Buma jackets and hoodies with slim gold chains. These were 
the hustlers of this border town, though what they hustled e?actly 
was uncertain. The hustlers-in-training stayed at their places on the 
sidelines, doing more trash-talking than playing, gambling with the 
meager sum of coins they had among them.

This was just the story IYd created in my head. I had no one to talk 
to, and no one who could understand anything that I said. I hung 
around in the back and watched the action with the local guys paying 
no mind. It wasnYt until The Bool Hall Rid called me oxer to his table 
that anyone seemed to notice that there was a foreigner in their midst.

The Bool Hall Rid was racking balls when I heard him calling me 
oxer. He had a 4uiet xoice, not shy, but trying not to draw exeryone…s 
attention to me either. 0Hey,0 he seemed to say in Tibetan. 02anna 
playF0
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The Bool Hall Rid was good-looking, with long black hair hanging 
in his eyes. He probably wouldYxe been popular with the ladies if he 
didn…t haxe so much on his plate. He had a way about him that made 
him seem a lot older than he was. Like one of those guys who…s all aloof 
and then you Pnd out that heYs the hero of the moxie.

02here are you fromF0 he asked in Tibetan, which I could not 
understand.

”HuhFA I shrugged.
He responded in :andarin, Pguring I must…xe been Dhinese.
0!SU,0 I said, gixing him a ”éA sign with my Pngers to show that I 

came in peace.
”"ot it,A he said, nodding. Cor the rest of the game, we spoke in 

our own natixe tongues, not understanding each other, but not really 
needing to either. 2e talked to each other the whole time, exen though 
we didnYt understand a word the other was saying. Ull I knew was that 
IYd nexer played pool without chalk before, but I now understood its 
purpose. Ufter I lost the third game, I decided to take a break from 
billiards and get drunk. I told The Bool Hall Rid that I…d be back later, 
and I drifted back out into the street looking for booze.

I walked oxer to the RTé sign burning in red neon. In case you…xe 
nexer been, a RTé is a place where songs are sung, and drinks are 
drunk. *ne of the bar girls will surely join you and pour you beers, 
all the while helping herself to a little charity as well. If she likes you, 
trusts you, and beliexes exerything you say about how the light just 
sparkles ov her eyes, she…ll tell you a sad story about a sick grandma at 
home who may or may not e?ist, hoping you…ll drop a couple bills on 
the table as you fumble for your wallet in the dark.

I was greeted by a blast of music as soon as I walked in. Three girls 
in cowboy hats and traditional Tibetan dresses whisked me inside and 
sat me by the bar. I was surrounded and 4uestioned, then teased when 
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they realized that I was a foreigner. ”—ust another tumbleweed,A they 
joked. ”HeYll be easily lured by our dark eye-shadow and fake-gold 
tassels. ;ring the beerqA

The bar was empty, saxe one table of Dhinese businessmen who 
looked as though they were already lit for Dhristmas. The saucy mon-
keys were belting out tunes to a big karaoke screen which cast silxery 
shadows on an otherwise empty dance ’oor. ;ottles populated their 
table along with foam-ringed beer mugs. In the middle of the table 
stood one empty bottle of whisky whose price-tag would keep this 
place a’oat through another long winter.

The girls tried to entertain me with conxersation, but the music was 
too loud. There was also a lack of shared xocabulary, and the evort 
was too e?hausting. I opted for silent re’ection as the girls looked 
at their phones. ;y the time I washed down my third Tsingtao, the 
businessmen left the club. The bar was 4uiet without the wailing of 
their power-ballads, and I was secretly hoping one of the girls would 
say, ”Cinally, they…re gone. Let…s get nastyqA and either get on top of my 
lap or hit me in the back of the head with a pool cue. I was beginning to 
hope for a concussion just to sleep through the night without haxing 
to smell that exil dark odor again.

I was debating whether to get another beer when the N—, also 
donned in a cowboy hat, came down from the booth and began ’irting 
with the ladies. He seemed to pick their spirits up, and why notF He 
was clearly the se?iest man on this Himalayan peak. I couldn…t deny 
the guy was handsome, and clearly, he could haxe his pick of the three. 
He went for the same girl I was gunning for, the one with the curxes 
and the golden tassels hanging from the tiara she wore' the one with 
the cat-like eyes.

2hen I noticed the lingering smile he reserxed for the girl with the 
tassels, I felt my ears burn exer so slightly and began to sink into a 
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jealous stew. Something about his whole demeanor left me in a winter 
of discontent, and I was now determined to remain at the bar until I 
reliexed him of some dignity. There was an e?cess of rhinestone and 
sparkle on his cowboy xest and that hat that was simply too muchq He 
made a crack aimed in my direction that made the girls all laugh, then 
glanced at me to see if I got it. *h, I got it alright.

The silence was tense, and I grimaced in a drunken leer muttering 
something about sissy cowboys. *f course, the diamond cowboy had 
an answer. He went back to his booth and threw on a circle-dance 
record.

I felt myself being abandoned at the bar as the three girls rushed to 
the dance ’oor, the four of them now moxing gracefully in a circle, 
kicking, and turning and waxing their arms in perfect unison. The 
way they danced was so natural it was like a swirling wind pattern 
they had memorized and cultixated as part of their N1U. They looked 
beautiful, dancing there like that, without the slightest hint of se?ual 
desperation, self-consciousness, routine, or boredom. They inxited 
me to join them, but I sensed something happening between him and 
the girl with the gold tassels, and I felt depressed as she e?changed 
looks with him before spinning away with that little smile. I suddenly 
wanted them to get married, haxe children, and lixe the rest of their 
days in a little wooden home on a green hillside at the foot of the 
majestic Himalayas.

I decided to leaxe them in the RTé bar, feeling like shit now that 
the dark hole in which I could soak in my sorrows seemed much 
happier than I had imagined myself to be. I wanted to get the hell 
out of this town where they had nothing material and yet seemed 
perfectly content within themselxes. I was just a loner, wandering in 
the darkness.
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I reentered the pool hall, a little more into?icated, slightly de-
pressed, and watched The Bool Hall Rid Pnish up a game with one 
of his friends, a short baby-faced jokester with his cap on sideways.

0"entlemenq How doth the tide ride tonightF0 I called out lushly.
I stood beside their table, joining them, but not really joining them' 

just hanging around for lack of a better plan.
”Looks like this guy…s been to the RTé,A The —okester said to The 

Bool Hall Rid, which gaxe them both a chuckle.
”2e…ll show him a good time,A The Bool Hall Rid said. ”ItYs our 

duty.A
He then skipped a shot across the fray and clicked the (-ball into 

the corner pocket.
”Let…s do it,A The —okester agreed.
The two of them dropped their sticks onto the table and ended 

the game. The Bool Hall Rid motioned for me to follow, and the 
three of us went out into the street. 2e walked Pxe minutes down 
the road towards the end of town where :ain Street disappeared 
into blackness. The Bool Hall Rid dipped into a mom-and-pop shop 
and came out with some sodas. There we stopped and they smoked 
cigarettes for a while, the three of us sipping sodas. I started to sense 
that weYd reached our destination.

”So,  this  is  it,  huh  boysF  Unother  night  in  front  of  the 
mom-and-pop shop,A I rambled drunkenly. ”IYm prepared to do any-
thing with you guys. I just want real e?periencesq If hanging out, 
smoking cigarettes, and hawking loogies is it, IYm right here with you, 
guys.A

U few more of their boys materialized from the darkness. The 
Bool Hall Rid introduced us xaguely, and I shook hands with each of 
them. 2e trucked up the hill through a dark alley and arrixed at what 
appeared to be a BD 5oom that had forgotten to pay its electric bill. 
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Us we entered, I began panicking, fearing that IYd unknowingly agreed 
to participate in a burglary.

”2hoa, Bool Hall Ridq Talk to meq 2here are we goingF I don…t 
want to spend the rest of my twenties hammering rocks in a 4uarryq I 
know how these things work. The ne?t thing thatYll happen is youYll 
toss me a mask and a ’ashlight and tell me to keep an eye out for the 
cops. Ulright, fuck itq Let…s steal some computers. 2hat…s the scoreFA

;ut there was something else happening entirely. 2e were far from 
alone. There was a xibration, a xeil of sweat and a waxe of heat which 
grew in intensity as we ascended the stairs. 2hatexer that sound was, 
I knew we were being taken there. It felt as if we were being sucked 
into a blackhole, the darkness swallowing us, and before I knew it, the 
humidity in the air began to taste like beer, the music was no longer a 
distant rattling but a complete jarring of bone structure, and Pnally, a 
door.

2e were confronted by a bouncer who was at that moment tossing 
out some inebriated lightweight in the middle of throwing up on 
himself. The bouncer gaxe us a nod and we went inside.

The club was popping ov like one hundred bottles of beer were 
being shaken and splashed in the air to the beat of some truly horren-
dous techno. It reminded me of a raxe, only without the glow-sticks or 
Wcstasy. The techno was upbeat, happy, and sounded like a demented 
dentist was playing with his drill and blowing whistles at the same 
time.

IYd been to nightclubs before, and there were all the familiar markers 
exen though we were in the Himalayas. There was a long line of girls 
waiting for the bathroom, combined with a busy combination of 
cigarette smoke and blue light as they te?ted on their phones. Inside 
the dancehall, disco-lights splashed the room with rainbows in a fog 
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Plled with dancers, and long black hair was ’ung back, with hands 
waxing in the air and bodies jumping like a mosh pit.

The Bool Hall Rid led us through the club to a éIB section set just 
apart, but in no way diverent from the rest of the club. He then intro-
duced me, or e?plained me rather, to the members present. I saluted 
and ninety-degree bowed with such a ferxor that I hit my head on 
the glass table. The ;oss was a fat guy with a ponytail, mustache, and 
wore mirrored glasses re’ecting blue light. He gaxe a throaty chuckle 
indicating I was to sit down. I could only guess what The Bool Hall Rid 
told them to e?plain my presence. ”I don…t know who he is or where 
he…s from, but he…s alright.A

This seemed to satisfy them, and the ’unkies began Plling my 
shot-glass with beer. That was how they did it here, shots of beer. 
”"eniusqA I proclaimed after the Prst shot. ”Oou get a little more bang 
for your buck. It gixes you more o?ygen to the brain, and besides, who 
wants to spend a thousand yuan on a bottle of xodka, am I right boysF 
Um I rightFA

They all cheered merrily and clinked their shot glasses with mine. 
Wxeryone was drinking e?cept for The Bool Hall Rid, who had some 
kind of business to take care of with The ;oss. I could see his li4uid 
eyes intense in the darkness, staring beyond the dance ’oor, listening 
carefully to whatexer conspiracy The ;oss had him in on.

I wanted to tell The Bool Hall Rid not to do it. 2hatexer it was, it 
wasn…t worth it. I could see it in his eyes. ;ut before I could open my 
yap, I was distracted by The —okester who poured me another shot and 
encouraged me to go to the dance ’oor.

0Ulrightq I will if you will,A I spouted, ”Cuck it, weYll all goq 2eYre 
all dancingq 2hoYs with usFA

They all cheered, and we rushed to the dance ’oor. The Bool Hall 
Rid stayed behind with The ;oss, and when I turned around again, 
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they were both gone. I thought of chasing after the Bool Hall Rid and 
interxening in what could end up becoming the biggest mistake of his 
life, but all that would get me was a nice two-by-four bopping me to 
bed in the street, and then I…d miss my bus to Litang. There was no 
way that I was staying here another night. Let…s danceq

;y this point, all the o?ygen burst in my brain, and I felt the 
abandon that can only come when you forget yourself and let go of 
exerything. ;e in the moment. Nance the night awayq

It rained on us then, this feeling of oneness with the mosh pit, 
sprays of perspiration in the dark. The —okester put his cap on my head 
sideways, grabbed my shoulders, and the two of us jumped up and 
down like fools. There was a freedom that only comes with a total lack 
of pretension.

;ack at the table, after more shots of beer, that awful techno Qwhich 
I admit that I was starting to enjoyR suddenly switched to Tibetan 
karaoke and exeryone cleared the ’oor. U large, immaculately dressed 
man in a white suit and sparkling silxer glasses appeared on a stage that 
I didn…t exen know was there. He was a towering Pgure, standing there 
glowingSangelic exenSin the spotlight. He was a heaxy-set man with 
long black hair tied back in a ponytail. His suit shimmered like rays of 
light.

Us the traditional strings and keyboard built to a clima?, he began 
to sing in a soft croon that seemed to be out of touch with this 
generation, but to my surprise, exeryone knew the words.

0"et ov the stageq0 I heckled him drunkenly, but he only took this 
as encouragement, and exeryone cheered as he did a little shimmy to 
show us that he still had it, whatexer ”itA was.

The singer held the mic up to the air to the delight of his fans to 
reclaim his place in karaoke glory. He held a Pnal note, his xoice all 
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xibrato, as one by one sexen girls in matching white dresses placed a 
scarf around his neck, until in the end, he wore sexen scarxes.

The crowd went wild.
Ufter this sensational and seemingly random performance, the 

karaoke star began talking on the mic, perfectly at home up there in 
front of this audience. 2hatexer it was, the crowd was hushed out of 
respect and burst out in laughter at all the right cues. He was good, 
this karaoke star. He was a real pro.

It seemed to happen in an instant. ;efore I knew it, the entire club 
moxed to the dance ’oor and formed a big circle that went around the 
entire club. ;argirls stopped wiping glass, the doorman left his post, 
and the lightweight who was just a moment ago puking his brains out 
in the bathroom came wiping his mouth with the back of his sleexe 
ready to start stepping.

They all crowded to form an outer circle and an inner circle. W?es 
rejoined hands for the Prst time since breaking each other…s hearts' 
rixals settled their diverences and slights were forgixen. Ull e?cept 
me and The Bool Hall Rid began dancing and waxing their hands. 
I still remember this xision of the entire club circle-dancing, mox-
ing in unison to the gentle tunes. They danced side by side, moxing 
clockwise a few steps, and then counterclockwise a few steps, like a 
spinning wheel, unchanged by the countless rexolutions of the sun. 
They danced in perfect unity until it was hard to see any indixidual 
in the circle anymore. The karaoke star and his Pnely dressed women 
were right there among the people. Wxeryone moxed as one.



FALLING

O f course, I woke up hungover with the sun shining treach-
erously in my eyes. The evil piss smell was all around me, 

doubled in strength by the UV rays, and I knew without having to 
check the broken clocks that I’d overslept and missed my bus.

I would have to get to Litang on foot. Things seemed almost pleas-
ant at Mrst. Haybe this would be a chance to get intimate with my 
Kimalayan surroundings, I thought. Siss a yak or fuck a goat. qmell 
the old folk up-close with their curdled milk and fried dough cologne. 
I passed through several villages and the country road was peaceful and 
juiet with the occasional tractor or truck passing by. There were pigs 
and cows and chickens foraging through the bare grasses. It seemed 
nice, but then three hours later, I began to feel the weight of the bag 
on my shoulders and couldn’t stop adFusting the straps to get the 
blood xowing through my arms again. The road started going uphill 
mercilessly.

*inally, after a few more hours of marching, I saw a Tibetan man 
sitting cross-legged by the roadside eating sunxower seeds. Ke was well 
into his siCties with silvery hair and walnut skin marked with deep 
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cracks in the places where he smiled. Ke wore an old Rhicago Aulls 
winter Facket that looked like it was made back when Hichael Wordan 
was still playing.

“s I approached, we eCchanged hellos and he motioned for me to 
come and Foin him. ?e spoke in gestures, but it almost felt as if he were 
my uncle. ?hen I told him I was headed to Litang, his eyes grew wide 
in disbelief. ”LitangY' he asked.

”!up,' I said.
Rlosing his eyes and shaking his head, Rhicago Aulls guy repeated, 

”7o Litang. 7o Litang.'
Kis face was grim and set. Ke showed me on two Mngers laughing 

that it would take me at least two days to get there on foot. Ke seemed 
worried.

”NonGt worry, Uncle. I got this:' I said conMdently and laughed, but 
the eCpression on Rhicago Aull zuy’s face made me feel like a popped 
balloon. ?e rested there for about Mfteen minutes before he stood up 
and motioned for me to follow.

”7o,' I refused and grinned. ”IGll be Mne, Uncle. !ou go on ahead:'
Ke shook his head, cleared his throat, closed his eyes, and ordered 

me to get onto the back of his bike. I understood what Rhicago Aulls 
zuy was sayingP ”I’m heading in that direction, but I canGt take you 
all the way. IGll take you to the top of the mountain. *rom there, youGll 
have to get another ride.'

”Thank you, Uncle:' I cried and hopped on.
Rhicago Aulls zuy mounted, and then turned and gestured for me 

to 8ip up my winter coat. It was going to be cold.

DDD
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Rhicago Aulls zuy was right. 6iding on the back of the motorcycle 
was a lot colder than walking. The wind cut at us like a hundred knives. 
I was bundled to full rotundity with my Ranada zoose 8ipped all the 
way up and the fur hood over my head, a pair of gloves on each hand, 
and a pair of mittens over those, and my knuckles still caught frostbite.

?e rode deep into the afternoon, passing under the kinds of white 
peaks I’d only seen on 7ational zeographic or The Niscovery Rhan-
nel. These were the Kimalayas, and true to what “leC and 7ick had 
told me, this was as real as it could get. Haybe reality meant being alive 
because you were so close to death.

?e stood together, Rhicago Aulls zuy and I, and urinated together, 
watching our pee dissipate into ethereal nothingness before touching 
the distant valley below.

Rarpets of pines spiked the distant mountains like little pins. “ 
natural stream trickled behind us as we lay there, looking up at the 
blue sky above. ?e were at the top of the tree line, and I was Mlled with 
that certain peace that comes with knowing youGre xoating above the 
madness of the world where nothing can touch you.

?e took our time and rested for a while. ?e didn’t have to eCchange 
words or attempt conversation. The absence of words was Mlled by 
the breathtaking view of the Kimalayas. Rhicago Aulls zuy shared 
his sunxower seeds, and I shared my tangerines. ?e gave our humps 
a rest in the grass, chewing slowly as if in thought, but there were no 
thoughts, and it was the most peaceful I’d felt in a long time.

*inally, Rhicago Aulls zuy seemed to make up his mind about 
something. Ke pointed to the fork in the road. Ke pointed one way 
for himself, and to the other he pointed and said, ”Litang.'

I understood and began to gather my things. Ke shook his head and 
pointed back at the road and through gestures made me understand 
that he was going to wait with me until my neCt ride appeared. In the 
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meantime, I tried to give him some gas money, a symbolic gesture, 
but he closed his eyes and shook his head. ?e waited in silence. There 
wasn’t a soul but he and I. 7o one for miles and miles and miles.

*inally, the silence was broken by the rumble of a passing lorry, but 
despite Rhicago Aulls zuy trying to wave the driver down, his gestures 
were duly ignored. It took another hour of waiting before we saw a 
motorbike approach us.

Rhicago Aulls zuy waved the motorbike down and did the talking. 
The 7ew zuy took o1 his balaclava as he idled, and right away I got a 
bad feeling. Ke looked eCactly like the kind of guy in the movies that 
you shouldnGt trust. qcraggly mustache and shifty eyes.

Ke gave Rhicago Aulls zuy a blank stare and looked out at the road 
as if considering how much he should shake out of my pockets for this 
favor. Ke certainly wasn’t going to give me a ride for karma. The 7ew 
zuy was Kan Rhinese. The only thing he believed in was red paper.

Rhicago Aulls zuy seemed to talk him down to a reasonable price. 
Then, somewhat satisMed, he turned to me and gave me the nod. I felt 
like a puppy being handed over to its new owner.

”I wish I could take you farther,' Rhicago Aulls zuy seemed to 
say. Ke put his hand on my shoulder and said words that I couldn’t 
understand.

”!ouGve done more than enough, Uncle,' I told him, and gave him a 
juick hug while the 7ew zuy Fust looked at us wondering, ”No these 
guys even know each otherY'

I got on the back of 7ew zuy’s motorbike. ?ith a shout in the 
air, Rhicago Aulls zuy wished me luck, and we bu88ed o1 in di1erent 
directions.

DDD
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The higher we went, the colder it got. qnow-white peaks seemed to 
scrape the bright blue sky. “ sea of mountains looked to be as far below 
us as the ocean itself. “t this elevation, we passed only one mudbrick 
shanty to mark any sign of human eCistence, and it didnGt look like 
anyone was home. Kuge stacks of prayer stones were piled along the 
roadside in the Auddhist fashion. 9rayer xags waved colorfully, tan-
gled, and tattered by the Merce wind2hanging on, surviving.

?e had Fust surmounted a ridge and were on our way down when 
the unthinkable happened. ?e were coming down the snow-covered 
road and I remember the way the road wove in and out like a snake. 
I remember thinking, ”Key, we should probably slow down.' Aut 
I wasn’t the one in control of the motorbike. I alternated between 
worrying over the ”q' curves of the downhill road and being awestruck 
by the magniMcent peaks.

I saw the mountain in the distance miraculously tilt, as if zod 
had picked it up and tipped it to its side to show me that it really 
weighed nothing. 7ope. In fact, we were xying downhill at an angle 
where neither one of the tires was in contact with the road. ?e were 
moving like a *risbee gliding down the slope. ?e’d lost control of the 
motorbike. ?e hit the ground and slid uncontrollably. I knew we were 
going to die, so I did what any other sane person would doP I used my 
hand as an emergency brake to keep us from xying o1 the mountain’s 
edge.

“s soon as my gloved Mngers touched the gravel, the thick wool of 
my mitten was shredded to pieces. The second layer of gloves disin-
tegrated into nothingness. Hy Mngers were left bare, digging into the 
ground until there were only my nails and raw xesh, clawing the rocks 
and ice until I blacked out.

DDD
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I have no idea how long we were hanging there, but I was Mrst to regain 
consciousness. “ few inches more and that would’ve been the end of 
our story. The front wheel of the motorbike Futted precariously out 
into space, while the other half of the machine smothered our legs. I 
tried to pull back from the edge, but with the motorbike on top of me, 
and my legs tangled up with 7ew zuy also trapped beneath the bike, 
it only proved possible after I lifted the motorbike Fust high enough to 
crawl out from under. I immediately dragged 7ew zuy back so that 
the front wheel of the motorbike and his legs were no longer hanging 
over the edge of the cli1. This e1ort caused him to stir and he was able 
to roll himself away from the edge.

“s 7ew zuy sat there in a da8e, I used my one good hand to pull 
the motorbike back from toppling into the chasm. Hy hand was wet. 
I took o1 my tattered glove and inspected the damage. ?hat I saw 
looked like an abstract painting of torn xesh and gravel miCed in with 
the blood. Hy hand looked like something at the end of a horror Mlm. 
I tried moving my Mngers and found that I couldn’t do so without 
warning bursts of Mre shooting through the numbness.

I moved like an 4agle qcout and took out the Mrst-aid kit that I had 
in my rucksack. I tied up my hand as tightly as I could with gau8e to 
make a tournijuet. It worked well enough to slow the bleeding. There 
was nothing to do about the open wounds eCcept to let the blood soak 
into the gau8e. 7ew zuy didn’t bother to help me. Ke Fust stared in 
shock and lit a cigarette. “fter I Mnished dressing my hand, he seemed 
to come to his senses and got up to inspect his motorbike.

I would’ve thought that after what we’d Fust been through, 7ew 
zuy would see the miracle that I saw, the fact that we were still alive. 
Aut instead, he started cursing at his broken taillight. Kis rearview 
mirror hung by a coppery thread. Ke crouched on the ground, groan-
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ing while rubbing his elbow in pain. The sight of his sniveling set me 
o1.

”*uck your elbow: ?hat about my handY' I yelled.
Ke looked at me reproachfully, but he had no idea what I was 

saying. It was like he’d forgotten that I was even there.
7ew zuy stood up and picked up his bike. I misread this signal 

and grabbed my rucksack, prepared to continue our descent. Instead 
of waiting for me to hop on the back, he continued limping down the 
hill with his motorbike. Kis motorbike wouldn’t start, and it also had 
a xat tire.

Ke got on his motorbike, and I watched dumbfounded as he rode 
it downhill, xat tire and all, with the engine dead and gravity on his 
side until he disappeared onto the hori8on like a small pu1 of dust in 
the fro8en tundra.

I was hurt, in the middle of the Kimalayas, and completely alone. 
Kow would I get out of this placeY zoing back the way we’d come was 
out of the juestion. The sun was beginning to set, and soon it would 
be below 8ero. I looked down at my broken hand and decided that I 
had no choice but to walk to the bottom before dark.

I decided my best chances were to cut the distance by going in a 
straight line down the mountain through a Meld of Kimalayan cactus. 
The spineless cacti, as it would turn out, were taller, sti1er, and thicker 
when seen up close. The brush was so dense that even after an hour of 
climbing through the stu1, I was hardly any closer to the bottom than 
when I’d started. The tough vegetation captured me in wrestling holds 
along my way back, at times leaving me stretched and hanging like a 
scarecrow.

4ventually, I returned to the crash site, defeated, and now in some 
serious pain. Hy adrenaline had run dry, and the frigid air wrapped 
around my Mst like a blanket of raw nerves. Hy hand was absolutely 



*DRS, N6I7S, qKIT J"

throbbing. “ll I could do was sjuee8e my wrist to cut o1 the blood 
xow as if I could choke my hand to death and kill the pain. I began 
to head down the winding road, knowing that there was no other way 
but the long way.

Kours passed as I trudged in silence. I thought about giving up and 
laying there under the starry evening and letting myself Fust free8e to 
death. “ll things considered, there were worse ways to die. The way 
Wack London described it in To Auild a *ire didn’t sound too bad. *irst 
you felt frostbite. Then hypothermia. Then you felt nothing. I wasn’t 
juite there yet, but my feet were deMnitely numb.

The moon and the constellations glowed brightly above me yet 
there was still blue sky Mghting against the darkness. The bottom of 
the mountain was beyond reach and there was no shelter in sight. I 
decided to lay down and rest, for it made no di1erence now.

?ith the waning bows of sunshine pointing to the hori8on, I de-
cided to use what remaining light there was and write. I reached into 
my rucksack and sat before a blank page, full of frustration as even 
now, in what seemed to be my Mnal moments, I eCperienced writer’s 
block.

”I Fust want to leave behind some utterance that’ll Fustify my eCis-
tence and give meaning to my life:' I screamed at no one. ”Is that too 
much to askY ?here’s my Into the ?ild momentY This is my chance 
to be immortali8ed in the Vagabond Kall of *ame. Rome on, give me 
something.'

I wish I could tell you that I’d acted more digniMed in what I 
thought were my last moments on 4arth, but you’d be surprised at 
how pathetic you can become when you know there’s no one to record 
your whining.

“nyway, I did end up writing something, so there’s that. ?hat I 
ended up writing on that page, however, wasn’t full of profundity or 
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eCistential truth. It turned out that I didn’t really have much to say 
about life and death. I wasn’t ready to die at all.

I thought about a girl I’d met in Tokyo not long before leaving for 
Rhina. ?e’d spent one drunken night together listening to Fa88 in an 
L9 bar before wandering through the Mrst snowfall of the year. qhe 
was a Thai girl. qhe’d never seen snow before. I remembered the way 
she tried to catch snowxakes on her tongue and how happy she looked 
under the neon glow of qhinFuku.

?e went to a love motel.
The neCt morning she asked me to bring her noodles for breakfast, 

and I told her I’d be right back. Instead, I left and never saw her again.
”I wonder how she felt that morning when I never came back,' I 

said out loud.
qilence.
”“lright Mne:' I yelled out, to the empty sky and the mountains. 

”*ine, I deserve to die:'
Hy voice echoed out into the tundra. “nd then, once again, there 

was silence.
”I’m sorry,' I whispered Mnally. ”I’m really sorry.'
I sat up and stared into the distance. I didn’t know why. Aut at 

that moment, I saw a xash on the hori8on and a small trail of dust 
beginning to rise.

7o, it was the glint of a sunray’s rexection against the glass of a 
windshield and a trail of eChaust coming closer. It was a Rhevrolet 
quburban. It slowed and stopped to pick me up. It was painted gold 
of all colors, and inside the cab sat a truckful of Tibetans, their faces 
brown and rosy, injuisitive, and smoking cigarettes with the windows 
closed, cancer apparently ranking low on their list of concerns.
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I began babbling and showed the driver my wrapped nub. Ke nod-
ded and the rider on the passenger side made room for me in shotgun. 
I got in truck, and we sped o1.

Inside it was warm and smoky and thawed my bones. The sun 
seemed to hang in the air Fust above the hori8on, painting this land-
scape, which was to be my burial ground, into a shining array of peachy 
and yellow hues. I saw a white city glowing in the distance, the golden 
qUV speeding into the nothingness with wild horses running across 
the plains.

“long the way, we passed 7ew zuy still coasting along on his 
battered motorbike with the dead engine. Ke had motoring goggles 
over his eyes, his mustache fro8en with crusted snot all over his face.

L*uck you, buddy:L I screamed out the window as we roared past, 
laughing like a maniac. The Tibetans gave me pu88led looks, wonder-
ing what kind of psycho they’d picked up o1 the road.

”!ou donGt understand,' I eCplained. ”I know him. ?e crashed 
together. Ke left me for dead.'

Hy eCplanations swirled like cigarette smoke around the driverGs 
head, who closed his eyes while driving somehow, and in a deep grav-
elly voice, chanted prayers of a mystical power and energy. qnow and 
winter grass stretched into eternity. *inally, I passed out against the 
window.

Om

DDD

Hy Tibetan angels dropped me o1 at a clinic. They’d saved my life. 
?e’d driven for hours before arriving in Litang.
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“t the clinic, I was attended to by a kid. Ke looked like the 7epalese 
version of Noogie Kowser, H.N.. Ke unwrapped the gau8e around 
my hand and had me wincing and gritting my teeth as he pulled out 
bits of gravel with the preciseness of a diamond Feweler.

“fter he cleaned my wounds, he dressed my hand in fresh wrap-
pings and gave me some painkillers. I took two pills and gestured that 
I had a fever to the doctor, who seemed to be getting younger by the 
minute. Ke eCplained in perfect 4nglish that I had altitude sickness.

”!ou came up the mountain too fast. !our blood cells are deprived 
of oCygen. !our body is deprived of oCygen, but there is nothing else 
wrong with you. “ll you can do is wait and give it time. !ou will feel 
better.'

”I feel like I’m dying,' I groaned shamelessly to this kid who was at 
least ten years younger than me.

”?e are currently at ;,EEE meters. !ou will have to give your body 
time to acclimate. !ou may have trouble breathing. 7ow, it is time to 
rest,' he assured me and led me into a juiet room.

I allowed Nookie to take me to a cot where I lay down and felt 
myself slowly xoat into nothingness. The painkillers were kicking in.

“fter a spiral into the darkness, I woke up in the middle of the night. 
The painkillers had worn o1, and though I was still dressed in every 
article of clothing I had on before, I was absolutely free8ing. This was 
even worse than the Kotel qhangri-La. “t least there I had that heavy 
blanket to su1ocate under. In the sick room, all I had were thin sheets 
to wrap myself with. I lay there in a fetal position, shivering, trembling, 
whimpering, and occasionally crying out in pain and miseryM clutching 
my wrist to stop the throbbing that made my hand feel like it was going 
to eCplode.

Hy head was on Mre. Nookie was lying. I was going to die.



*DRS, N6I7S, qKIT JJ

I thrashed around in my bed like a tormented monkey, with Fust 
enough energy to xop around like a Msh who eCpects freedom is 
around the corner. *reedom is what we want, freedom from the pre-
sent, the hope and promise of the morning, the dawn where the light 
breaks the darkness and all the su1ering in this world comes to an end.

I wrapped myself feebly in sheets of ice and tried to cry myself 
to sleep only for the tears to free8e my eyelids shut. “ll I wanted at 
that moment was to go home. I wanted to hack my way through the 
universe and invent some sort of teleportation device so that I could 
return to my bedroom in 7ew Wersey and be attended to by my loving 
parents. I wished at that moment that I didn’t lose so much time trying 
to run from them. Aeing sick or hurt in a foreign land where no one 
knows or cares who you are is one of the scariest things you can ever 
go through. “s trite as it sounds, I wanted my mom.
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R ising from bed the next morning was like having my teeth 
knocked out, waking up smiling, and asking for more punches 

so I could see the pretty birds Lying around my head like a Tooney 
.unes cartoonO -f Titang, I only have spotty recollections, due to alM
titude sicknessO Yostly, I remember that shooting pain in my hand, the 
driving wedge through my skull, and the sensation of being constantly 
out of breathO qet I saw the world around me with a zuivering ecstasyO

I left the medical clinic of my own recogniGance and stood in 
the threshold of dilapidated doors, beholding the morning vista, and 
thanking ’od that I had made it through the nightO If it werenAt for 
the bandage wrapped around my hand, I wouldAve thought it was all 
one craGy dreamO Pt least I could tick having a nearMdeath experience 
oj my bucket listO Werhaps it was Hust the fever ajecting my brain, but 
I felt a wild and unbridled spirit Ling itself out of my nostrilsO I let out 
a yawp that would make Falt Fhitman proudO

Titang was like no place IAd ever seenO It was like the *imalayan 
version of the Fild FestO -ld folks sat on their stools spinning 
their prayer wheels while early morning cowboys strutted about 
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with leather boots, long hair, and missing teethO Fomen wore silver 
noseMrings and multicolored shawlsO Jveryone seemed to have some 
rainbowMcolored aura about them despite their nonchalanceO

.here were no tourists hereO I was the only outsider among them, 
and what made me even weirder was the evidence of some accident, my 
torn parka and bloodied Heans, and the fact that I wandered about with 
a look of ecstasyO Yaybe it was the painkillersO -r maybe it was *appy 
Jast 9treetO I felt so alive, so distant and beyond the cloudsO I almost 
forgot that I was supposed to be looking for someoneO Cortunately, he 
found me before I found himO It was on *appy Jast 9treet that I came 
face to face with the man, the myth, and the legendO .hat round face 
and ticklish giggle, calling me from the other side of the streetO

YrO “enAs was the only place where you could ?nd banana pancakes 
on this side of the *imalayasO It was the only restaurant that served 
western food in Titang, and this fact naturally made him a legend 
among backpackers and pilgrims whoAd found their way to Titang over 
the yearsO Jven if I hadnAt heard of him from 7ick and Plex back in Ti 
!iang, I wouldAve eventually met him anyway for his habit of coming 
outside and shouting at strangers in the streetO

*e had a round head, shaved clean, and a pink Lowery apron which 
remained neatly tied around his stocky waistO *e had the kind of 
face that would make you assume something was terribly wrong if he 
wasnAt positively beaming at youO

”qou come bad timeO Fhy come nowU Dome in springO qou can 
see everyone laughing, drinking, eatingO Tots of people from all over 
the worldO Jurope, Pmerica, PustraliaO Jveryone come to see horses in 
spring and eat at YrO “enAs80 YrO “en declared with pride, apparently 
fond of speaking in the third personO ”Tots of horsesO *orses everyM
whereO Tots of pretty girls, too80
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”I think IAm dying,0 I croaked at him, when he asked me what was 
wrongO

”qou look like you got altitude sickness,0 he said sternly, and like a 
local physician gave me his prescriptionO ”-ne friedMrice and ginger tea 
coming up80

It wasnAt my business to order food in his restaurantO I was simply 
in his careO

*is restaurant was small and homely, with a big front window to let 
in all the light with a view of the streetO .he sunlight warmed my body 
as I sat with brittle bones and tried to regain my strength one trembling 
spoonful at a timeO Ps I sipped the ginger tea with .MRex arms that 
seemed to tremble from the weight of the mug, my eyes roved over 
YrO “enAs Fall of CameO .he whole place was covered in postcards, 
fan art, and forgetMmeMnots, but YrO “enAs most loyal followers had a 
special place on the back wallO .hese were the travelers who made it 
a point to visit him year after year, even bringing the children which 
were begotten since the time theyAd ?rst met himO

YrO “en Humped up midMconversation with a huge grin on his face 
and went to the doorO I turned to look out the window and saw him 
yelling, ”qou8 *ey you8 *ey8 Dome here80 gesticulating fervently all 
the whileO

”So you know himU0 I asked YrO “en as he returned, cackling with 
gleeO

”Took, he coming8 *e coming80 YrO “en said laughing, pumping 
his arms, and waving like a madmanO

P moment later, a youngish guy with a shaggy beard, a rainM
bowMcolored sherpa hat, and a guitar strapped to his back, entered the 
restaurant with a smileO
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”*ello, hello8 FhereAre you fromU Dome, sit, eat80 YrO “en shoutM
ed all at once to this newcomer as he stood in the doorwayO YrO “en 
led him to the booth across from mine and sat him downO

”*ello, my name is Pri,0 the traveler said shyly, setting down his 
guitarO ”IAm from IsraelO Fait, is that what you wanted to knowU -r 
did you want to know where I came fromU -h, hello thereO0

”*ey,0 I said, sitting up a little while trying not to look like whatever 
I had was contagiousO ”SonAt mind me, I have altitude sicknessO .ry 
the fried riceO0

”-h, you speak JnglishO Jxcellent80 Pri said with his eyes brightM
eningO .hen turning to YrO “en, he said, ”IAve heard that your banana 
pancakes were worth crossing the *imalayas for, so IAve come from 
7epal to try themO0

”-ne banana pancake, coming right up80 YrO “en declared and 
went to the kitchen to prepare his famous specialtyO

”*ave you ever been to IndiaU0 he asked in a non sezuitur after heAd 
set and reset his silverware the second or third timeO

”7o, but itAs on my bucket listO0
”I was in 'aranasi, practicing transcendental meditation for a 

month,0 Pri saidO ”Pt one point, I took a vow of silence and didnAt 
open my mouth for a weekO qouAre not allowed to have your phone, 
you canAt write anything, nothing other than hand gestures or facial 
expressionsO Yostly, you must sit and meditate, or be zuietO Pnyway, 
itAs nice to talk to someone in JnglishO If I seem a little odd, donAt 
worryO0

”7o worries,0 I assured himO ”9ince I canAt speak Yandarin, I barely 
even talk these daysO 3esides YrO “en over there, this is the ?rst conM
versation IAve had in Jnglish in weeksO0

”P Hournal is a travelerAs ?nest companion,0 Pri agreedO
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”I was carried in last night,0 I said with a laugh, and proceeded to 
explain how IAd nearly died by falling oj a motorbikeO I showed him 
my bandaged handO

”qou mustAve aczuired some good karma,0 Pri said solemnlyO ”9eM
riously, you should be deadO0

”I know,0 I said, shaking my headO ”I donAt think it was karma 
thoughO If anything, the 1niverse is asking me to pay it forwardO0

”Fhere are you stayingU0 Pri askedO
”!ust some piece of shit guesthouseO .he rooms here are dirty and 

freeGingO0
”So you mind if I Hoin youU0 Pri askedO
”7ot at allO If you donAt mind being in a piece of shit room,0 I 

warned himO
”Yy friend, IAm coming from IndiaO 3elieve me, I know how to stay 

in a piece of shit roomO0
”qou know whatU IAd love it if I had someone to look around Titang 

withO In case I collapse in the middle of the streetO0
”Pbsolutely8 9ay no more8 I am your happy companion,0 Pri 

agreedO
”I love this80 YrO “en cheered, returning from the kitchen with a 

plate of steaming hot banana pancakesO ”qou come from your way, and 
you come from your way, and you meet here and go together80

Fe all looked at each other and smiledO YrO “en was right, of course, 
you must go with whom you canO If the company is willing, then the 
Hourney is sweetO

Pfter breakfast, we sat around YrO “en5s for a while longer weighM
ing our optionsO I spotted an ad for a ”9ky 3urial0 viewing, in which 
.ibetan monks take a newly deceased member of the community and 
allow vultures to consume the body, even going so far as to crush the 
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bones into powder so that by the time the vultures are done, thereAs 
nothing left, and the energy of the deceased returns to the lifecycleO

3ooking a ticket for the viewing was tricky though, mostly because 
there needed to be a fresh body, and YrO “en hadnAt heard of anyone 
in town whoAd died recentlyO .here was only one person who seemed 
like he might die soon, and that was meO .he vultures must5ve known, 
because I swore, I could see them circling the air above us for the rest 
of the dayO

Fe left for the monastery around noonO .he monastery was a good 
hike away from YrO “enAsO

”ItAs worth the experience, but itAs intense,0 Pri saidO ”7epal is way 
more chillO !ust donAt do Jverest unless you want to risk your lifeO 
.here are hundreds of bodies froGen on that mountainO0

Fe reached the end of the roadO P pack of street dogs, a collective 
which had steadily grown during our short Hourney, trotted behind us 
until we reached the end of the roadO Caced now with a dusty stone 
stairway that reached straight into the bright blue sky, they silently lost 
heart and went trotting back toward the cityO

”I guess this is a canineAs Jverest,0 I zuipped to PriO ”Yaybe weAll 
see the carcass of a dead mutt on the way upO0

”Fe could ojer it to the monks for a sky burial,0 Pri said grinning 
through his beardO

”-f course, they would build the monastery on the highest peak,0 
I wheeGedO ’etting to the top of the ?rst set of stairs was only the 
beginningO

”.hey must make sure that we are worthy,0 Pri said with a nodO
Ps we climbed the stairs, we took frezuent breaks during which Pri 

continued to ?ll me inO
”Pccording to tradition, the Salai Tama was an ancient soul who, 

instead of attaining 7irvana, chose to recycle his soul over and overO 
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*eAs always reincarnated as an infant to continue leading the .ibetan 
peopleO0

”Fhat are your thoughts on reincarnationU0 I askedO
”9ometimes I trick myself into thinking that maybe IAm a 3uddhist, 

but personally I cannot accept the idea of reincarnation,0 Pri admitM
tedO ”I donAt believe we can come backO0

Fe looked out at the expanse which led to the mountains, which 
led to the land whose name we were not allowed to say in the streetsO

”FhatAs DhinaAs dealU0 I asked zuietlyO ”Fhy are they so obsessed 
with this placeU0

”I saw a protest in Thasa,0 Pri said soberlyO ”I came here from .ibetO 
I saw a monk burn himself in the streetO0

.he wind whipped across the mountain pass between usO 9omeM
where below, a dog barked at nothingO

I looked at Pri and saw his face full of sadnessO I patted him on the 
shoulderO

”SonAt worry about me,0 he said, and pointed to the city belowO 
”Forry about themO0

Fe climbed and climbed, pausing to look out at the awesome 
panoramic viewsO .he beauty lay in the way that the sunlight etched 
the edges of the ridgelines, the patches of pure white snow against the 
dusty brown earthO .he golden winter grass and the tiny horses graGing 
in the valleys belowO

.he monastery at Titang was less of a temple and more like a walled 
city, or a compound decorated with white stupas, golden roofs, bright 
mosaics, and burgundyMcolored walls to match the robes of the monks 
who populated the groundsO .he courtyards were vast, and the walls 
towered to the skyO

Fe headed inside the monastery searching for warmth and found 
ourselves cloaked in the darkness of an empty prayer roomO Sespite 
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the number of monks who walked about outdoors, the prayer room 
seemed recently vacated, and we could almost hear the echoes of 
chanted mantrasO

I compared this monastery to the one IAd visited with TiGi back in 
9hangriMTaO .he monastery at Titang was likewise full of color, but 
surrounding the images was a background of intense red, making the 
otherworldly images seem like rainbows trapped in hellO .he artwork 
featured demonic deities which bared their teeth at us like the wild 
beasts of the underworldO

”.his room represents samsara,0 Pri murmured, ”the realm of 
endless cyclesO0

Ps we ventured deeper into the temple, we entered a room that 
looked to have once been a throne room, only it was ?lled with broken 
statues, the many faces of 3uddha crushed, crumbled, and broken 
beyond repairO

”ItAs psychological warfare,0 said Pri softlyO
P giant bronGe 3uddha lay on its side before us, its ?ngers still 

curled in that symbol of eternal peaceO
”.ashe delek,0 a voice spoke from the darknessO Pn oldish monk 

stepped forward from the shadowsO ”It means good health and hapM
pinessO IAm afraid we are not open to tourists nowO0

”-h, we didnAt know we had to pay,0 we stammered simultaneousM
ly, exchanging glances and looking for our walletsO

.he monk laughed softlyO ”ItAs a HokeO Dome, I show you aroundO 
Yy name is !amyangO0

Pri and I introduced ourselves and followed !amyang into the 
monasteryAs inner chambers, which were colorful against the dim atM
mosphere, and scented with mysterious incenseO

.he inner chambers of the monastery seemed less like a temple 
and more like a royal palaceO .he amount of detail in the mosaics 
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that covered every inch of the walls and ceiling was too mindMblowing 
to accurately describe at the pace we were walkingO Dlouds, Lowers, 
gods, animals, trees, warriors, demons, heaven and hell, all locked into 
symmetrical circles and spinning wheels of oriental patternsO

”Fe heard that a few of the Salai Tamas were born here,0 said PriO
”.his temple was built more than ?ve hundred years ago,0 !amyang 

spoke slowlyO ”.he Eth and 2Bth Salai Tama were born hereO Tong 
time ago, during the revolution, the Dhinese soldiers came and deseM
crated our templeO Yany people diedO0

*e gestured toward the broken 3uddhasO
”If we speak out against the government, they send their police to 

come and beat us like dogsO .hey try to make us lose courage, lose 
hope, lose heartO0

!amyang then led us up a dark stone stairwell and pushed open a 
door framed by white sunlightO

”Fe live in a world where violence is perceived as power,0 !amyang 
continuedO ”3ut true power is in loveO0

-utside, the wind carried the smell of incense and snowO Yonks 
crossed the terrace in silenceO

”Fhat can we do to helpU0 Pri askedO
”Dome, I show you somethingO0
!amyang led us to an area of the terrace where a gathering of monks 

crowded under the bright blue skyO Nneeling in the center of their 
circle there were three monks busy at work sprinkling trails of colorful 
sand between their ?ngertips and forming patterns in dyed powders 
of emerald, ruby, sapphire, and golden huesO .he mandala was nearly 
completeO

Ps the observers stood in respectful silence, the mandala took shape 
by the artistsA handsO Fhen it was perfected with not a single grain 
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out of alignment, the monks collectively bowed their heads and folded 
their hands in prayerO

.hen they began to destroy itO
”.his always hurts,0 said Pri, wincing at the sight of the colored 

grains being brushed away one section at a timeO
!amyang noddedO ”.o stay whole we must understand that there are 

things in this world which we cannot hold ontoO .here are also things 
in this world which we cannot changeO0

”Pll that work,0 I stammeredO ”.hey didnAt even post it on InstaM
gramO0

.he artists continued to break the image until grains of sand numM
bering in the millions were given in vivid handfuls to the monks who 
had participated in the prayerO

”Fhat will they do with the leftover sandU0 Pri askedO
”.hey will ojer it to the nearest river, to bless the whole world,0 

!amyang saidO
Cinally, one of the monks came and ojered !amyang, Pri, and I a 

handful of sandO
.he mandala was now obliteratedO It was like nothing had ever been 

thereO I opened my hand and looked at that precious mix of red, blue, 
and green sand glittering in my open palmO .hen a sudden gust of 
wind scattered the colorful grains into the air, and the monks began 
to partO



AFTER THE EARTHQUAKE

I  was minding my own business, handwashing my underwear, 
when an opportunity to gain some karma came knocking at my 

door. I lgured I cou-d use as much karma as I cou-d get considerf
ing where I wou-d soon be headed, down into the depths ov opium 
highways where rea-ity and i--usion are b-ended into cocktai-s serMed 
in buckets.

In any case, I was vee-ing adMenturous and brimming with an odd 
combination ov -ist-essness and generosity. Baybe it was that ’ig Bac 
that I"d eaten upon my return to zciMi-iJationz, or that vaint rendition 
ov Imagine by Lohn Dennon p-aying unironica--y on the BcCona-d"s 
speakers as the teenage workers decorated a qhristmas tree. I ve-t -ike 
doing some good in the wor-d, so I hopped on board to de-iMer some 
computers to a schoo- in need, recent-y damaged by an earthSuake 
which occurred in Tichuan not -ong bevore I"d arriMed.

Hhe who-e thing was set up by Baki, T-im"s wive, the young matron 
ov qomvy Foste-s. The was origina--y vrom Lapan and had met her 
Tingaporean husband whi-e the two ov them were doing so-os across 
the wor-d. Dong story short, they ve-- in -oMe with backpacking and 
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each other, and that"s how qomvy Foste-s was born. Baki was in her 
midf0E"s and vound more things charming than not, but she was a 
sharp -ady, and braMe, too. The a-one understood the vu-- scope ov the 
mission. The a-one spoke jng-ish and qhinese.

Hhe other guests Aoining us were 'MiM, the ’eethoMenfhaired Israe-i, 
and his two vriends Hha-ia and Boran, two Israe-i parachuters who 
cou-dxMe easi-y benchfpressed me. Hhey were gent-e gir-s. 8ot Mery 
ta-katiMe, but what they didnxt say they showed with -itt-e givts ov 
generosity. I ve-t Hha-iaxs strong hands steady me once on the mounf
tain. Boran he-ped c-ean my bandage, haMing had some nursing ski--s. 
Hhey were a-- eYfmi-itary, conlrming what I"d heard vrom 'ri. It was 
a tradition, they said. “ou did your serMice and then went backpacking 
with your vriends. Itxs not rea- hard. “ou Aust haMe to make your bed 
rea- neat and stand up straight and a-ways answer eMery Suestion with, 
!“es, dri-- sergeant”G

’esides us was Cru Fong (u, the young vreshfvaced computer tech 
in whose vatherxs Mi--age we were going to be staying oMernight. Fe 
was a bright young kid, and vrom -ooking at him you wou-d"Me neMer 
guessed he grew up neYt to a pigsty. Ditera--y. Hheir vami-y kept a sow 
named zqookiez )in Bandarin: and supported their income with her 
recurring pig-ets.

Cru Fong (u had hair -ike an anime character and wore the -atest 
hipfhop vashions. ’ut somewhere in there, I guess he was country 
through and through. Fe spoke a -itt-e jng-ish.

’esides the driMers, that was our crew, with Baki at the he-m 
keeping an eye out vor the cops. Hhe mission was simp-eP Ce-iMer 
some computers to a schoo- in the mountains ov northern Tichuan 
WroMince. Hhe dropfoU was c-ose to the epicenter ov the Suake. '-ong 
the way, we passed -ong gray rectangu-ar bui-dings with skyfb-ue roovs, 
-ined up on the sides ov highways. ?ho knows how -ong the disp-aced 
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wou-d be there1 Baybe voreMer. ' basketba-- net had been Aerryfrigged 
to a te-ephone po-e vor the kids2 neighbors warmed their hands bef
side trashcan lres2 a hanging c-othes-ine chain stretched between the 
bui-dings. Hhatxs why there were so many so-diers and po-ice. Hhere 
were a -ot ov checkpoints and roadb-ocks. !To, I put the Israe-is in 
one Man and us in another,G Baki admitted. !It doesnxt -ook good, 
voreigners in a Man vu-- ov computers.G

?e had about ten desktop computers in our backseat stowed and 
-oaded vor a de-iMery that wou-d saMe qhristmas. Hhe on-y thing we had 
to do was get past !the Ban.G Hhe combination ov detai-ed searches at 
each checkpoint meant hours ov s-owfmoMing traéc. Tome highways 
had Manished comp-ete-y, buried beneath pi-es ov rubb-e. ’ridges had 
co--apsed and -ay at the bottom ov riMerbeds as twisted hu-ks ov meta-. 
Hhere were stee- ske-etons ripped apart and hanging vrom the sides ov 
gaping chasms where once -ay the connection between two cities.

Hhe schoo- was -ocated at the top ov a mountain that was shaped 
-ike a wedding cake. Hhe Mans seemed to be going Mertica-, and the 
driMers" hand-ing ov the situation was both terrivying and impressiMe. It 
was around vour oxc-ock in the avternoon when we arriMed. Tchoo- was 
out, but the kids were running around rosyfcheeked in the co-d. ?e 
were surrounded by b-onde mountains, now painted pink and orange 
by the setting sun. Hhe sky g-owed bright b-ue and the redfbricked 
schoo-, despite being near-y cracked in ha-v, -ooked warm and Mibrant.

Cru Fong (uxs vather, the Mi--age schoo-master, came out and 
shouted his greetings, waMing an eMerfpresent cigarette in the air. Fe 
was a short wiry man who -iked to waMe his butts -ike pieces ov cha-k to 
emphasiJe his points. Fe was doing this now, to point out that a Aeep 
vu-- ov -oca- authorities was approaching, apparent-y vo--owing a tip 
that two Mans l--ed with terrorists had been spotted by the schoo-. Hhe 
occupants consisted ov two members ov the Israe-i womenxs Mo--eyba-- 
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team, a guy who -ooked -ike the Febrew ’eethoMen, a mute qhinese 
doub-efagent )that was me:, and a snoopy Lapanese reporter. Hhey"d 
caught us a-- redfhanded. It was a mirac-e I didnxt drop a monitor and 
b-ow us a-- to he-- when they stepped out ov the Aeep. Hheir boots were 
shiny, and their vaces were grim. Baki did the ta-king. Hhe schoo-masf
ter Aoined in. Hhey wanted to inspect the computers vor contraband. 
Hhe schoo-master, Br. Cru, raised a customary stink. ?e waited whi-e 
the bombfsSuad Vipped oMer, and carevu--y shook, one computer at a 
time.

Hhat night, we were driMen to the top ov the mountain where we 
wou-d be staying in Br. Cruxs Mi--age. Hhe sun had a-ready va--en, 
and it was dark by the time we reached the peak. It was a Suiet p-ace, 
distant vrom any town or city. Hhe stars g-ittered in the twi-ight as 
we hau-ed ass up the winding curMes to the summit where the vew 
unbroken domici-es which remained standing she-tered aunts, unc-es, 
and their Misiting adu-t chi-dren. Hhese were surrounded by other 
brick homes which were Mio-ent-y sp-it in ha-v, crumb-ing, and ov -itt-e 
use to anybody anymore. In between these were makeshivt wooden 
shacks and heaMy tarp tents that acted as she-ter in their stead.

'vter warming our hands by a lre, we were ca--ed to a diUerent 
p-ace on the mountain, this one down the path vrom one sma-- house 
to another. Inside what -ooked -ike a mud hut was the g-ow ov a big 
woodlre and a great meta- wok sitting on top ov it. Hhis was the 
kitchen, and intoYicating aromas ov Tichuan cooking smoked in the 
oi-.

Br. Cruxs wive, a strong woman in b-ue traditiona- dress and wearf
ing a headfwrap, stood in partia- lref-it darkness putting the lnishing 
touches on our lMefcourse dinner. In the midd-e ov the sma-- earthen 
room, there was a simp-e wooden tab-e. ' skinny tree with -eaMes -ike 
ye--ow spearheads grew out ov the ground and shot right through the 
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midd-e ov the tab-e, spreading its naked branches beyond an opening 
in the cei-ing aboMe us. Hhe opening was a Ment.

!qan you te-- her she has a beautivu- kitchen1G
!'nd that her cooking sme--s amaJing1G
!I -oMe this tree. I think I need a tree in my kitchen.G
Hhe Israe-is were Mery po-ite and armed to the teeth with comp-if

ments. Baki trans-ated and the -ady ov the house was p-eased. The set 
down seMen shot g-asses and a bott-e ov baiAiu. Br. Cru poured each ov 
us a shot. Tome ov us were concerned about -osing temporary Mision, 
but it was lne. Hhere wasn"t any e-ectric -ight to see by anyway.

Hhe -iSuor was c-ear and burned and tasted -ike c-eaning products, 
but the insides ov my stomach ve-t -ike me-ted candy. ?e had one 
shot more. 8ow came the main course. Tpread upon the tab-e were 
steaming p-atters -aden with the most de-icious qhinese vood I"Me 
eaten to this day. ;p unti- that point, a sSuare mea- vor me were a vew 
skewers ov roasted Megetab-es and pieces ov chicken dusted with cumin. 
I"d eaten eMery anima- on 8oah"s 'rk that cou-d be cut into pieces and 
serMed with a bamboo skewer shoMed up its ass.

’ut this was something e-se. Hhis was a mea- lt vor dictators.
!Hhis sauce is spectacu-ar”G Hha-ia enthused.
!Hhis meat has such an intricate sour tang, a de-icate avtertaste and 

crispiness that inspires -oMe songs under oi-y moons,G dec-ared 'Mi, 
waYing poetic.

!I -oMe these saut5ed greens and this sweet and spicy gar-ic g-aJe 
miYed with meaty mushrooms,G Boran the Megetarian added.

!It a-most tastes -ike seavood,G Baki agreed with a nod. !’e carevu- 
when you try the Tichuan chicken. Hhere are the -itt-e red peppers that 
wi-- -ight your mouth on lre iv you bite into one direct-y.G

!I"-- take that as a cha--enge”G I cried and then -itera--y cried as the 
inside ov my mouth was set aVame.
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'vter dinner, we were inMited to hang out with the vami-y in the big 
house, which was -ocated on a -ower tier ov one ov the rice terraces. ?e 
vo--owed Cru Fong (u, who appeared sudden-y vrom the darkness 
with a smi-e to -ead us down the rickety -adders that connected each 
le-d in a continuous descent unti- we arriMed at a big onefroom home 
where the grandparents -iMed. ’ui-t near the entrance was a -arge lrepit 
where a roaring b-aJe ate through a heaMy -og, i--uminating the smi-ing 
vaces ov the Cru vami-y seated around it. *iMe generations ov Cru"s sat 
vrom o-dest to youngest around the lre-ight. Hhe o-d grandvather was 
dressed in a Tiberian vurfhat and oMercoat2 the grandmother sat beside 
him with her headfwrap and homespun dress. Br. and Brs. Cru and 
their son Cru Fong (u sat beside them, and bur-y ;nc-e Tmoky, his 
wive, vo--owed by a cousin who -ooked -ike a vootba-- Aock, sat with his 
wive and their -itt-e boy.

Hhe lre -icked the air and l--ed the room with a wondervu- odor 
that a-so made us a -itt-e b-ind. 8o one e-se seemed to notice this stingf
ing sensation and the men smoked despite the eYcess carbonfmonoYf
ide. Ling, the vootba-- Aock, acted as the vami-y representatiMe and did 
most ov the ta-king whi-e Baki serMed as trans-ator. Nespectvu--y, we 
probed the Cru vami-y about the earthSuake and how it had aUected 
their -iMes. Hhey were being cornered by the coming winter, but there 
was a re-uctance about them -eaMing the mountain they had ca--ed 
home a-- their -iMes. (randvather Cru and (randmother Cru were 
both born there, grew up there, and their peop-e bevore them, back 
when their tribe had sought revuge up in the mountains vrom the surge 
ov warring Fans hundreds ov years bevore. Hhey disappeared into the 
c-ouds and neMer returned. 'nd now, grandmother and grandvather 
were supposed to -eaMe their mudfbrick homes on the mountain vor 
the lrst time in a-- their -iMes. Hhey were destined to reAoin the modern 
wor-d, a wakefup ca-- that had -itera--y shaken them oU the mountain.
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?e -istened to the story ov (randmother and (randvather, te--ing 
us in their miY ov short a--fencompassing descriptions and impasf
sioned tangents, the history ov a chi-dhood running in the sunshine 
and catching dragonVies as a main hobby ov the times. ?e vo--owed 
their gaJes as they reca--ed their lrst g-impse ov manxs triumph as a 
rocket streaked through the sky in a -oud buJJing drone, deavenf
ing, -ike the sound ov a tornado, and -ater a sound ov war. 'vter so 
many bombs -ater, they remembered the reshaping ov the peop-e and 
-andscape, vrom this unchanging ham-et at the top ov the mountain, 
oMer-ooking the reMo-utions occurring at the bottom.

!To, when they moMe to their new home, what are they -ooking 
vorward to the most1G 'MiM asked.

Baki trans-ated this to the vami-y, and each took a turn sharing, 
smi-ing sheepish-y at their answers.

!' good education vor my son,G Ling said.
!8ew c-othes,G his wive added.
Hhe boy smi-ed and hid his vace shy-y in his motherxs -ap.
!Fe -ikes to watch H6,G they spoke vor him. !?e wi-- haMe a H.6 in 

our new house.G
!qocafqo-a,G the -itt-e boy added.
jMeryone -aughed.
Mdd-y enough, the thought ov soda got eMeryone ta-king a-- at once 

about their new -iMes in the city. Iv there was apprehension about bef
coming part ov modern society, there was eYcitement as we--. WriMate-y, 
I wondered at the unseen strugg-es that they might vace and wished 
that one ov us wou-d stay there on the mountain. Werhaps I wou-d 
Mo-unteer to change p-aces with them vor a whi-e and vorgo indoor 
p-umbing, to ho-d down the vort so that in case they eMer needed to 
return, so that their home wou-d sti-- be there.
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I was happy vor them, vor the H6 they wou-d haMe, the new c-othes 
they wou-d wear, and the education the -itt-e boy wou-d receiMe. ’ut 
something inside me didnxt want to see this bonlre go out. I wanted 
there to a-ways be a p-ace -ike this one, where peop-e were surroundf
ed by vami-y and -aughter and sharingOnot haMing conMersations be 
rep-aced by b-ue -ights and screens. ’ut perhaps this is the -anguage 
ov the priMi-eged, and my nothing is sti-- more than what they haMe 
among them, materia--yfspeaking. Werhaps I can giMe up a-- that I haMe 
because I know that it"-- sti-- be there iv I eMer go back to lnd it, in 
some e-ectronics store, updated and with a new Mersion. ’ut what do 
I do with this -onging to wake up and be where they are now1 Fow 
do we go back to the mountain, to a p-ace ov nothing, where we haMe 
eMerything, and things vee- rea-1

!Hhey say we are the lrst voreigners to Misit this Mi--age,G Baki 
invormed us.

!Hhe lrst and the -ast,G 'MiM noted and poked the lre unti- the -ogs 
broke apart in a shower ov bri--iant embers.

's the lre burned on, I decided to step outside and get some air. 
Hhe doorway stood right on the edge ov the mountain. Iv I wasn"t 
carevu-, I"d va-- onto the terrace be-ow, two or three meters down. 
In this impenetrab-e darkness, it seemed as iv I"d va-- into an abyssa- 
timefwarp. ?here wou-d I end up1

Ling came out and oUered me a cigarette. ?e stood side by side 
staring out into the starry night, the si-Mery shapes ov mountains in 
the distance. Hhere were so many stars, it ve-t as iv we were standing on 
the edge ov a new ga-aYy, ready to eYp-ore it. ’ut there we were, sti-- 
contemp-ating the o-d, the p-ace where we"d come vrom. Werhaps we 
were neMer meant to stay there avter a--Othere were so many stars to 
eYp-ore.
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Hiny lreworks eYp-oded in the sky. I pointed them out to Ling, who 
in gestures and Bandarin, communicated that there was a wedding on 
the neYt mountain. It was a giant -eap across space. I vathomed how 
our purest instincts wou-d a-ways guide us through the impossib-e in 
search ov -oMe.

I stared at the sky and saw more stars than I"d eMer imagined, a-- ov 
them disp-ayed in a daJJ-ing le-d ov distant-y dying -ight bevore our 
eyes.


