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Chapter One

At the Border 

F unny I should meet them at the border. One would think I was 
just waiting for them to arrive. I’ve been loitering outside the bus 

station for hours. I’ve become an expert, a resident; I know the fruit 
lady by her maiden name. Any travelers looking lost or confused surely 
need my aid. I have memorized the schedule and learned the colors and 
stripes, make and model of all the bus companies headed to Laos. 

I can see it in their eyes, that look of surprise, so sure that on this side 
of the world they’ll be safe. “Not getting past this line,” I tell them, 
branch in hand, “till you show me some ID.”

Why am I harassing this young Mexican bride and her. . . Mexican 
bride, waving this lychee branch with the authority of a conductor’s 
baton at these perplexed foreigners who would basically do anything 
I say because I know the buses, appear to be Asian, and have been 
speaking in perfect Engrish the entire time?

“Where’s the honeymoon?” I ask them casually, my jaws working 
like a piston at a piece of gum, my pen making nonsensical doodles on 
the clipboard. I smile and noisily breathe clouds of minty freshness in 
their direction so that it fogs their sunglasses.
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“We are trying to Bnd the bus to Luang Prabang,” the biker chick 
with the pompadour says, trilling her R’s in a Latin accent. Her sleeves 
are rolled back to hold a pack of smokes while revealing some freshly 
jabbed honeymoon ink. 

“-us four!two!zero" Luang Prabang"T I shout to no one in partic!
ular. TRight behind you.T I nod over their startled heads. 

TYou work for the bus?T the frizz with glasses asks me.
TOnly on weekends.”
“It’s quesday.” 
At that moment, the bus driver shows up and I hand him his clip!

board and Suietly avoid his gaze. qhe bus Blls up fast. Whatever I did to 
her, whatever oJense I committed, the lady back at the ticketing o/ce 
is now sticking it right back to me with this assignment of a wheel seat. 
A poke in the eye with a lychee branch couldn’t send a clearer signal. 
Am I just some driftwood to be tossed in the corner or stuJed under a 
seat, locked in a closet without a key? Gixteen hours over potholes and 
stray dogs, into the hill country of the Laotian plateaus, the possible 
discovery of an old landmine by bus tire. Why should she deny me leg 
room? What have I done for her to treat me this way?

qhe only solution is to steal someone’s seat. I decide on some 
prime real estate located near the middle of the bus, eSuidistant from 
bumper to wheel, the farthest I can possibly be from the accursed 
shaft. Why should I suJer for the sake of economy? GacriBcial lambs 
randomly selected to burn for the serenity of the 3ock, to watch as 
other passengers stretch and cuddle in sleeper cabins on either side. 

My shoes are already oJ. I’ve come to stretch out. qhere’s a 
no!nonsense attitude to the smell of my own feet now. Cust as with 
all the basics of daily life, I sleep on some sort of conveyance, spend 
the next half day full day all night riding towards somewhere, never 
stopping, never knowing why. I eat my humble meals of cookies and 
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fruit and appreciate every calorie, every inch my toes can reach out into 
space without obstruction. If only I could Bnd someone to spoon.

I sense someone beside my bunk. I spread the curtains open and 
stare haughtily without removing my sleeping mask.

“Ban I help you?”
“I think you’re in our seats,” the Asian guy says in perfect English.
My blood freezes. My face pales behind my mask.
“Excuse me?”
“I believe you’re in our seats. You see?” 
He shows me his ticket.C 
CCCCCCCCCCC “Y!your English is perfect,” I stammer, suddenly Blled with 

dread, pretending to give my ticket a second glance. “Ah" Yes" I make 
mistake" Go sorry" Go sorry"” 

CCCCCCCCCCC I laugh nervously, wondering if they see through this charade.
CCCCCCCCCCC He takes a look at my ticket to be helpful. He’s tall and has 

the type of physiSue polo shirts were made for. His curled forelocks 
remind me of an Asian Blark Kent.

“It’s towards the back,” he says cheerfully. “I think it’s there, near 
the wheel.”

“You sure know your way around the bus" Go sorry"” I chirp ridicu!
lously.

“No problem,” he smiles, and waits as I put my sneakers back on, 
deodorize the area, and slink over to my circular penance. 

I feel the bus starting. I can feel every pebble in the road vibrating 
through my spine. I lie with my back forced into an arch like a com!
pulsory yoga position. My knees hang suspended above my chest. I can 
feel the torrent of air from the open bus windows entering in and out 
of my spread anus without any delay or hurry. I can breathe this way 
like a Bsh breathes through gills. I am one with the road. I have become 
a Suestion mark, asking the Suestion to anyone who can understand. 
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Perhaps it was destiny after all that we should have met this way. Not 
even now do I fully comprehend the mechanics of the wheel, the way 
it turns and bends your body to go where it’s going, unless you can 
keep your feet moving at such a speed as to just dance on top of it. -ut 
sooner or later, you 3atten out and curve your back and spin around 
and around and around.



Chapter Two

Sam Iam vs. Jack 
Sour

T here are moments on the bus when you wake up with a start 
and see rain in the darkness, gre in the wombs, a ljow in the 

cunlje distan.eI ’t takes you a minute to remember where you are, 
where youAre loinl, how you lot hereI f week alo, ’ was on the border 
oz Tibet on rendevRous with Soi, my ’sraeji inzormantI f week bezore 
that it was Jhanlhai, tied up in a .hair, tanloinl with my ojd dan.e 
partner, -a.k JourI

’ donAt usuajjy do sitFdown interRiews, but when ’ do, itAs usuajjy 
in a room without windowsI Gje.ks oz spit were sprayinl me as -a.k 
barked beneath the ljow oz a Hi.kerinl bujb, my arms and hands tied 
in “ordian knotsI ?e lrabbed my za.e and zor.ed my jips open with 
one hand, popped the .ap o” a bottje oz water, and poured it down 
my throatI 

YSezreshinl, isnAt itqK -a.k smijedI YThat waterAs strailht out oz the 
Uejjow SiRerIK

’ lurljed and .oulhed, spjutterinl jiNuid zrom my mouthI



P’ ?U6W CfSPM

YUou know how this loesI ’ ask a zew Nuestions, you put up a glht, 
’ torture youI ’tAs ajj so borinlI Ehy donAt we cust skip it this time 
and you tejj me what the hejj youAre doinl in Ohina so we .an ajj lo 
homeqK

YThere some kind oz probjem with me beinl in Ohinaq ’tAs a zree 
.ountry, isnAt itqK

YWot the jast time ’ .he.kedIK
YTourism sure is boominl thoulhIK
YThat it isI Jo where are you thinkinl oz headinlq Daybe ’ .an show 

you some bro.huresIK
-a.k rea.hed behind him on a tabje and pro.eeded to beat me 

sensejess with a bundje oz tour luides and sjapped a Lonely Planet 
a.ross my za.e to top it o”I

YE?fT fSx U!6 B!’W“ ’W O?’WfqK he roaredI
YSesear.h,K ’ lrinned toothjessjyI
YSesear.hqK
YGor a noRejIK
Yf noRejqK
YJtijj workinl on the jolFjineIK
YWame me three noRejs itAs a miL ozI “o7K
Y’tAs a traRej noRej7 Think Eat, Pray, Love, eL.ept zrom a luyAs 

perspe.tiReI ’Am .ajjinl it Fuck, Drink, ShitI ’ eat street zood with 
hookersIK

YJounds jike a reaj .ujinary adRentureIK
Yf courney zor the taste buds and the spiritIK
fn awkward sijen.eI
Y’tAs a shame, JamI Uou and ’ haRe so mu.h in .ommonI ’z onjy 

there were a way zor us to work toletherI ;ut unjike you, ’Am not 
jookinl zor a way outI ’Am takinl destiny into my own handsIK
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YThe path to prostitution is more jike it,K ’ zor.ed throulh bjoody 
teethI YEhy am ’ not surprisedqK

-a.k snortedI
YBo ’ jook jike a .heap whore to you, Jamq ’Am tajkinl bil bu.ksI 

!r in this .ase, yuansI flents zor the hilhest bidderI Truthzujjy, itAs 
kind oz a turnFon to haRe ajj those warjords throwinl money at youI 
’Am not one to dis.jose numbers, but jetAs cust say itAs loinl to be a Rery 
merry OhristmasIK

YJo whoAs liRinl you the yuans, huhq Taiwan, those unlratezuj 
zu.ksqK 

YJo .jose, and yet so zar,K -a.k smijed indujlentjy, shakinl his headI 
YEhoAs the kinl tryinl to let ba.k in his .astje, JamqK

Y?is ?ojinessqK ’ .hoked in spite oz mysejzI
YBonAt tejj me youAre one oz those Gree Tibet zu.ks, JamI ’ ajways 

knew you were lujjibje  ’ cust didnAt know you were so naiReI Eere 
you hopinl to let bjessed by the Bajai 8amaq ?ear that disarminl 
.hu.kje oz hisq WewsHash, Jam7 ?e jiRes in ’ndia7K -a.k jaulhed and 
lrabbed a gstzuj oz my hair, pourinl more oz the Uejjow SiRer onto 
my s.run.hedFup za.eI 

Sesistan.e traininl alainst waterboardinl is Rirtuajjy noneListent, 
eRen zor a superFalentI ThereAs an automati. pani. button trillered 
by mijjions oz years oz neuroFeRojution whi.h neRer seems to endI f 
minute oz this and ’ tapped out, cilljinl my zeet as a siln oz surrenderI

Grom one ar.hnemesis to another, ’ ajmost wanted to tejj him 
eRerythinlI ’ wanted to tejj him thinls ’ .oujd neRer tejj anyone, about 
Dy True 8oRe, about how she Risited me eRery nilht in my dreams, 
and about this stranle zeejinl that ’Am zated to end up somewhere in 
the bejjy oz the whaje, but at that moment, ajj ’ .oujd do was spjutter, 
lurlje, and do my best imitation oz “uantanamo ;ayI 
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YUou cust donAt let it, do you Jamq Ehat use are you in this worjd 
without some kind oz purposeq The onjy reason they keep you ajiRe 
is so you do the cob that they donAt want to doI fnd oz .ourse, there 
are a mijjion oz those cobs, and eRen more mijjions oz you, so why not 
jet you .rawj ajj oRer ea.h other and loule ea.h otherAs eyes out in the 
pro.essqK

’ tried to .oulh out somethinl patrioti., jike Yzreedom,K but ajj that 
.ame out oz my mouth was relurlitated junl waterI

YWo one has the patien.e zor water torture anymore,K -a.k musedI 
Y’ mean the ojd kind( Ohinese water torture, where youAre tied Hat on 
a tabje with a spiej jettinl a sinlje drop oz water zajj onto your zorehead 
eRery .oupje oz se.ondsI ’t jiterajjy driRes you insaneI Tied upI 6nabje 
to moReI That pressure cust buijdinl and buijdinl untij gnajjyI I IK

-a.k made a YpopK with his mouthI
YOoupje months jater, youAre ju.ky iz you eRen know your own 

nameI Wowadays eReryone wants it in a rushI Wo one liRes a damn 
iz you let some truth miLed in with inRentionI xReryone joRes a lood 
?ojjywood pjot, cust as jonl as itAs enoulh to gjj the seatsI Ee re.ord it, 
they zorlet it, and it ajj lets jost in history untij it be.omes rein.arnated 
as propalandaI Den let moRed around, the sto.ks lo up and down, 
but the system stays in pjayI) 

Y’tAs ajj cust a lame, JamI Uou ajready knew that, or ejse you 
woujdnAt be tryinl to es.apeI xReryone pjays the lameI ThereAs no way 
around itI ;ut jetAs be zairI ’ wonAt kijj you unjess ’ haRe toI ’tAs nothinl 
zor me to jet you run around jike a zoojI ThereAs nothinl you .an do 
to interzereI ;ut as you and ’ haRe had a jonl history, ’ know better 
than to cust jet you wander into my path .arejessjyI ’ had to jet you 
know ’Am hereI Uou need a jittje anlst now and then in order to a..ept 
un.ertaintyI
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YUou know what the sad thinl is, Jamq fjj those peopje out there, 
awoken, and yet .ompjetejy numbI Cretty soon, alents jike us wijj 
be.ome worthjessI Ee wonAt haRe to put the mask on them anymoreI 
TheyAjj do it themsejResI TheyAjj liRe you the thumbsFup siln and tejj 
you to start pourinlI 

Y’z onjy we didnAt need to matter, JamI OanAt you seeq Wo one 
liRes a damnI ;ut youAre di”erent, rilhtq Uour eLperien.es haRe been 
siphoned throulh a uniNue zunnej as narrow as those sjits you .ajj 
your eyesI UouARe seen the worjd di”erentjy, be.ause the worjd sees 
you di”erentjy, and in the end the human spirit enduresI fWB T?x 
fOfBxDU fEfSB “!xJ T!I I IK 

-a.k paused to make a cuRenije zartinl sound with his tonlueI
YBonAt make waRes, JamI UouAre a pen.ijFpusher, not a .reatorI Bo 

your zu.kinl cobI The history books haRe ajready been writtenI The 
parts haRe ajready been takenI Take it apart and theyAjj burn you at the 
stakeI BonAt lo jookinl zor your ?ojjywood endinlI

YUou want a storyq ?ere, read thisI ’n it, you are youI UouAre not 
inRisibje as you so ozten .ompjainI ?ere you areI The hero speaks to 
youI ?iI Uou speak in repjyI Uou are a lood luyI Uou hejp the hero DmeE, 
who time and time alain bjows you away with his sejHess honor and 
braReryI Uou, on the other hand, are .onstantjy worried about josinl 
za.eI I IK



Chapter Three

Jacky

W e arrive at the border early the next morning. The world has 
changed from that city of false seasons to one that is steady 

and unrelenting. The summer sky, which is wet or dry according to the 
monsoon winds during this time of relative cool, feels like waking up 
in such a paradise that even the Ave minutes spent urinating behind 
a tree feels like some great zmaSonian excursion. jo sudden is the 
change to dewy -ungle with sunlight radiating down from a smoggy 
canopy that you wake up missing layers and only a TYshirt remains, 
coat rolled up like a pillow.

The bus dies as soon as it reaches the border. “ou hear a gunshot and 
note the grim face of the bus driver lighting a cigarette, body language 
saying, D’on”t talk to me.? Was it a rebel or is it still redeemableI Et 
came like the others with a dream from the northern lands that found 
old diesels in a ravine as a Anal resting place. There is a graveyard here at 
the border Alled with buses that are Anally left to rust after drivers slosh 
bowl after bowl of water on overheated tires, a revival process that can 
take no deAnite amount of time. Lnter now into a Afth dimension, a 
law that bends the rules of physics and permeates every aspect of life. 
This process known as DMao Time.?
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“ou notice the hands on your watch become twisted and broken 
due to a mysterious force in the magnetic Aeld. z strange dimension 
formed by a gateway of banana trees leading you into a realm of eternal 
summer, a haven of endless red hills. What are you waiting forI DE 
don”t know,? you reply. DE”m -ust. . .? znd you And yourself waiting 
to know why. Most in thought, all intentions gone, until suddenly, 
there before you, presented with an innocent smile and a sign of folded 
hands, is that which you have asked for. ’o you still need thisI DPo, 
E. . .? you And yourself stammering. “ou fall in love with Mao Time. 

The bus driver announces that a second bus is coming, while beY
hind him his young trainees have now resorted to their own personal 
drinking water to get the -ob done. 1lastic bottles of river water ain”t 
gonna cut it, boys. We gotta let her go. 

E think about making a break for it and running past the guards, 
but really there”s no need. z visa oKce sits conveniently at the border. 
1lenty of time for processingU 

DRere, take a seatU We”ll have you in our country in no time. No 
on over there and have yourself a nice little meal. Take a look at some 
souvenirs. Rang out, talk with the drivers, get yourself a tour guide. 
Lveryone”s a tour guide here. Po need to worry,? the lady at the visa 
oKce assures me. DThe next bus will probably break down before it 
gets here. “ou”ve got time.?

DGkay, E”ll -ust be over there.?
E point to somewhere in the distance and go outside. zn hour passes 

without the sound of bus engine or dinging bell. E go o2 to explore 
the land. E walk up a hilltop and spy border security from an elevated 
vantage point and And it to be as porous as a sponge. E And the guards 
to be slack in posture, their riFes slung laSily over their shoulders, their 
bare feet Anding sticks to be scratched with, their smiles easy like the 
lope of stray dogs searching for dubious morsels buried in the sand. 
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;inally, in a rush of giddy hopelessness, E commit Ascal suicide and 
convert the rest of my comrade red yuan into ambiguous purple kip, a 
currency worth nothing outside of this land of dreams. Where is some 
kip that doesn”t feel somewhat moist in your handsI “ou can feel the 
sweaty palms, the desperate clutch for an amount of paper that can 
sustain a family of !", the wet of rain when the rice was plenty and the 
wet of tears when the rains were scarce, palms and pockets, crotches 
and asses, and other secret places where the purplishYblue notes lay 
hidden near. Lnter a land of ghost players who no longer play the 
game, yet maintain the same habits of life in death. zll is fair in war and 
money, bombs and chips, the insanity of this child”s game of life and 
death. Mife is currency, backed not by the ac3uisition of rare minerals, 
but by the ability to harvest the energy of a person with the exactitude 
of a machine. There, you”re all e3ual now. “ou mean nothing.

Blutching my new wad of toilet paper, E approach the shade, where 
most of the bus passengers have congregated to pass the hours. Nroups 
of travelers have already magnetiSed like ions released in space, sticking 
to each other by the sheer force of language. The Bhinese sit at the 
big tableJ the Maotians organiSe by family tiesJ and on the outskirts 
sit other assorted brown folk E can”t conAdently name. E buy some 
unfamiliar fruit, mostly for something to do, a way to be rid of this 
godforsaken kip.

juddenly E see the Fash of a wave. 
4Rey, amigoU Gver hereU4 
E look and see her big pompadour in the corner. jhe”s sitting beside 

the friSSy hair and several new faces. E point to myself and look around 
in disbelief. zre they inviting me to the LnglishYspeaking tableI zm E 
worthyI
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Hy chest pumped full of pride, E o2er piecemeal apologies to the 
other tables as E pass by. Djorry, E”ve been dying to meet you. E -ust have 
to say hello to some friends over there. Met”s catch up on the bus.? 

The truth is E was hoping you”d invite me over. E had to play it cool. 
E always feel uncertain in these situations as to whether or not E”ll be 
accepted, desired, worthy of curiosity, even though there”s so much E 
probably can”t tell you, shouldn”t tell you. 'ut the truth is E admire 
you. zll Fying under that faded black Fag, a diaspora of the privileged 
and insane. zren”t you the ones without direction or causeI The ones 
who roam the Larth over every horiSon, moving like a -ungle disease, 
ever closer towards a watering hole for pink Famingos to gather and 
copulateI E”ve slain many a crocodile. 1erhaps E may be of service to 
you.

DRi, E”m jam.?
DE”m Mouis,? the zsian guy says. DThis is my girlfriend, 'ee.?
DE”m Haya,? the girl with friSSy hair says. DThis is 1aprika.? 
Rer partner waves. The two couples sit in a circle around a plastic 

table that leans if you lean, on the type of chairs that like to take o2 
in a strong wind. zt the end of the circle is a Afth wheel, a girl with 
honeyYbrown hair dressed like a sexy hitchhiker.

D5acky,? the zussie girl says.
E take the empty seat beside her.
DRow was your yogaI? 
D“ou were watching me,? she says, halfway between a 3uestion and 

an accusation, her eyebrow arching over her sunglasses, that mischieY
vous smile on her face, appreciating the fact that E had noticed her 
downward dog. zt dawn, we stopped in the middle of a -ungle and she 
wandered o2 the bus to stretch her legs. jhe performed some stretches 
in a little clearing, the sunlight Altering through dark green trees, her 
hair like wild honey, catching the rising sun like a bird”s nest aFame. 
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Was it me, or did we have a little moment, E wondered later, my will 
more powerful than cowardice, and let our eyes meet in the forest as 
E awkwardly ventured forth to pee under the propaganda of tropical 
birds.

DWhat happenedI? 5acky asks me, nodding at the bandage around 
my right hand.

DGccupational haSard,? E reply, instinctively covering my broken 
hand, feeling it tick like a clock.

DWhere you headed, jamI? Haya asks me.
DThailand.?
DWe were in Thailand, what was it babe, three months agoI?
DThree months ago,? 1aprika smiles and holds Haya”s hand, remY

iniscing of heavenly nuptials there.
DEt”s so hard to keep track of time. We”ve been traveling for the last 

eight months. We”re on our honeymoon. We skipped the ceremony 
and used all of the money to travel for a year.?

DThat”s a great ideaU Haybe we should do that too,? Mouis says to 
his girlfriend 'ee, who returns his smile and goes along with it, but 
inside she wants a big wedding.6 

4E can7t wait to go back to Thailand,4 5acky says, holding up her 
hair for ventilation. DE might have to marry a Thai man and get a 
permanent visa.?

DWhat if he turns out to be a dickI? Haya asks glibly, perhaps 
thinking that all men are. 

DThai men are sweet, but they all cheat. Lveryone cheats in ThaiY
land.?

DWhen in 'angkok, do as the ladyboys do,? Mouis 3uips, distorting 
the old maxim.

D’on”t talk to me about transgenders. E broke up with my last boy 
over one,? 5acky groans with a disparaging smile. 
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D“ou caught him with a trans womanI?
DRe said he didn”t know. ’isgusting.?
DWhoa, baby. zll colors are beautiful.?
DE meant the cheating.?
DGh yeah, that”s disgusting.?
DThailand has loads of places that will do it for you. 'angkok is the 

trans capital of the world.?
D’o whatI? E ask naively.
DTurn you into a woman.?
DRow do they do thatI? 
DRow do you thinkI?
DjurgeryI?
Dz complete transformation.?
DThey can -ust build you right then and thereI?
DThere are hormone shots postYprocedure. “our body has to accept 

the changes.?
D5ack,? E whisper.
DRuhI? 5acky asks.
DPo, nothing. E know someone in Thailand. E think he”s trying to 

get it done,? E And myself stammering.
Dzre you all rightI?
DE think we”ve made him sick.?
DEt”s a little early in the morning for all the medical talk,? Mouis says, 

coming to my aid. DRow about a drinkI Et”s hot out here.?
DE don”t drink before 8 o”clock,? 5acky says.
4Et7s never too early for 'eer MaoU4 Mouis says, making his voice 

sound like a commercial only he knows.
DEt”s after 8.?
4Net me one.4
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5acky removes her sunglasses and E meet her unshielded eyes. E feel 
the shock of light Fuxing through a cascading icicle. These eyes seem 
to reFect the trees and sky in greenishYblue irises. 

4“ou want me to order for youI4 Mouis asks me.
4jure. Two 'eer Mao.4
Mouis calls to the lady in Mao and gives our order. jhe nods and goes 

to fetch the bottles in no great hurry.
4Row is your Lnglish so goodI? E ask Mouis, demanding an explaY

nation. 
DE went to a prestigious international school. E can also speak 

;rench, Handarin, Bantonese, and Thai. E”m a diplomat. Et”s my -ob,? 
Mouis says proudly to our murmurs of admiration.

DRe always come home late. jmell like perfume. Tell me he out 
Aghting crime,? 'ee complains.

DEt”s trueU The -ob of a diplomat is serious business. E have to deal 
with weapons dealers and drug cartels. These aren”t the kind of people 
who have oKces. “ou have to hit them where they work and play.?

D“ou really are a diplomat,? 5acky says in awe.
DEf you7re ever in trouble, you know who to call,4 Mouis says in mock 

superhero mode. 
4“ou want to be our tour guide, mayneI4 1aprika asks, halfY-oking.
4jureU 5ust pay me in 'eer MaoU4 Mouis chuckles.
E imagine us for a moment following this drunken Batholic schoolY

boy turned superYbro, running around Maos, showing us plenty while 
explaining nothing. 

Gur beers arrive.
4Herry Bhristmas,4 E say, holding the cold beer in my hand. E clink 

bottles with 5acky, and we drink. The cold beer washes away some of 
my 5ackYinduced dread and E sense time moving like perspiration on 
the bottles, the water drops splashing in slow motion into the litter box 
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of bottle caps and cigarette butts surrounding our feet. 5acky holds her 
CCYounce bottle vertically over her head, displaying an impressive dive 
time. jhe lets a belch Fy, and then covers her mouth, ladylike. 

4Nod, E miss Thailand,4 she says. 
E see her staring beyond the table as if somewhere through the trees, 

Thailand is there waiting. Lveryone disappears. The edges are blurred, 
haSy. 

4Thailand misses you, too.4
4“ou an zmericanI4 5acky looks at me.
4jometimes.?
4What do you mean 7sometimesI”4
4E am when it7s convenient.?
4Row long you been out hereI46 
4zbout a month.4
DRow long have you gotI?
DTill Bhristmas.?
4Pot that long then.4
4We7ll get to know each other,4 E say defensively. 4May of the land. 

jome feels. That sort of thing. What about youI Row long have you 
been travelingI4

jhe gives me a look of appraisal. DThree,? she Anally mouths.
DHonthsI?
jhe puts her shades back on.
D“earsI?
jhe smiles, looks the other way, and takes a sip of beer.
DWho was heI? E want to ask, but E know this is none of my busiY

ness.
4Where are you guys going after Muang 1rabangI4 Haya interrupts. 

41aprika and E are going to Kang Kieng.?
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5acky suddenly hoists her bottle and shouts, 4WooU Kang Kieng, 
babyU4

4zre you goingI Met”s all go togetherU?
4“ou sureI E don7t want to feel like a barnacle on your love cruise.4 
4Po, you guys should come. “ou know who”s going to be there, 

rightI? 
DWhoI?
DBandidate ’im.?
DGh my godU What”s he doing in Kang KiengI Re”s not opening 

another one of those godawful restaurants, is heI? 
DE think he -ust wants to go tubing,? 1aprika -okes.
DE don”t want to see him with his shirt o2. E think E”ll vomit.?
E hear myself laughing along with the others. ’espite being clueless, 

E”m not about to announce the fact that E”ve been on restricted media 
privileges for the last couple of years. E make sure to smile and agree 
with whatever is being said.

4We”re going back to Kientiane,4 Mouis says as 'ee nods apologetiY
cally. DThat”s our hometown. We got some family things.4

41lus, you7ve got to Aght crime,4 5acky duly notes.
4That7s right,4 Mouis agrees.
DNuess you can”t be our tour guide.?
DPext time.?
DWhat about you, jamI ’o you want to -oin the Aght against 

bigotry and in-usticeI We”re going to -oin the protest there and let the 
locals know we stand with them. 1ower in numbersU We”ll get there 
right in time for the ;ull Hoon 1arty. That”s when the cosmic energies 
will be at their strongest. We”ll dance with our brothers and sisters 
in love and unity,? Haya says with her brown eyes glowing. DLvery 
-ourney begins with serendipity. “ou coming, jamI4

4E7m in.4
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4Gne more to -oin the Oesistance,4 she nods, smiling with approval.
4Chingon! Net your ass on the conga lineU4 1aprika cheers.
DThere”s a guesthouse where more of our brothers and sisters are 

waiting,? Haya adds more seriously. DWe”re going to meet them in 
Muang 1rabang and head down to Kang Kieng together. “ou guys 
should stay there. Et”s a friendly place.?

Djounds like a party,? 5acky says.
DWe represent everyone, and are represented by everyone,? Haya 

continues, and then it hits me.
O.L.E.P.U
E spray the side of 5acky”s face with backwash lager.
DReyU?
D“ou”re not supposed to say his name,? E say.



Chapter Four

Mr. Yellow

T hree weeks ago, I received a tip in Beijing. I was waiting in line at 
Mao’s mausoleum to see his distinctly orange spray-tan when 

suddenly Mao started talking. You should always be prepared to meet 
an agent at any place and any time, but even this was going above and 
beyond the usual rules of espionage. It wasn’t Mao at all, but a Chinese 
agent named Ping playing for both sides. As much as I distrust any 
agent who speaks Mandarin better than I do, Ping and I have been 
working together for a long time. His special skills lie in his ability to 
look like any Chinese national. They say the Chinese all look the same. 
He takes it to another level. 

“Pssttt! Sam! It’s me, Ping!”
“Jesus Christ!” I shouted, prompting a 7-foot super-soldier to look 

at me with eyes sharper than a bayonet.
“You can’t say that here!” Ping whispered out of the side of his 

mouth, looking all Mao, sti? and orange.
“Ping, what the hellN Couldn’t we just meet at a park bench in front 

of a lakeN”
“Do good. Eone too many times,” Ping said. “Eoesn’t keep them 

in their seats like the old days.”
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“That’s what they say. So what’s all this talk about O.L.I.D.N Rhat 
the hell is thatN The Chinese version of the Third OeichN”

“Rorse. Eon’t know much yet. They move in open secrecy. 2ot an 
Instagram page, but it’s just a cover. Re got their leader somewhere 
in the south. Dot sure where. He very careful. You have to ask Mr. 
Yellow. He’s waiting for you in Shanghai. CafV Travail. You’ll see him 
there. Wook like ‘incent ‘an 2ogh.”

“Ping, you have to get me some better cover. I look like an agent 
trying not to look like an agent. The secret police are becoming less 
and less secret. They’re starting to leave threatening little notes inside 
my fortune cookies. x2et out of town, why don’t youN ‘isit Weaping 
Tiger 2orge. Maybe fall in . . . hehehe.’”

“Chinese humor. Eon’t worry about it. You :nd new gear inside 
your room when you get back. Make you look like a backpacker. You 
Lnglish literature major working on a travel novel.”

“You mean I’m a trust fund baby with no direction eKcept to :nd 
my artistic voice through a random journey of the soul and spiritN”

“You got it. Your rucksack have clothes for winter and summer. You 
might go into the mountain. Might go into jungle. Eon’t know yet. 
2ot to be prepared. Toiletries sharpened in case you need weapons. Do 
guns. They watching you, but don’t make them come out of hiding 
even you know they there. They don’t like to be embarrassed.”

“Is this that face they’re always afraid of losingN”
“That’s why you the man, Sam. You read between the lines. Gne 

last thingU The clothes we got for your disguise might have some holes 
in them. That’s what the kids wear these days.”

I shook my head in disgust.
“My mother would kill me if I wasn’t an orphan. Anything elseN”
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“Just remember. You supposed to be 10-year-old backpacker. You 
believe everyone should do what they want. Rar is bad. Gbama is 
good. Wife is not a destination. It’s a journey. You know what I meanN”

“Oeminds me of the good old days. Oemember the  /s, PingN”
“You look good, Sam. You never get old.”
“Carrot juice and meditation. That and a few years in an under-

ground government lab. Take care, Ping.”
“See you around, Sam.”F FFFF
The neKt day I woke to a glittering metropolis :lled with futuris-

tic skyscrapers, glass towers, and imaginary numbers. A wild prince 
running slush funds from an opium den surrounded by his accoun-
tantqconcubines. Traces of the past erased. 3iles shredded, buildings 
bombed, memories erased. I waited until nightfall to meet my man 
and watched as the day faded and sparkled the last of its rays on the 
waterfront, burning like Chinese junks in older times. The electric 
skyline of the future glowed across the water. Behind me the golden 
light of the colonial past. Blinding neon on Danjing Ooad lit up the 
smiling faces of couples arm in arm, the mood of the scene a Chinese 
Christmas. I stood before my rezection and watched my face blur into 
the background of a Coca-Cola commercial zashing on the screen. 
Kekoukele, Santa said and clinked bottles with a polar bear. “Eelicious 
Happiness,” the screen read. The perfect marketing campaign, devised 
from ancient days when it still meant opium. The takeover of society 
by the black, sticky, and sweet. A religion controlled by merchants. 
Scenes of industry presented on state T‘. A smiling Mao. A jolly 
Santa. Gverlords of sweatshops working overtime to make 4uota. 

FFFFFFFFFFF I wandered lost in People S4uare, peopled by only one 
person, a down and out guitarist playing alone in the cold night, and 
sat with him while o? in the background noise, the tra—c of holiday 
shopping continued in the neon circus of commerce. 3inally, I sensed 
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Mr. Yellow in an inn, red lanterns glowing outside, a backpacker’s 
hostel called The CafV Travail. The sort of place you come to dust o? 
with a Tsingtao. Mostly transients refueling, trading stories. A good 
place to hide. 

The bar was mellow, the music Oadiohead. Most of the action 
was happening in the back of the room where a group of American 
students were taking shots of te4uila neKt to an abandoned pool table. 
There was a plethora of cheers from the girls, indicating they would 
soon go into the night seeking more lively conditions. A pair of young 
Shanghai guys stood nearby waiting, armed with basic Lnglish and 
toothy smiles, ready to be used as translators and escorts into Shang-
hai’s nightlife. I leaned by the jukeboK, keeping my face hidden while 
listening to the rest of the room. 

I spotted him beyond the pool table as a haJy light shined over 
his gardener’s jacket, his shoulders hunched over his drink, his back 
shaped like a 4uestion mark. The guitar ri?s to Pink 3loyd’s Run Like 
Hell played at that eKact moment. I smiled and approached with the 
oncoming of the chorusU

Run, run, run. . .
“It’s often the opposite, isn’t itN” I said, leaning on the bar. “You 

think it’s saying xrun,’ but really it’s saying xgo.’”
Mr. Yellow turned just slightly, and I gasped in shock. All the lines 

became blurred and swirled into chaos. In his breast pocket was a 
sunzower. Ras ‘incent ‘an 2ogh an agentN

“Rhere are we goingN Rhat are weN Rhere do we come fromN” Mr. 
Yellow responded to the air in front of his beer.

He lifted his pint to his ashen ginger beard and took a long draw 
from the well, smiling at me from the corner of his eyes as he did so. 

I ordered a Tsingtao, trying my best to keep cool.
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“Isn’t that backwardsN” I ventured to the air between us as the beer 
is placed in front of me. I dug in and sat one barstool away from him. 

“The sun rose in the east, but it will set in the west,” Mr. Yellow 
spoke cryptically.

His accent was untraceably Luropean, the voice of a nomad. His 
head was shaved, his age a mystery. He could have been anywhere 
between K/ and 1K/ years old. A master who sought only to perfect 
his skills, renouncing all, like a Buddhist monk, secretly operating as a 
vessel of knowledge and intel to agents, often with unclear allegiances. 

“Rhere can I see the best sunsetN” I replied thus in code.
“If you want to see the sunset,” Mr. Yellow said, giving me an 

odd look, “watch from the highest place. You must go west, to the 
Himalayas.”

“To TiL”
The name was sniped on my lips in an instant with a glare from Mr. 

Yellow. “Eamn fool,” I could see him thinking. Eoubt and hesitation 
clouded his blue eyes. He returned his gaJe to his half-empty pint. I 
suddenly became very thirsty.

“Re don’t say that name here,” Mr. Yellow said softly, staring into 
the amber. “I was there a long time ago, a long time ago with a friend. 
Re were in the mountains a week and had run out of jerky and water 
and were on the brink of death in the tundra. After many days, a few 
mud huts appeared built into the side of the rocky foothills in the 
distance. As we approached, hungry and eKhausted, a pack of giant 
dogs attacked us with hellish ferocity.”

“Masti?sN” I asked, gripping the perspiring bottle. “Rhat hap-
penedN”

“Gne of us lived. Ha! You see, this one carried stones in his pockets. 
You must carry stones in your pockets to survive in the Himalayas.”
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Mr. Yellow :nished his drink, and then said in absolute solemnity, 
MAlways carry stones in your pockets.” 

As he got up to leave, I noticed a part of his left ear was missing, 
possibly eaten by dogs.

“Rait. You’re leavingN” I almost pleaded, suddenly wanting to tell 
him everything. 

I’m not who you think I am. I’m not me. I’m someone else.
Mr. Yellow looked at me with consideration for a moment and said, 

“Here, take this.”
He pulled something out of his gardener’s jacket and placed it on 

the bar with a clear, de:nitive thud. It was a round white stone.
I stared at him dumbfounded.
“3rom the banks of the Wi Oiver, Yangshuo. You may :nd the sun 

sets there as well.”
“I’m in your debt,” I whispered, and closed my :ngers around the 

stone, putting it in my pocket.
I watched as Mr. Yellow disappeared into the men’s room, never to 

reemerge.



Chapter Five

Firewalls

I nterpol has a funny way of reassigning double agents like Jack. 
Keeps them in the seats, as they say, to see the two go at it again. 

That’s what the people want. This time, the stakes are a little higher. 
Another piece added to the puzzle that makes me Sam Iam. As long 
as I’ve known Jack, it’s been strictly business. Black Ops, Psy Ops, 
secret coups and guerilla war games, rockets, satellites, underground 
laboratories. Our relationship goes deeper than a nuclear submarine. 
There’s almost a cordiality between us at this point. Even as I throw 
him ox another roof or into the neHt volcano, I bid him good evening 
until we meet again. I know he won’t die. je never does. je simply 
reappears Must when I think it’s over.

I’ve never complained about the life of an agent. It’s a lonely life, but 
then again, I was always lonely to begin with. I never minded hanging 
on the edge of a clix or running into a hail of gunYre. Rakes life 
worth living knowing you can lose it at any time. But after a while, you 
get tired of the blood and smoke. :ou start feeling old, sentimental, 
looking for memories that aren’t there. Try to make some new ones 
that you can keep. Lun ox and sign out of the network, go ox the grid, 
and disappear somewhere in paradise. That’s when I met herW Ry True 
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Gove. The girl with eyes darker than the darkest darkness. The girl with 
the long black hair. Ne searched for electric blue Ysh at night with a 
5ashlight. I used to see her in my dreams every night. 7ot anymore. 

I wonder where she is and if I’ll ever see her again. I wonder if 
Interpol will give me back my memories. I wonder why I don’t see her 
in my dreams like I used to. Nhat Yrewall is there6



Chapter Six

Jacky

W e drive through green and dappled light, passengers getting 
oy everc fouple ob hours at .us stops and .anana treesT mhe 

.us is alwost ewptc, fareening on the edges ob steep hill roadsT We 
ride Jith everc JindoJ open, .ocs pushing the .us out ob a wud 
hole, laughing as Je .ound oy the .us to helpT kaf’cLs eces glanfe over 
her shoulder as Je push against the .af’ ob the .us li’e tJin planets 
pee’ing over the lunar dust ob a red woonT mhe .us heaves and then 
brees itselb, onlc to suffuw. to  ao miweT

IIIIIIIIIII A ’noJ Jhat it loo’s li’e, we sitting here .eside the Pustralian 
surber girl sharing ear.uds on an iBodT Cut A have to get flose, Dnd out 
wore a.out Randidate Eiw, unravel the fonspirafc, and Dnd out hoJ 
he ties in to NTSTATVT We share ear.uds as she introdufes we to her 
placlistT Pll the Jhile, wc head sJirls Jith a fof’tail ob kaf’ xour, the 
Ealai  awa, mi.etans, Pwerifans, the Rhinese, and Randidate EiwT 
xowehoJ thecLre all tied togetherT Pll signs point to -ang -iengTIIIIIIII 

kaf’cLs sJeat has a tinge ob fitrus to itT xhe groJs on we li’e an 
invasive spefies, .lossowing little Jhite orfhids .ebore woonlight and 
releasing that inbused arowa ob seM, adventure, and breedowT xheLs the 
poster fhild bor the antiHdoMologc ob NTSTATVT, Jhifh A groJ wore 



mS   OS WGSNS m2 92 WGSV WS BPNm qz

afjuainted Jith as the .us drones onT At seews wore li’e evangelisw 
than politifal disfussion, Oaca ta’ing .oth ob wc hands Jith a loo’ 
ob unspo’en scwpathcT mheir approafh Jith kaf’c is wore aworous, 
6irtatious, these tJo neJlcJeds perhaps trcing to up their gawe .c 
inviting one wore to the fonnu.ial .edT Berhaps thec ’noJ Je Jant to 
beel toufhed .c the letters ob understanding, the voJels that wurwur 
through pouted lips, frossed .c burroJed ece.roJs as Je open up to 
eafh other on this neverHending .us ride, the sunset hanging a.ove the 
hori7on, .ut never intent to ballT 

IIIIIIIIIII Cc the tiwe Je get there, A have, against wc .etter 8udgwent, 
groJn partial to these neJ fowpanions, their sense ob breedow, their 
sense ob optiwisw, their hope and fheerT mo thew, the Jorld is a 
thing to .e eMplored, libe to .e eMperienfed, a Jorld to save, ces, .ut 
breedow a.ove all else, the breedow to .e as cou areT P thing that isT P 
thing .efowingT Ceautibul in everc lacerT A spend Jac too wufh tiwe 
swelling kaf’cLs hairT



Chapter Seven

Hey

F ollowing Mr. Yellow’s lead, I took a train from Shanghai to 
the Chinese countryside and followed the trail to a place called 

Yangshuo. A rented bicycle brought me to an arched stone bridge, 
which served as a point of deliberation at the fork of a river. Covered 
by the shade of rainbow umbrellas, lulled along by the gentle waves 
and the river-man’s rafting pole, bamboo rafts went up and down the 
Li River with sedated ease.

            It wasn’t the sort of place you’d expect to Tnd a terrorist 
in hiding, but they say Afghanistan also has its charms. I suddenly 
felt someone next to me. I snapped out of my trance and wheeled 
around with my hands ready to intercept a dagger only to Tnd a 
gap-toothed smile and a photography book being shoved in my face. 
Hhere was a sprightly little woman wearing a rice hat and a black and 
neon tracksuit. jer eyes told me she was old, but her chestnut skin 
beamed with a glow of health that seemed typical of the locals there.

            I could see why she had the audacity to approach me, the lone 
sucker at the bridge, Eust soaking it all in. It was like the 100 Famous 
Views of Edo, only this book bore the title Four Seasons of Yangshuo. 
Clearly a collection put together expressly for the momentarily en-
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raptured, the existentially fearful, or the pinesexual, those who are 
sexually aroused by scenic views of mountains.

            ;Sorry ladyq I don’t Eerk o! to trees,; I said with a wave of my 
hand at the view before us. She was not easily discouraged, however, 
nor did she have other customers to ply her trade. It became awkward 
rather Buickly, as she continued to follow my line of sight with the 
book, 'ipping through the pages to some of the more dramatic scenes 
where the river is covered by a Tne autumn mist. I tried to walk o!, 
but she popped up in front of me again, this time throwing a wooden 
duck on the book as a deal-sealer. I shook my head. Pow she threw on 
two ducksD “uy now and we”ll throw in two wooden ducks for freeD 
?ouble happinessD

            Ma’am, with all due respect, I’m looking for terrorists, not 
souvenirs. 

            I started to walk away, and then I felt a Oushu grip on my 
sleeve, and in a voice that almost sounded as if she was from “rooklyn, 
she said, KLook at the damn Buackers, or else you’re gonna sleep at the 
bottom of the Li.U 

            I turned to her in shock and saw that same gap-toothed smile 
as she held the photography book with the two ducks sitting on top 
of it. 

            KOhat did you say2U I stammered, but she knew she had me. 
She wouldn’t repeat it again.

            I took one of the wooden ducks and 'ipped it upside down. 
Oritten on the bottom of the Trst duck were the words, KFollow me.U 
Gn the bottom of its eternal mate were the words, KOho are you2U

            KOho are you2U I read out loud.
            ?uck lady smiled her gap-tooth smile and replied, KFollow 

me.U
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            She mounted her moped and let the engine purr, waiting 
for me to grab my bicycle. Like the duck said, I followed her, knowing 
this would lead me to the leader of R.W.I.P. KOho are you2U asked the 
duck. So I followed, hoping the wooden duck would be the one to tell 
me.

            Hhe water was Eade, the mountains were emerald, and as the 
sun reached the midpoint of its descent, the scene was covered in a soft 
white shroud. Hhe limestone formations carved by thousands of years 
of rain and wind rolled like echoes across the landscape, re'ecting the 
perfection of Haoist symmetry against the placid streams. It felt as if we 
had entered a time-warp, into a secret grove that could only be found 
by riding o! the beaten path into another classical Chinese painting 
with raft men silhouetted in the sunset and herons 'ying through the 
mist. I almost expected to look up in the upper-right-hand corner to 
see Chinese characters dripping down in faded black ink. 

            At this point, duck lady killed the engine on her moped 
and waited a little farther back as I dismounted my bicycle and walked 
up to the riverbank. Hhe bearded man 'oating in the river noticed me 
watching and slowly swam landward, rising up from the water like a 
“aptist. je walked right past me as if I wasn’t there and began to towel 
o! beside a sparkling chrome motorcycle I could only assume was his. 
I politely stared into the blinding refractions as he got dressed in Eeans, 
an undershirt, and dusty leather sandals. je mounted his motorcycle 
and shook his shoulder-length brown hair, tying it up in a topknot as 
his blue eyes bla4ed at me with an intensity I couldn’t Buite read. I was 
expecting him to make the introduction, but instead, all he did was 
give me a little nod and put the key into the ignition to take o!.

            KjeyDU I cried in something more like a yelp than a greeting.
            Much to my surprise, he freaked out, looking wild and para-

noid, glancing over his shoulders and around his back before shooting 
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me a look of pure murder. je revved his motorcycle and came right 
up to me in a burst of speed that left his front wheel Trmly beneath 
my crotch.

            K?on’t say my nameDU he hissed viciously, still looking as if he 
wanted to run me over. KFollow me. I have a safe place where we can 
talk.U

            je sped o! down the dirt road faster than we could possibly 
keep up with, but duck lady seemed to know the way. Oe rode down 
the back roads deeper into the woods and came to a farm situated 
in a valley surrounded by mountains and golden Telds. Hhree boys, 
ranging from "( to teen, la4ed around playing cards, relaxing barefoot 
against the open frame of the old barn. Hhey sat up upon seeing me, 
but relaxed as duck lady called out to them in Mandarin. Hhe oldest 
one ran o! to bring us tea. Oe sat at a picnic table in the untamed 
garden, the scene almost surreal with country charm. 3uppies wrestled 
each other on the dirt, chickens pecked their seed, and a woman passed 
by with laundry on her head and kittens at her heels. After slaking my 
thirst, duck lady smiled and gestured for me to go to the back of the 
barn. 

            I walked to the back of the barn and saw the man’s motorcycle 
leaning on its kickstand under an apple tree. je was sitting on a bale 
of hay nursing a baby goat with a milk bottle, looking almost like )esus 
with his little lambs.

            KjeyDU I called out, forgetting the warning issued previously. 
            “ig mistake. je shot me a look of death and leapt to his feet, 

throwing the nimble goat onto the ground to spring away.
            K?amn youDU 
            KOhat2U
            KAre you trying to get me killed2 Oho sent you2U he said 

narrowing his eyes. 
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            KI came because of this,U I said reaching into my pocket, 
showing him the white stone. KYour calling card, I presume2U

            KA rock2U 
            KIt’s a sign. . . a rock from the banks of the Li River. . .U I 

spluttered in frustration. KFrom Mr. Yellow2U
            “oth of us glared at each other with suspicion, somehow on 

the same page, yet completely bewildered by each other’s presence.
            KAre you American or Chinese2U he demanded. 
            KConsider me a free agent,U I said, o!ering my open palms. 

KI’m sure we have common goals, even if our goals are nothing alike. 
Gne hand washes the other, as they say.U

je nodded his head in contemplation and turned his eyes to the 
open sky. 

             KYou were sent by 3rovidence.  A paradox unto itself, 
since the universe is uncaring. “ut perhaps it loves you enough to 
guide you towards that understanding so that you can stop searching, 
and embrace your fate. You’ve su!ered. Anyone can see that. You’ve 
struggled to understand why it is you are here. You were approached 
because you wanted to be found. She led you to me because you want 
to know who you are, and why you are here.U 

KYes,U I whispered against myself.
KI am jey Nuevara,U he said, gripping my hand, his blue eyes 

a'ame, Kleader of R.W.I.P. 5Revolution Wvolution InTnite Pihilism:. 
It means 6pure’ in Nerman. It also sounds like the Wnglish word 6rain.’ 
Sort of like 6pure rain.’ Net it2U 

            KSounds fascist.U
             KjaD ?on’t let the Nerman fool you. Oe are anything 

but. Oe represent everyone, and are represented by everyone, with 
independent cells on Tve di!erent continents, all moving towards 
3oint Gmega.U
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            K3oint Gmega2U I echoed, my scrotum tightening.
            KHhe Tnal revolution which will bring forth our ultimate 

purpose, the only purpose there ever was for having existed at all.U
            KI don’t understand.U
            KConsider the frog,U jey said, stopping beside a stream in 

the rice paddies. Kje knows not from where he received his legs, but at 
one time he was nothing more than another Tsh in the ocean. Hhere 
was a revolution that happened, a terrible event in the eyes of those 
stuck in the prison of time. je was di!erent, outcast, ostraci4ed, and 
forced to seek shelter elsewhere. je was forced to live on his own in 
the mud, a strange and hostile new environment where many of his 
mutated brethren died. A terrible tragedy, eh2 “ut we know the happy 
ending.U

            As if on cue, the frog hopped away.
            KMan is no di!erent. Society is no di!erent. Oe evolve, only 

by chaos. From chaos comes order, from order comes progress, from 
progress comes decadence, and from decadence comes revolution.

            KSince the dawn of mankind, Man has sought the answer. je 
has wandered from continent to continent, mainland to archipelago 
following the stars across deserts of wind and sea. je has followed his 
heart with the pure hope that beyond the point on the next hori4on, 
some answer to his Buestion lies, the Buestion that lays deep in the 
heart of his darkest fears and wonders8 6Ohy am I here2’ 6Ohy am I 
alive2’ Hhat is why you have come to me, is it not2 Ho seek this truth2

            KOe are all Eust accidents,U jey continued and turned to 
me with a conTdently arched eyebrow. KA collection of stardust and 
molecules, smashed together in a super collider we call the universe. 
“ut even accidents can be used for a higher purpose.U

            KOhat’s my purpose2U I asked as if hypnoti4ed.
            KYou know as well as I do.U
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            KHell me.U
            jey’s  face grew dark,  his  eyes Tlled with shadow and 

conspiracy, starkly di!erent from the enlightened impression that they 
had had a moment before. Maybe it was the angle of the sun.

            KYou’re here to kill me.U          
Hhere was a rooster crowing, not unlike 3eter’s cock. I smiled and 

spread my arms, inviting him to search me.
            KYou’ve got me all wrong, jey. I’m not the one you should be 

worried about. If you had done your homework, you’d know that )ack 
plays for both sides. je’s working you to get the goods on R.W.I.P. 
Hwo paychecksq double happiness. Net me2U

I saw a 'ash of fear in jey’s eyes. I pressed harder. 
KHhe Chinese are closing in on you. Hhey’re watching you as we 

speak. Hhe only reason you don’t have a bullet in your head right 
now is because I’m here to make you a deal. I can help you with your 
operation. I have skills beyond what your own people possess. I can 
o!er my services, for the right price. If you want to take out the ?alai 
Lama, you’ll need more than a ragtag group of Hibetans to help you 
do the Eob. Ohat do you say2U

KPo thanks. I can’t trust a comrade who drinks Starbucks. Hhe 
Chinese aren’t interested in ideology. Pot anymore. Hhe slogan used 
to be 6Religion is the opiate of the masses.’ Pow selling opiates is the 
new religion. And by that I mean the opiate of 6wealth,’ the opiate of 
6technology,’ the opiate of 6entertainment,’ and of course, Eust plain 
old opiates. Hhe Age of ?ecadence has come upon China once again, 
and you know what comes after decadence. Hhe Hibetans have already 
planted the seeds of revolution in anticipation of the reincarnation of 
the ?alai Lama. R.W.I.P. plans to speed up that process, to time it 
before the Chinese have a chance to produce their own puppet king.U
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            KHhe Americans invented Starbucks, not the Chinese,U I point 
out. KAll the Hibetans have is yak butter tea. Choices are limited, and 
so endlessly the same. Hhat’s the irony, isn’t it2 Hhe communists ship 
a few megatons of cocaine to Tght a war against the capitalists. Hhe 
capitalists ship a few megatons of cocaine to Tght the communists. In 
the end, it makes no di!erence. “oth sides are in sore need of a good 
night’s sleep. “ut there are winners and losers, jey. You can still walk 
away from this thing with your life, a new identity, enough money to 
live on. jell, the Chinese can give you a new face if you want. It’s as 
good a deal as you’re going to get. You Eust have to tell me when and 
where, and I’ll Tnish the Eob. Check my stats. "(( percent satisfaction.U

            jey looked at me with amusement, and then his countenance 
changed and his eyes Tlled with pity.

            KYou don’t even know who you are,U jey said, shaking his 
head, his voice so soft and sincere a shiver ran through me. KYou don’t 
know where you came from. You don’t know who made you. “ut )ack 
does, and he knows even more than that. je knows more about you 
than you do. You can’t help me do anything except sign up for hard 
labor in Mongolia.U 

            I fought the instinct to strangle him with my dental 'oss until 
he confessed all that )ack’s told him about me. jis words hit an old 
mark, hidden away beneath the layers of all the identities I’ve assumed 
in my career. Hhat bottomless pit inside me gaped open, laughing. 

You don’t even know who you are. 
            I pretended to laugh in scorn. 
KSo I guess it’s a bullet in your head and a botched Eob by the 

Hibetans. jow many are there2 Hhey can’t all be with you on this.U
            KIt’s a tightly-knit group,U jey shrugged. K“ut like you said, 

one hand washes the other, right2U
            Oe reached the barn. Hhe sun was setting. 
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             KOhether or not )ack decides to betray us,  it  matters 
little. 3oint Gmega will happen, and when it does, there’ll be no more 
religion, no more borders, no more reasons for war. Oe can Tnally be 
what we were made to be. Anything else is Eust a construct keeping us 
from absolute freedom.U

            je started to go inside, then paused at the door.
            KIf you’d like to stay for dinner, you’re more than welcome. 

I’ve never been rude to a guest, even one that’s come to kill me. Stay 
awhile and we’ll chat. If Pixon and Mao could have dinner together, 
why can’t we2U

            je picked up the cute little goat he had been milking earlier 
and handed it to me. Hhe goat nu44led my nose. 

            KOhat are we having2U I asked him.
            jey Nuevara smiled. 
            KFrog legs.U



Chapter Eight

Reeducated

I n the morning, I wake up at Cool Shade Hostel, a backpacker’s 
haven serving as the headquarters of R.E.I.N. Headquarters is 

nothing like I imagined. The triangular roof and white stone structure 
of the French colonial is lost in a haze of vegetation, a lawn spreading 
wild with an eclectic assortment of chairs below the open veranda 
where the colors of rugs and the music of windchimes yutter and 
blaze. There are wax more beanbag chairs than I would have e-pected 
given the level of conspiracx their operatives are involved in, but it 
doesn’t take more than a couple hours before the attempt to indoc 
trinate me is made. 

MMMMMMMMMMM “x reeducation begins with ”Selective Histories,( the ori 
entation pamphlet )not written, but editedG bx none other than Hex 
juevara himself, who uses the pseudonxm ”Ernesto.( I’m tempted to 
tell everxone that I’ve alreadx met him in person, Bust so I can shoot 
up the ladder and gain their conDdence, but I’m quicklx educated 
that this, like all things, does not matter. Hex is merelx a Dgurehead, 
a sxmbol for their cause, with an awesome image in silkscreen. Lut 
I have xet to hear his name mentioned, or anxthing else about the 
Tibetans, the Palai Oama, or Koint Ymega. I listen for code words or 
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phrases that max be part of their operation. Lut unless the ascending 
levels of SKF secretlx refer to their choice of assault weapons, none of 
the members seems to know a thing. Their Dght seems to be directed 
entirelx against Candidate Pim, a man I knew nothing about !2 hours 
ago, who is now e-pected to become the subBect of all mx soul’s vitriol, 
the anti human who embodies everxthing we’ve grown to hate. 

The indoctrination process is an informal one. It is set on a veranda 
softlx buzzing with other earlx birds yuttering around, picking up 
toast and Bam, butter, Buice, fruit, and Oao co?ee. I help mxself and 
choose a sunnx spot on the bamboo mat Delded with colorful cush 
ions. “x mind is at ease in these peaceful surroundings, and I almost 
forget that I’m surrounded bx assassins and terrorists trxing to spark 
the onset of a nuclear holocaust. 

I’m distracted bx the sheer friendliness of everxone here, their gentle 
exes which seek out xours in a moment that is beautiful, strange, 
wondrous, and kind. 1ithin a fraction of a second, there is an un 
derstanding that we are here to coe-ist harmoniouslx, thrust into these 
cheap beds as equals, with no more status, no more rules, and as naked 
as the xoga pants and Leer Oao tank tops that we are draped in.M 

The smooth faced ponxtailed owner of the hostel, Kong, sits at the 
small front desk assisted bx an ice blonde Scandinavian girl who has 
staxed here throughout various seasons and now seems to work here, 
though not o'ciallx. She represents one of the manx factions who 
come here, Dnd this oasis, this paradise, this state of mind, and make 
it a part of their lives to spread the ideas of R.E.I.N. and show that, 
indeed, nothing does matter. 

I’m set for brainwashing after breakfast. “x defenses are lowered. 
0 gentle breeze‘ I end up talking to everxone. I start to believe there 
is no place like this on Earth. 1here else can xou Dnd people with 
this simple desire to escape the world as it e-ists and create another: 0 
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new life, a new e-istence, a shutting out of everxthing that"s outside. I 
yutter from person to person, gathering the nectar of knowledge thex 
have for me.

Take Claire, the English teacher from Oondon. She’s working on 
a universal language that will erase the problem of language. ”Everx 
word is constructed of words from other languages, therebx rep 
resenting all bx all. Po xou want to know how to sax 3Hello’ in 
Yne glish: 3Uonichi bon ola‘’( 

”How do xou sax 3amazing:’( I gush e-citedlx.
”Aou sax, 31ow‘’( she laughs. ”I didn’t feel like we needed to change 

that one. Everxone saxs 31ow‘’ anxwaxs.( 
Then there was Serena, the animal rights activist. 
”I’ve created a circus that features Thai street elephants. Thex’re 

rescue elephants, freed from a life of being beaten and abused to do 
tricks for tourists. So we give them a new Bob that paxs peanuts.(

”Yh mx.(
”1e get human volunteers to act as animals in the circus‘ The 

elephants whip the humans and make them do tricks‘ 1e train them 
to hold a whip in their trunks. It forces people to see how brutal the 
circus reallx is, and it’s also therapeutic for the elephants. 0nd in case 
xou’re wondering, all of the human volunteers come from Drst world 
countries. “ost of them are French.(

”That’s fantastic.(
0nd of course there’s Len, founder of Len’s Shoes, who Bust loves 

telling people his storx—
”So there I am in Siem Reap. I’d Bust graduated college, and all I 

want to do is go see the world before I get into the rat race. I don’t 
reallx know what I want to doJ I Bust know that I want to help people 
and make a lot of monex doing it, but I Bust can’t think of anx ideas.(



UI HA4N K0RU2!

0 crowd of listeners, some of whom have alreadx heard the storx 
once this morning, sits around him as he goes on, legs folded like a 
guru.

”So I’m at the temple doing mx meditation when it hits me‘ 0 
yip yop‘ Some kid must’ve thrown it at me. 0t Drst, I got angrx, but 
then I quicklx realized this was the answer‘ This is the thing people 
need‘

”So I started mx own yip yop companx, all made with ;WW percent 
recxcled tires, courtesx of the Siem Reap Bunkxards. It gives the kids an 
education. Thex learn a skill and can earn monex for the rest of their 
lives. Klus, if xou bux a yip yop, I give a recxcled tire to one homeless 
child in need.(

”1ouldn’t it be better to Bust give the kid some yip yops:( I ask 
impulsivelx, and I feel a murmur of revolt in the audience.

Len smiles wanlx and saxs, ”Aou know the old saxing, 3jive a man 
a Dsh, he eats for a dax:’(

I bow mx head in humilitx and slink to the back of the audience.
Pespite the apparent disparities of emploxed vs. not, the members 

of R.E.I.N. conduct themselves as equals and remain childlike at plax. 
The dax begins shortlx after the Oao co?ee has gone on inDnitx mode, 
and we’ve sipped and smoked and trembled with the restless e-cited 
chatter of summer camp. The activities are scheduled bx Kong and his 
team of assistants and organized as team building e-ercises to further 
instill the values of R.E.I.N. 

It isn"t long before the co?ee gets everxone nervous and in a state of 
hxsteria. 51hat should we do: 1hat should we do:5 begins to ribbit 
out of our mouths. Fortunatelx, Kong has the situation covered. I 
know we’re Bust being fed pots of co?ee so he can get us all ca?einated 
and let us loose into the forest somewhere to wander around, scream, 
whoop, and pretend we’re animals in the Bungle again. 1e’ll decide 
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who gets to plax the role of lion, and who gets the be the zebra, and 
who is the despised hxena and vulture. 1e’ll run around and scream 
until we get sleepx, and then we we’ll drift back to the vans in a daze, 
hours later, returning with wooden things someone had carved into 
the shape of a frog. 

Oisten— Ribbit. Ribbit.
Lx afternoon, word gets out that there are two vans going to a 

waterfall. In one van are our original four 6 Kaprika, “axa, 7ackx, 
and me 6 and now also adding 7ergen, the Norwegian diver, Claire, 
the English teacher, Serena, the animal activist from Holland, and Len 
from Len’s Shoes.

Thex leave us in complete anarchx, and I Dnd this to be the Drst level 
of R.E.I.N.’s indoctrination, to show xou a world of absolute freedom 
with no rules, a world to now survive in together as equals. 1e become 
teammates with the simple goal of making sure no one gets hurt. 
Lesides that, we can swim in the water, Bump in the pools, and admire 
our bluish green reyections all tranquil surrounded bx huge black 
rocks, a pathwax leading higher towards the skxscraper of waterfall, at 
the verx top of the green hill, a silverx white sheet of rainbow cascading 
and pounding into the bottom of a yowing lagoon. 

5The wax up is verx narrow and slipperx, so I advise xou to pair up,5 
a voice saxs from the bushes. 

5Kong‘5
Kong materializes like the Kredator from the green leaves. His hand 

some Thai face smiles as he twists the ends of his mustache teasinglx.
5Lut where did xou. . . :5
51atch xour step. It gets verx slipperx, especiallx at the top. See xou 

there‘5 Kong cries, and vanishes back into the broad green leaves. 1e 
watch as Kaprika spreads the leaves to reveal Kong"s hiding space and 
witness onlx a yurrx of white butteryies rising from the yora instead.
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”Some freakx shit in the Bungle, maxne‘( Kaprika cries.
1e each pair up. Kaprika and “axa lead the wax. Claire teams up 

with 7ackx and Serena with LenJ 7ergen and I together. The path 
winds around a hill, the narrow pathwax bordered bx a crudelx built 
fence tied together with Dbers, and at best, merelx marking the edge. 
1e walk up treacherous stairs planted into the hillside, sliding on 
moss and catching spraxs of mist from the waterfall. I almost slip and 
immediatelx feel 7ergen"s hand on mx wristJ his reach like a branch 
e-tending from a ganglx trunk. 

”Thex must’ve sent xou to watch mx back,( I sax, thanking him.
His blue exes yash, and I see a faint smile. He saxs nothing.
Yur trail moves along a spinx ridge, the vegetation gnarlx and wet 

with an ever present mist. I look ahead at the back of 7ergen’s head, 
a blonde untamed bush of half dreaded, half forgotten locks amidst a 
chaos of curls and swirls. This agent who would so often be stopped in 
airport securitx to spread those long arms and wait for the intrusion 
of wand around his crotch. I let mx foot slip, Bust to make sure. His 
arm shoots out with the speed of a mantis shrimp. He catches me.

”Aou’re not wearing Len’s shoes, are xou:( 7ergen grins, making a 
crack at the tire guru.

”Standard sweatshop Nikes, I’m afraid.(
”Aou should be more careful. The Bungle is a dangerous place.(
”Full of dangerous people,( I sax, nodding to our group moving on 

ahead, mx exes settling for a moment on 7ackx. 
”The most dangerous game,( agrees 7ergen. ”Her skill level is ;WW. 

I doubt that’s even her real name.(
Skill level? Fake names? I narrow mx exes. His vocabulary can’t be 

coincidental. Who of us here are agents, and who of us are assassins? 
”How manx are with xou:(
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”I’m traveling alone,( saxs 7ergen, ”but I’m going to meet some of 
mx friends in 9ang 9ieng.(

”E-pecting to see some Dreworks:(
”No, Bust a lot of screaming and xelling. There might be some 

police, but it usuallx doesn’t get anxwhere near that. 0nd that’s if he 
comes.(

”If:(
”Candidate Pim is unpredictable. It’s alwaxs a lot of commotion 

and a big opening, and he sometimes makes a speech, but these daxs 
he barelx shows up unless the media is there to put it on the news.(

”Fame go to his head:(
”He wants to run for parliament. It scares the shit out of me.(
”1hat’s the big deal: Shouldn’t everxone get a shot at a lifetime of 

kickbacks:(
7ergen stops and looks down at me, meeting me exe to exe. ”Aou’re 

not a Pim supporter, are xou:(
”Oisten now. I don’t know anxthing about his policies,( I start 

bumbling defensivelx, mx hands in front of mx chest. ”I Bust know he’s 
a horrible demagogue who’s as corrupt and ruthless as thex come.(

”1ell, xou answered xour own question then,( 7ergen saxs coollx, 
and he turns and continues up the path. ”If he builds another one of 
his shittx restaurants in 9ang 9ieng, it will destrox the local culture. 
That’s the Drst reason.(

”The locals need culture,( I agree.
”Second, it will add more tra'c and development around the 

town.(
”Too manx carbon footprints,( I hum.
”Third, his e-istence is causing nothing but rifts within societx and 

stirring up tribalism and hatred.(
”Hate the plaxer, hate the game,( I sing.
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”Finallx, his burgers are disgusting and will probablx decimate in 
sect populations, which sounds like a good thing, but it’s reallx not. 
It’s reallx, reallx not.(

”Aou ain’t no good for me, xou ain’t no good for me,( I chant like 
a backup soul singer.

”Po xou know what he said xesterdax during a visit with the king of 
Thailand: He said Theravada is the onlx pure form of Luddhism there 
is. Oike, does he even know what “ahaxana Luddhism is:( 7ergen 
sco?s with disbelief.

The Bungle suddenlx gets quiet.
”So what do xou think about 7ackx:( 
1e pick up speed and catch up with the others as thex stand in front 

of a rushing stream. 7ust as Kaprika attempts to brave the Drst rocks, 
we hear a voice from above.

5Careful‘ Yne of xou is deDnitelx going to get xour feet wet‘5
5Kong‘5
He’s at the top of the ne-t hill, looking down on us, encouraging 

us onward. The stream must be crossed and then another hillside 
climbed helter skelter through the trees and into the yowering vines. 
Somewhere over the rainbow is the waterfall. 

57ust a little further, and then xou can take a dive‘5 Kong cries, falling 
backwards, disappearing o? the high precipice to somewhere bexond 
our sight.

5Dios mio!5 Kaprika utters in amazement. 
1e stand there paused, listening to the chittering of the birds and 

insects. Lutteryies yutter past us in a smoke pattern through sparkling 
vapors yuttering across the frothing rocks and sprax.

5Aou can do it, babx‘5 “axa calls out to Kaprika, as one bx one, she 
carefullx Bumps the rocks, nearlx falls and recovers, and we all e-hale 
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in unison and cheer as she celebrates bx pumping air guitar with a tree 
branch. 

The rest follow.
“axa runs without a slip and Claire leaps like a lost Lollxwood 

star in her sari. Serena and Len, both hiking booted, basicallx walk on 
water. Ne-t, 7ackx plaxs hopscotch on graceful toes, and 7ergen Boins 
them on the other side showing an almost fau- celebration, mocking 
the idea of ceremonx itself, but I see a satisDed grin on his lips knowing 
that his feet are drx. 

Finallx, I step up to the rocks. I’ve purposelx chosen to go last as to 
not raise the bar too high. If I make it look too easx, the others might 
suspect mx true identitx. Unowing I can do this with mx exes closed, 
I smile at 7ackx instead. I let our exes meet and see mxself crossing the 
entire wax without breaking exe contact, leaping in slow motion like a 
ballerino, the pounding waterfalls of mx desire churning beneath the 
zither and zephxr of longing, the sound almost silent. 

I Dnd mxself hanging in midair, mx legs split like 9an Pamme, that 
crazx look on mx face like thex Bust killed mx best friend, this giant 
monkex with humongous pecs, snarling at me as he shakes his Dst and 
growls. Here I am blinded, spinning in cold current, hands stretched 
out, being yung like a rag doll hard enough against the rocks so that 
there is an audible ”Yoh‘( that escapes the lips of mx audience.MM 

I get up and shrug, trx to laugh it o?, strike a haphazard noncha 
lance when the ne-t rock betraxs me, throws me back in the stream, 
and I’m Bust sloshing around now, not even trxing to step on the rocks, 
Bust fording mx wax across, knowing that even as xou fall, xou feel everx 
rock on the wax down.

5That’s never happened before,5 I sax to 7ackx, who does a verx poor 
Bob of trxing to contain her laughter. 
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1e continue up the narrow ridge through yowering vines where 
orchids grow out of thin air. The aroma of nectar surrounds us. This 
is the hummingbird"s paradise, the butteryx sanctuarx. 0t the top of 
the waterfall, a solitarx man poses on one leg, balancing on a stone in 
the middle of the stream that cuts the roaring yows before thex break 
o? and spill down into a white void. 

5Kong‘5
He turns and faces us with his arms spread to the skx. 
5Congratulations for reaching the top,5 he saxs, smiling.
1e whoop and cheer and give each other high Dves.
5From here, xou can see all the surrounding countries. To the north, 

there is “xanmar, which used to be called Lurma. To the west is Thai 
land. To the east is 9ietnam. Lehind us to the south is Cambodia.(

He points to the mountains and plateaus and foothills shining and 
darkening in a dance beneath the clouds. The green hills roll on for as 
far as the exe can see.M 

”If xou look hard enough, xou can see a light on the horizon. That’s 
the top of a golden temple. This land used to be full of gold. No more 
gold now. 0ll gone.

”Oong ago, before 1esterners come, our countries alwaxs at war 
with each other. Thex Dght and Dght and whoever wins gets the gold. 
Thex take the gold from their enemx and put it in their temples. Lack 
and forth, over and over again. 1e alwaxs Dghting with each other, so 
when the Europeans come, it easx for them to win. 1e didn’t realize 
until it too late, but thex not reallx Dghting each other. Thex Dnd an 
easx wax to conquer us.

”Two great powers, Dghting each other. It makes the world at war, 
but it makes the world at peace. Keople sleep better when thex know 
who is their enemx. Thex get restless and afraid when thex don’t know 
who is coming for them. Lut like two great powers at war, there is still a 
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stronger one that wins no matter what. It don’t matter thex help xou, 
thex kill xou. Thex win. This is the enemx xou should be most afraid 
of.(

Kong turns and faces us, letting the seriousness of this monologue 
pass into the roar of endless water.

5Ynlx one wax down,5 he saxs, smiling. 5If xou scared, don"t Bump. 
7ust go down, cuz if xou scared, xou gonna get hurt. Aou believe xou 
can Bump, then Bust Bump. Pon"t think about it. Aou think about it, it 
mean xou don"t believe.5

0nd with that, Kong closes his exes with pure bliss, stretches his 
arms straight above his head like a pencil, leaps o? the precipice and 
yips into space, twirling sidewaxs and upside down in a tight ball, 
gracefullx Dnishing with a perfect dive.

;W. . . Q.Q . . . Q.8. . . ;W. . . 
51ould anxone like to walk back:( Claire Bokes.
1e all laugh nervouslx. No one moves an inch. 
1ho of us will be the Drst to follow: 1hich of us trulx believe:
MMMMMMMMMMM 1ithout a word, 7ackx bursts into a sprint towards the edge. 

51HYYYYYY‘5 she whoops and hurtles into the water, screaming 
all the wax down. 

MMMMMMMMMMM 570CUA‘5
MMMMMMMMMMM 1e run to the edge and look down. There she is in the 

aqua colored pool, laughing, yipping back her hair and whooping 
with delight. 

MMMMMMMMMMM 5Come on, xou big babx‘ Oet"s see if xou believe‘5 she hoots, 
taunting me to Bump.

MMMMMMMMMMM 50ll right guxs, I"m going,5 I sax to no one in particular and 
back up so I can get mx running start. 
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MMMMMMMMMMM 0t least that"s what I saw in mx head. Lut a minute later, I 
still haven’t moved or said anxthing. Inside I’m cowardlx, reminding 
mxself that I shouldn"t get mx bandage wet.

MMMMMMMMMMM Suddenlx Kaprika goes leaping o? the edge.
MMMMMMMMMMM 5F4CU AY4 “0ANE‘5 she screams and cannonballs it down 

with a big splash.
MMMMMMMMMMM ”0IAEEEEEEE‘( “axa cries, following her partner, and a 

minute later resurfaces, her hair no longer frizzx.
MMMMMMMMMMM 5Lloodx hell,5 Claire murmurs to herself and looks at us. 5See 

xou in the ne-t life, then‘ Ta‘5
MMMMMMMMMMM 51hen in Oaos, xes:5 Serena saxs and Bumps in as well.
MMMMMMMMMMM 5Aes 1e Can‘5 Len cries Dercelx, runs and Bumps, screaming, 

5YL0“0‘5
MMMMMMMMMMM It’s now down to me and 7ergen. 1e stand there looking at 

each other 6 smiling, but scared shitless. I don’t dare move. I have no 
idea what will happen. Now that I’ve become mx own man, thex’ve 
cut me o?. I’m on mx own. “x skills were nothing but a program, 
a program now erased. I see mxself being broken wide open like the 
metal fuselage of a plane crash.

MMMMMMMMMMM 5Aou, uh, going to Bump:5 I ask him.
MMMMMMMMMMM 5If I Bump or I walk down, what does it matter: 1ill I feel like 

a coward and lose a part of mxself because I did not Bump: 1ill I care if 
some strangers think I"m too scared: No, I won’t care what thex think 
about me. Lut I will know that inside I am a coward and inside I will 
die everx dax that passes from this moment to that until I am able to 
Dnd another waterfall even higher than this one and perhaps risk mx 
life in some stupid attempt to prove to mxself that I am not a coward. 
I have onlx to prove this to mxself so that I won’t die inside,5 7ergen 
saxs spitefullx, and then adds, 51hat a stupid wax to die.5 
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MMMMMMMMMMM He closes his exes, shakes his frazzled mane, and walks to the 
edge with absolute calm and conviction, and drops o? as if searching 
for an invisible bridge.

MMMMMMMMMMM The feeling of believing is to not even know xou are going 
to act before xou act. There is no consideration or hesitation. Aou 
simplx assess the situation as it is happening, as xou fall. Aou don"t 
even feel xour legs running or hear the water roaring as it spills over the 
edge. Aou onlx see the white foam, that little line drawn bx the water 
across the green vista and all the hills rolling into the horizon, invisible 
behind each other and invisible to themselves. I hear the e-plosion in 
mx ears as water erupts all around me. The feeling of inhaling all with 
one breath, falling and breaking through the surface, feeling nothing 
but refractions of light all around xou like the dazzle of illuminated 
scar tissue around the place where xou were Drst broken. This is what 
xou are. This is what xou will be. The water is perfect and turquoise 
and clear. The streams meander one into another. 1e"re all wet now 
and happx knowing that we are braver than we think. 1e leave the 
water and follow each other into the trees. 

Oater that night, we go out as fullx initiated members of R.E.I.N. 
1e work for Kong now, and will do whatever he tells us, which tonight 
Bust means going out and having a good time. It’s a celebratorx night, 
and though no one mentions the mission bx name, there is something 
in the air that seems to suggest this max be one of the last nights we 
ever see each other again. 0n unspoken bond e-ists, which seems to 
have been formed as soon as we Bumped into the water. 1e move as an 
unbreakable force, a new hope for the future, a rainbow of cultures 
and creeds representing freedom and equalitx unlike the world has 
ever seen. I feel mxself slipping on the rocks again.

1e shine our light on the illuminated streets of Ouang Krabang, 
passing the night market aglow with the colors of silk scarves and 
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handmade tapestries. 1e quicklx emptx our pockets in support of the 
local artists who build, paint, and innovate ingenious little trinkets 
made from bottles, cans, and anx other materials thex Dnd washed up 
on their shores or populating their landDlls. 

”Here’s our monex,( we sax. 
This is not Bust a souvenir. This is a stand against corporate txrannx. 
1e stroll past the avenues lined with architecture from those daxs of 

make believe when duskx servants quietlx lived their inner lives behind 
white smiles, before “ar- and freedom and other dreams brought 
a bloodx end to imperialism. 1e safari past older well to do tourists 
enBoxing their evenings of anniversarx romance inside the structures 
we’ve been taught to despise while begrudging to some level the puritx 
of aesthetic value, and Dnallx admitting that it does look rather nice 
inside. Kerhaps we’re a little bitter that the French stxle restaurants 
with sparkling wine glasses on the table are far bexond our range. 
1hat:‘ No haggling:‘ Pamn imperialists.

Further on the edge of town, along a sleepx stretch of the “ekong, 
we Dnd a strip of familx run seafood stalls with the catch of the dax on 
big platters with big beers, all while looking out at the dark blue night 
upon the river.

MMMMMMMMMMM ”So, 9ang 9ieng: 1ho"s in:( “axa asks after we order and 
each have a Leer Oao in hand. ”I need a head count. 1e’re going to 
start working on placards tonight. 1hat do xou guxs think of 3Rim 
the Pim:’(

MMMMMMMMMMM Oaughter and murmurs of praise bubble around the table.
MMMMMMMMMMM 5Aou still going:5 I ask, glancing over at 7ergen.
MMMMMMMMMMM 5I must meet mx friends Drst. I’ll see xou there,5 he promises 

with solemn blue exes.
MMMMMMMMMMM 5I don"t know what kind of operatives we might encounter,5 

I sax quietlx. 5I might need backup.5
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MMMMMMMMMMM 5I’ll be there,( 7ergen nods.
MMMMMMMMMMM 5I"d love to Boin xou guxs, and as much as I hate Candidate Pim 

and would like nothing more than to see him roasted over a spit, I’ve 
got an important meeting in Hanoi tomorrow. 0 new line of Len’s 
Shoes made from 9ietcong armx helmets. Shell toes.5

MMMMMMMMMMM 5I hate to spoil the partx, but I think I"ll have to pass as well,5 
Claire saxs, continuing to damper the mood. 5It"s not quite mx scene. 
For me, the best wax to Dght against Candidate Pim is to educate the 
children. I’m going to volunteer at the orphanage, and to be honest, 
I’d rather guard mx rose colored view of humanitx bx avoiding the pits 
of hell.5

MMMMMMMMMMM 5Serena:5 
MMMMMMMMMMM 5Aeah, I am sorrx, but I alreadx booked a ticket for a boat,5 

Serena saxs heartilx. 5I promised to help mx friend. She started an equal 
paxer co?ee plantation. joing to get mx hands dirtx.( 

MMMMMMMMMMM Aren’t we all? I resist saxing.
MMMMMMMMMMM 0t that moment, the waiter arrives with a multitude of 

dishes. It seems like we ordered one of everxthing. 1e eat familx stxle— 
soup from the same bowl, meat from the same plate. It lets xou trx 
a little bit of everxthing. Some plates are better than others, but in 
keeping with the values of R.E.I.N., we trx to eat more of the ignored, 
leaving the more sumptuous dishes shocked in their snubbing. Leing 
together is what matters. If xou want to know the world, e-perience 
the spectrum, share a meal. If xou want to assassinate a world leader, 
pass the shrimp to xour comrade. 

”Here, trx this lemongrass chicken with greens and chopped mint 
leaves. Stickx rice in woven bamboo bowls.( 

”Here, trx these noodles. This is better than Kad Thai‘(
”Yh mx god, these prawns‘ This sauce is amazing‘(
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”0ll right, everxone take a pepper. Yn three, we eat. Lut xou have 
to chewJ xou can"t Bust swallow. First person to drink their beer loses, 
or wins, depending on how xou feel. Readx: Yne. . . Two . . . Three‘( 

MMMMMMMMMMM 1e each take a pepper, these Derx little xellow green acid 
grenades, which taste good at Drst, Bust that right amount of spice on 
xour lips. . . but slowlx, thex start to smoke.

MMMMMMMMMMM ”0h, Fuck‘( 
MMMMMMMMMMM jlug. . . glug. . . glug. . . 
MMMMMMMMMMM ”0HHHH‘(
MMMMMMMMMMM ”jarRon, si- more Leer Oao‘ Hurrx‘(
Lx the time we Dnish eating, we’re so stu?ed from chicken, prawns, 

noodles, Dsh, stickx rice, and beer, we can hardlx move. I decide to get 
the blood yowing and walk to the bank of the river with mx comrades 
blurred behind me under a string of Christmas lights, drinking the 
third round. The river seems like a sea of bluish black ink with a 
speckling of lights on the distant shore.MM 

5I can"t wait to go back to Thailand,5 7ackx saxs, walking up beside 
me. ”Oaos is so boring. I feel like I’m going to fall asleep anx minute. If 
I could, I’d yx right over the “ekong past the guards, over the highwax 
towards Langkok, and land right in mx favorite bar on Uhaosan Road. 
If xou’d been there, xou’d know.(

5I have been there,5 I sax matter of factlx.
5I haven’t heard xou sax a word.5
5Can’t remember anxthing.(
5Aou’re a wild one, aren’t xou: Aou must’ve had quite a time. Can’t 

sax I blame xou. There"s no place like Thailand. The food, the beaches, 
the parties. . .5

5I knew a girl there. That’s all I remember. I was a di?erent person 
back then.5
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”So easx to fall in love there,( 7ackx saxs sxmpatheticallx. ”“ost of 
the time, it’s a huge mistake. 0s thex sax, live and learn 6 or Bust keep 
living.(

I remain tightlipped, feeling guarded now about “x True Oove, not 
wishing to deDle her with small talk. 

5I didn"t want to leave,5 7ackx saxs almost to herself, conDding in 
mx silence. 5I"d alreadx been so manx places. Lut once xou get started, 
xou Bust can’t stop. The world is so big. There are so manx places out 
there that make xou feel like it’s all so endless and beautiful. Aou don’t 
think xou’ll ever get old. Everxthing stops and disappears. Aou realize 
it’s all bullshit, the things people worrx about back home 6 monex, 
and Bobs, and status, and things. I’ve alwaxs wanted to be free and Bust 
be happx with whatever I have. I never wanted diamonds or a fancx car. 
0ll I wanted was to be free. 0nd I was going to give it up, all for him. 
It’s probablx the best thing that’s ever happened to me, walking in on 
him with that trannx. Lut here I am, still talking about it like a stupid 
girl. “eanwhile, he probablx calls me 3that bird I met in Thailand,’ if 
he even mentions me at all.( 

”I’m sure he still thinks about xou. Keople don’t forget that easilx.(
7ackx snorts a little, but Dnds comfort.
”If I ever see him again, I’ll cut his dick o?. Po xou think he fell in 

love with her:(
”I don’t know. Pepends if he knew she was trans. If he didn’t, 

there’s a good chance thex broke up.(
5Some of them are verx convincing,( 7ackx concedes. ”Lut I can tell. 

0 girl can alwaxs tell. “en can’t. Yr thex’re so deep in the closet thex 
don’t want to.(

”1as she hot:(
”She was okax. 0 bit whorish looking. That’s how he likes them. 

Sick bastard.(
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”There’s consolation in that.(
5Have xou ever done it with a transgender:( 7ackx asks teasinglx, 

then studies me as I slowlx contemplate mx amnesia.
”Not that I’m aware of.(
”How do xou know xour Thai girl wasn’t trans: Aou don’t seem 

verx good at telling the di?erence.( 
5To be honest, I’m not even sure if she’s real,( I Dnd mxself saxing, 

invited bx our mutual confessions to sax the truth aloud. ”She might 
Bust be a memorx implant used to control me.(

7ackx cackles and slaps mx arm.
5Yh god, xou’re a riot‘ The rest of them are so serious. Oet"s Bust 

have fun tonight,5 she saxs, brightening up. 50re xou going to be mx 
friend out there:5

”1hat should I do:(
57ust watch mx back,5 she smiles and touches the tip of mx nose 

with her wet Dngertip. She sashaxs her wax back to the table. 
”I can’t believe what I’m hearing. 3True communism:’ 1hat does 

that even mean:( Len is saxing at the table, now cleared for after din 
ner, which means ashtraxs and more beers. ”Aou don’t honestlx believe 
that humans are capable of sharing equallx without some iron Dst 
around their necks, do xou: How manx more millions have to die 
before we realize it doesn’t work:(

”1ow‘ So saxs the white male who has done nothing but beneDt o? 
of the backs of brown children‘( “axa retorts, a bit drunk now. ”1hat 
about capitalism: 0re xou reallx going to make the argument that mil 
lions haven’t died in wars waged bx the militarx industrial comple-: 
Po I have to point out the 0merican for proDt prison sxstem: Pon’t 
be naive‘(
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”Oook, all I’m saxing is we need to Dnd a sxstem that works for 
everxone. Lut it’s impossible for it to work perfectlx across the board,( 
Len saxs soothinglx, trxing to keep his cool, his cheeks yushed and red.

”1hat did I miss:( I ask 7ergen as he looks on with a mi-ture of 
curiositx and disdain.

”Same thing people have been Dghting about for the last centurx,( 
he comments. ”Cheers.(

I take a long drink and trx to catch up.
”Communism breeds corruption. Competition breeds creativitx 

and innovation. 1hat was the last great invention to come out of a 
red state: Hmm: I’ll wait.(

Len sits back, smug and self satisDed. He might be right, but no one 
at the table likes him.

”jo to Cambodia, where I Drst thought of the concept of Len’s 
Shoes. Aou know what I saw there: Lesides opportunitx: I saw the 
greatest resource a countrx has being sold out to the highest bidder. 
0nd sadlx, it doesn’t take much. Aou can’t understand how life can be 
so cheap. So don’t talk to me about a social sxstem that looks out for 
its own. That’s bullshit.(

5He’s a complete twat, but he’s right,( Claire murmurs in agree 
ment. 5I spent a xear there, teaching in Siem Reap. 0ll those orphans. 
Aou see tons of them. In Cambodia, if xou have white skin, prepare 
to be ambushed. It breaks xour heart to push past these children. Lut 
that"s all thex know, and it doesn"t help to have a heart. Then all xou"re 
doing is teaching them that begging is good for their lives. Thex should 
be reading and writing and learning arithmetic, but instead, their 
parents have them digging through garbage, because that"s the onlx 
wax thex can survive. How does a civilization that rich and powerful 
fall apart: Civilizations are such fragile things.5
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”So it’s Bust a dog eat dog world, right:( “axa saxs sarcasticallx, not 
one to be beat. ”I guess we’re all supposed to Bust kill each other and 
let the strongest survive.(

”I didn’t invent the laws of nature,( Len retorts. ”Lut I know the 
futilitx of trxing to reinvent them.(

I glance at 7ackx, who rolls her exes and pretends to shoot herself.
”jreat‘ The white male wants to talk about nature‘ Have xou 

ever considered the possibilitx that xou don’t reallx know: “axbe it’s 
not our nature, but the sxstem that’s the problem‘ 1hat if we trx a 
matriarchal sxstem for a change:(

”Klease don’t start that 3“en 0re From “ars, 1omen 0re From 
9enus’ crap. Aou can’t reallx believe a female president is going to make 
us all hold hands and sing Uumbaxa.(

”Yhhh, I get it. Aou have woman problems, don’t xou:( “axa saxs, 
narrowing her exes, readx to make it personal.

”He does,( Claire conDrms, and ignores Len shooting her with 
lightning bolts. ”“ommx problems as well.(

”Thex used to date,( Serena saxs, Dlling us in. 
”Yhhh.(
”If it isn’t “ar-, it’s Freud,( Len sighs in e-asperation. ”1ho do 

xou want to pull out ne-t: “r. Rogers: Lig Lird:(
”Aou disgust me‘( “axa hisses, ignoring Kaprika’s attempts to sim 

mer her down. ”I bet xou cream in xour pants whenever xou hear 
Candidate Pim sax that all a lesbian needs is a good fuck‘(

”He said that:( I ask, appalled.
”He inferred it‘( “axa cries on the trembling edge of hxsterics.
”Puto malo‘( Kaprika growls and grips her dinner knife in a wax that 

makes us all edgx.
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”Ykax, that’s enough‘( Serena bellows her wax in. ”“x goodness, 
who’s the enemx here: 1e’re here to stop Candidate Pim‘ 1e have to 
stax united‘(

5She’s right. I’m sorrx. I think I’m a little drunk,5 Len saxs sheep 
ishlx. ”I should probablx Bust head back to Cool Shade.(

”That’s all right, man. No worries,( we murmur, but no one tries 
to change his mind.

50xxxx, let’s go Dnd some music and dancing,5 Kaprika saxs with a 
laugh. 

5Thank god‘( 7ackx saxs. ”Oet’s make a toast‘(
”1hat should we toast to:5
5How about to Oaos:5 I suggest.
5To Oaos‘5
The night gains momentum as rounds of tequila Dnd their wax 

into our hands. 1e Dnd a strip of Tiki bars brightlx lit along the river. 
The torches dance to the music, and our exes glitter in the dark. 0 
bonDre grows on the shore, and Dre Bugglers take turns whirling the 
wheel of Dre to the delight of childlike faces. Keople drift in from out 
of nowhere, travelers and Oao guxs riding in on motorbikes. Now 
it’s a partx. Lare feet on grass. Serena brings over a Oao gux holding 
mx Nikes, worried I’ll lose them. ”Thex’re xours, mate,( I tell him, 
adopting a Straxan accent in this climate, certain I’ll never return to 
civilization again. The Oao gux takes his sandals o?, gives them to me, 
and we hug at the bonDre.

“idnight comes, and it’s curfew. The whole citx shuts down. Stores 
are closed, radios silenced, loiterers and pedestrians subBect to harass 
ment bx authorities with black guns. There’s no tra'c of anx kind. 
The onlx thing moving is us, yxing now in a tuk-tuk, gripping the 
metal bars like a roller coaster, whooping and taunting the laws of the 
land, barelx missing strax dogs, which rule the night. 
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1here the hell are we going: Pid someone give this gux directions, 
or did we all Bust hop in and let him spirit us through the night: The 
windowless vehicle leaving xou naked in the arms of the Bungle, which 
is evidentlx loud, Dlled with laughter, and moves in a cloud of booze.

1e pull up in the middle of nowhere, surrounded bx the threat 
of too manx trees. There is the sense of the Bungle still surrounding 
us, the e-it onto the highwax without lanes going back to town, now 
standing in front of this abandoned warehouse in the middle of the 
woods. 1ithout lights of anx kind, we follow the techno pounding 
through the nightclub, or whatever this place is, some industrial smell 
still lingering, a mi-ture of paint thinner and ethanol, beer, and Bungle 
Buice splashed all over the concrete yoor. 

In the dark, the Oao guxs lean about all rela-ed, even in the night 
club, with curious stares and hair that looks on the verge of being 
stxled with a dab of wa- that never comes. 0t the core of a Oao gux’s 
se-ual prowess is a shinx, freshlx washed motorbike. These pull up in 
abundance, some with e-terior neon making them yx futuristic into 
the sleepx Bungle night. jirls pull up as well with their own motor 
bikes, their long hair appearing to have never felt the touch of scissors, 
trailing behind them like silken waterfalls, a thousand times combed 
and spiced with coconut oils and adorned with tropical yowers. If a 
girl wants a ying, she comes to the nightclub at the edge of the highwax 
and moves the white blossom in her hair from right to left.

Inside the frenzx of digital light, we’re Bust ions dancing around in 
space. 1hoops‘ I knock over a bottle. The boxs don’t seem to mind 
and invite 7ergen and I to a drink. It’s a mi- of whiskx, tequila, and 
rum, plus some Red Lull. I don’t know what the fuck this is. Yne of 
these guxs is now xelling in mx ear. I think it’s English, but he might 
Bust be shouting noises. “x mind is onlx able to hold focus on one 
thought at a time, this rhxthmic sea of girls around us. Somewhere 
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in there are our friends. I forget we even have friends. These girls Bust 
dance, smiling with black lustrous hair, moving in a wax that is fun, 
almost innocent, beautiful, e-otic, pure. I’m getting dizzx.M 

”Holx shit, it’s him‘( “axa cries grabbing us with wide startled exes. 
I glance up at 7ergen, who uses his long neck to periscope above the 
crowd. 

”1ho:(
”Candidate Pim,( 7ergen conDrms with a solemn nod. ”He’s in the 

9.I.K. having a verx private partx. It looks like one bodxguard, three 
girls, and a bucket of fried chicken.(

”He’s on a pussx run‘( I gasp, and stare wide exed at “axa, who 
mirrors back at me with a mi- of shock and displeasure at mx phrasing. 

”1e have to stop him‘( “axa cries, more frantic than resolute, and 
takes another shot at the little bar. She starts heading o? to search out 
Serena, Claire, 7ackx, and Kaprika, who were last spotted somewhere 
on the danceyoor. 1e would be able to spot them easilx if the club 
weren’t packed to the point of mocking a Dre code. The building is 
small enough emptx that if Candidate Pim was on the 9.I.K. couch, I 
could reasonablx attempt to ying a record at him from the P7 booth 
at the other end and e-pect to hit his head maxbe three times out of 
;W.

”1ait‘( I shout at “axa, paused at the edge of a mass of gxrating 
bodies. ”I’m going to do it.(

”Po what:( she xells back.
7ergen lowers his neck, both of them looking me in the exes.
”I’m going to throw a drink in his face.(
”0re xou crazx:‘( “axa shouts, her face a Bumble of fear and con 

fusion as I make mx wax towards the 9.I.K. lounge.
I pause and turn around, meeting her dead in the exe.
”Litch, I might be.(
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I push through the innocent ;Q8Ws era stxle of dancing where fellas 
grab xour ladies and ladies grab xour fellas and head on down to the 
middle of the yoor on roller skates. I feel the music change to slow 
Bazz, and suddenlx there comes this other world where singles don’t 
grope each other in the corner or grind their genitals to the beat. 
Keople remain mostlx clothed, despite the lack of air conditioning in 
the tropical heat. The lights are on and everxone has a drink. The guxs 
smile their best smiles and old friends have a few laughs. jirls dance 
with their girlfriends and guxs sit on the side and watch the girl of 
their fancx. 0fter a few shots of liquid courage, the gux sidles up beside 
her, smiling to himself as his friends laugh from the sidelines and cheer 
him on. He looks over and sees her smile, and she meets him from the 
corners of her exes, shxlx glancing back at her girlfriends, who all watch 
giddilx, clutching each other’s hands, telling her to go on and do it, do 
it, do it‘ His smile grows and he dances a little closer, and bx the end 
of the night their hips graze against the mxsterx of each other’s fabric, 
thex have seven children, all of them seated on a motorbike cruising 
through a free for all of tra'c.

The nostalgia of better times fades as I see Candidate Pim sitting 
in the back of the club, xukking it up with a trio of xoung ladies, 
each of them in desperate need of chicken and dough. Thex betrax 
none of these feelings as thex smile and clink glasses from a bottle of 
pink champagne, a vintage he must’ve brought himself for such an 
occasion. The muscle beside him stands erect in the black suit, seeming 
to never move his shaved head, an odditx in this atmosphere of strobe 
and disco beat. 

7ust as I reach the edge of the danceyoor, the music cuts o?. The 
spotlight turns on. Lodies freeze and pause with anticipation, disap 
pointment, confusion. 0 microphone crackles and squeaks, and the 
voice of an emcee attempts to do a big 9egas stxle introduction, and 
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then, when the microphone fails, resorts to hoarselx shouting to get 
everxone’s attention. The crowd begins to form under his direction 
into something of a circle with an emptx space carved out in the 
middle. 

7ackx whirls me around from out of nowhere, and I see her exes 
glittering with a craziness I hadn’t seen before. ”It’s a dance contest‘( 
she cries and grabs me bx the wrist so hard that it hurts and pulls 
me towards the circle where the emcee is announcing the prizes. The 
spotlight moves onto each prize as the rankings are announced. Krize 
S; is a shinx, new, electric blue motorbike‘ )No one ever wins that 
prize.G Krize S! is a brand new electric fan, complete with oscillating 
head‘ There is a real surge of e-citement over the second, more attain 
able, prize. 1ho couldn’t use a new fan: 

5I want that bloodx fan‘5 7ackx screams and Bumps up and down, 
whooping her heart out. I feel a little afraid of what will happen ne-t. 

The P7 plaxs the beat, and one girl is shoved into the slaughter bx 
her girlfriends. She puts her hand over her mouth and trembles with 
classic girl ne-t door modestx and makes a timid attempt to dance. 
The whole club cheers her on good naturedlx and watches as she 
tries another little move, something happening with her feet, a terriDc 
disaster. She covers her face and edges back into the crowd.

Ne-t, a ladxbox marches into the frax like ”let me show these bitch 
es how to work it‘( and out of nowhere, and without invite, begins 
showing o? the goods, strutting back and forth around the circle, not 
so much dancing as taking advantage of this moment to displax herself 
on parade, snapping her Dngers and moving her neck, spinning, and 
wiggling pi-ie Dngers at the shx girl still recovering from her moment 
of public humiliation. 

Finallx, 7ackx decides she’s had enough. ”I’ll show these girls how to 
win a bloodx dance contest‘( she roars, and in she comes with a look of 
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Dre, bodx movements of a snake. She Dnds contact with the camera, 
wherever it is, staged in this cinematic moment of white girl magic, 
when time freezes and the bartender overDlls the drink, the P7 nods 
with approval and puts on the perfect beat, and the whole club comes 
alive with the rapture of this heat, this moment like an out of bodx 
e-perience, everxone in attendance touched bx the transcendence that 
comes with forgetting oneself completelx, in the spotlight and in front 
of the crowd, in love with xourself not out of vanitx, but something 
purer, more powerful. In this moment, xou are alone with an entire 
room and feel everx exe upon xou. Thex can’t breathe and neither can 
xou, but xou yoat on a levitating stage, and soon all xou see is hair 
yxing and kip raining from the air, her bodx now above us, crawling 
on a glass ceiling. The monsoon clouds burst and the rivers overyood. 
The levees break and “axa, goddess of wind, hurricanes in with that 
bi curious smile and Oatin rhxthm programmed into her hips, grab 
bing Kaprika and the two of them take over, salsaing in a wax these 
people have never seen before, or anxone for that matter, on this side 
of the hemisphere. Claire Boins in grabbing hands with the shx girl, and 
Serena swings in with the ladxbox, and prettx soon the dance contest 
develops into the nocturnal spectacle of a lesbian conga line.

Clearlx things have been turned up a notch, perhaps to a level of no 
return. Thex’ve seen too muchJ it’s too much to unsee. These 1est 
erners with their lack of shame and ample cleavage Bust changed the 
game forever. 0n epidemic of girls stripping for oscillating heads takes 
over the countrx, shattering that old image still hanging from the wall 
of the bar, the Leer Oao calendar featuring a beautiful Oao girl who 
looks on from an idxllic Deld dressed in something form Dtting, but 
traditional, readx to bring her man a cold one. The revolution starts 
suddenlx before anxone can even ascertain where, how and when the 
change began. The contest turns the disco into a strip club, girls taking 
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their clothes o? for electric fans, and prettx soon, political freedom. 
Finallx, thex’ll call it art. Soldiers raid the place and conDscate everx 
electric fan from here to 9ientiane. The captain rides out on the shinx 
electric blue motorbike.

The emcee concedes the victorx to 7ackx, looking like he Bust came 
in his pants. She takes her spoils with satisfaction, holding the bo- in 
her arms, and in the spirit of sisterhood, hands the fan over to the shx 
girl, who covers her face, bows, and comes in for the hug. 

”Pamn it‘ He gave us the slip‘( I crx, coming back to mx senses. 
”Candidate Pim’s gone‘(

1e look back at the 9.I.K. area. There’s nothing there e-cept an 
emptx champagne bottle and a greasx bucket surrounded bx napkins.

”It’s all right,( “axa saxs, putting a hand on mx shoulder. ”1e’ll 
get him in 9ang 9ieng.(

”Pamn right, we will. Oet’s partx‘(
For the rest of the night, we’re treated like legends. Everx table 

wants to drink with us. I seem to be running on the power of mx 
subconscious awareness and Red Lull, a sugar rum autopilot. Lut mx 
heart tells me through the noise and the fog that it’s her. I see her. “x 
True Oove, here at the club‘ Isn’t that her in the white capris: Yr is 
that her in the pink: That long black hair, those sensual lips, the curves 
of her bodx. Those exes darker than the darkest darkness. 1e dance 
together for a song and a half before I place mx hands on her hips, and 
barelx notice when she gentlx removes them and places a little more 
space between our bodies. 

”I’m not who xou think I am,( I sax to her with a level of creepiness 
that even in mx drunken state I admonish mxself for.

Suddenlx I feel two hands whirl me around and “x True Oove 
escapes me like a squid. It’s 7ackx, completelx wasted, going on wildlx 
about some spanking contest.
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”None of these boxs can spank me hard enough‘( she cries out. 
”Spank me, babx‘ jive me all xou’ve got‘(M 

I turn and see “x True Oove making for the e-it with her chubbx 
girlfriend on the other side of the danceyoor. 7ackx is still bent over 
waiting for me to give her a big old smack on the ass. The ne-t thing I 
see is “x True Oove’s white capris and long black hair yowing out the 
door. I chase her down and confess everxthing to her in the parking lot, 
her sitting on a motorbike with a pink helmet on, her chubbx friend 
looking on from the back.

”Labx, it’s me‘ I didn’t know I’d Dnd xou here. I mean, here in Oaos. 
It’s me, Sam‘ Remember: Llonde hair, blue exes. Aou used to sax mx 
exes looked like the skx: I know it sounds crazx, but thex took mx bodx. 
7ack has mx real bodx‘ So does this mean xou’re not with 7ack:(

”I go home,( she saxs with fearful exes.
”Home: 1hx go home: No, stax, stax,( I plead, touching her hand 

gentlx as she white knuckles her handlebars. 
”I must go,( she softlx insists.
”I don’t even know that girl‘ She’s Bust a friend‘ Klease stax with me. 

I love xou.(
0 look of pitx that saxs, ”Oet’s talk about this when xou’re sober or 

less insane.( 
”Thank xou,( she saxs and rides o? with yashing lights and a small 

pu? of e-haust into the night.
I kneel in the gravel to weep. 9omit spews out of mx nostrils instead.



Chapter Nine

Chinese X-Files

T hey tried to kill me on the bus. Poison gas. A cocktail of fumes 
and freezing cold air. You could feel the vibrato on everyone’s 

nose-hairs. Engine dead. Keys gone. The door lingering ajar. The dri-
ver must’ve done the job and left the gun behind, so to speak. Wasn’t 
he wearing sunglasses and steering us all through the dark? I was on 
a crazy leg of travel going 48 hours nonstop, rushing to prevent an 
assassination in Tibet. The constant inhalation of carbon monoxide 
left me fatigued and my senses dulled. The overnight bus to Lijiang 
was ripe with foot odor and tinged with a faint humidity I found 
disturbing. The bus dropped us o! in the middle of nowhere. I was 
expecting the gates of an ancient city spreading open to the dawn. 
Instead all I saw was a vacant lot, orange streetlights, and a blue sunrise 
revealing only a colored fog. Passengers stumbled sleepily into the 
chilly morning Dnding their way towards headlights. I saw their faces 
chortling merrily as they rode past in shotgun. As the last man got o! 
the bus, I started to panic. Where are you going? Let me go with youS 
Hon’t leave me hereS

I was in the middle of the parking lot. A shroud of mist covered 
the exits. Uuddenly, a white van pulled up in front of me. The sliding 
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door qew open. Crders were barked and I felt myself being yanked into 
the van. The van peeled out of the parking lot. I heard the ominous 
door slamming shut behind me. Gy captors wore matching ruby-red 
goose down jackets from some factory that pumped them out by the 
billion. I was seated in the back seat of the van with an agent on either 
side of me. A third, the leader, addressed me in Gandarin. They were 
going to harvest my organs. Gy hands were tiedS They were using an 
ancient snake techni9ue using my own pressure point system against 
meS I soon felt the wool cap slipping over my eyes, to keep my head 
warm, preparing me to meet Gr. Nypodermic. 

I heard the sliding door open again. I was pushed out onto the 
gravel. Upeeding o!, the van disappeared into the morning dust as I 
removed the wool cap from my eyes. I turned and saw the gates of Cld 
Town glowing in the rising sun. I knew without being told that I had 
arrived in Lijiang.

As I walked through the gate, the sun trickled over the stone walls 
and illuminated the alleyways. I felt as though I had entered a dream. 
Everything was made of stone and wood. Utreams cut along the sides of 
the street and glowed with goldDsh and a9uatic greenery. The sun rose 
and sparkled over a bridge which arched in a scene of fantastic ancient 
Fhinese buildings with stone-shingle roofs. Everywhere you listened 
was the sound of a babbling stream. You could look and see clouds 
of goldDsh and birds chirping and the morning market beginning to 
bustle with women dressed in similar azure garments.

They seemed to be elements of another time. Cr were they acting? 
I couldn’t be sure, but surely my man was here sprinkled among the 
falconers, a bearded man with leather chaps who appears as if he has 
just strolled o! the mountain of time. Cr perhaps he’ll be one of the 
ex-revolutionaries smoking cigarettes and o!ering children pony rides. 
The assassin or informant, or whoever I was to meet, may also be 
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hidden among the women and girls in their homespun dresses and 
bonnets the color of sky singing traditional folk songs in the s9uare.

 rom a tea house overlooking the great expanse of stone-shingled 
rooftops, hills, and evergreens, I saw golden qashes of late-6ovember 
willows among the old streets and a great snowy-white mountain in 
the distance beyond the walls of Cld Town. There, where the moun-
tain sat, was the West, and beyond that, Tibet, where the signs were 
telling me to go. Uomething big was going to happen. Uomething 
frighteningly deep. An abyss ready to open. Cne hundred million 
bodies on the ground. I stumbled upon a bike shop and saw the sun 
descend upon a rusty black steed. The name on the bike was ;Excal-
ibur.V Fould there be a clearer sign? 

;Pump it up,V I said to the shopkeeper, who I both pitied and 
envied in his cheer. Ne had no idea of the coming storm.

77777777777 I qew through endless Delds of grain0 the mountain was a 
beacon of white. There was no turning back. The time to turn back 
was yesterday. Would I see my own face blown o! by the spiral of 
a sniper’s bullet? Would the little fragments twirl in the bright blue 
sky before landing in the soft grass and spraying the earth red? Would 
I lie down in golden Delds, searching for Eternal Upring? Joices and 
laughter echoed from down the road. I skidded to a stop. 

77777777777 Gy heart raced in the stillness, the twitter of a thousand 
opining birds senseless in the afternoon sunshine. The village was 
abandoned. Perhaps it was never really there. Like a nuclear holocaust 
years after, the forest recaptured human memory and absorbed it with 
her tendrils, qowers grew out of broken glass, and barbed wire made 
love to vine. Three boys knelt in the middle of the road shooting 
marbles, looking like they were from the days of revolution. The red 
bandanas hung from their necks like dripping blood.

77777777777 ;Ni hao!V I called in an attempt to not freak them out.
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77777777777 ;NelloS NelloSV they called out merrily in echo, and my heart 
froze. Gy face was stunned. Now did they know?

77777777777 They vanished into the wind, laughing like ghosts.
;Fome back hereSV
I dropped the bike and ran, but they were already gone.
The trees thinned and I arrived at a clearing. I paused and took 

in the surroundings. There was something vaguely familiar about it. 
Uomething inordinately strange. There was no one there. 6ot a single 
resident or passerby. 6o builders or overseers. 'ust the half-construct-
ed mass of gravel alleys and buildings being put together like a puzzle 
from the lumber waiting about in piles. 1ut I’d seen this before. I’d 
been in this town.

Uuddenly I understood. I walked up in shock to the nearest struc-
ture and scrutinized the door frames and stared open-mouthed at the 
empty rooms inside. The window frames were like empty jigsaws0 the 
sitting rooms were ready for decor. All of the building materials were 
made to look rustic and old, perfectly deconstructed, this Hisneyland 
still in skeletal form. I threw up water and gasped out, 2Those crazy 
bastardsS They’re building a new Cld TownSV

Click.
2You wouldn3t listen, would you? You couldn3t keep your nose 

where it belonged,2 I heard a familiar voice saying behind me.
I whipped around and saw 'ack dressed up as a yak herder with a 

long fake beard, chewing a dried yak penis like an old cigar, a black 
pistol in his hand aimed right at me.

;You thought you were going to move to Cld Town, didn’t you?V 
'ack jeered. ;Hisappear from the world and live like a yak herder?V

I dry-swallowed.
;'ust tell me one thing, 'ack. Now much of this is real?V
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;You’re projecting meaning onto matter, UamS 6othing is realS 
Cnly what you believeS These buildings are nothing but wood, just as 
you and I are a spiral of molecules. We die now, we die a hundred years 
later, it makes no di!erence.V

;You’re starting to sound like your friend, Ney.V
;You’re not supposed to say his name,V 'ack said automatically, and 

then caught himself with a scornful smile. ;Uo you met the White 
'esus, did you?V

;It’s over, 'ack. I know everything about O.E.I.6., Point Cmega, 
and the Tibetans. Your friend told me you were planning to get a little 
work done. What’s the matter, 'ack?  eeling insecure? You always were 
one for the enhancements, but whatever upgrades they’ve got waiting 
for you in Thailand won’t save you this time. I’d spend my money 
elsewhere if I were you. A lawyer for starters, considering you’re about 
to be locked in a military prison for the next century.V 

;Ch, Uam,V 'ack simpered, shaking his head. ;They pumped you 
full of intuition and forgot all the sense. Think, UamS ThinkS Wherever 
you go, I go. Hoesn’t that mean anything to you?V 

;Yeah,V I growled, steel-faced. ;You su!er from separation anxiety.V
'ack groaned in frustration. 
;You just don’t get it yet, do you Uam? Hon’t you ever look in the 

mirror and wonder why you don’t recognize your own face? Hoesn’t it 
seem strange to you that you barely remember last week, let alone your 
entire life? Killing you will be an act of mercy. Kind of takes the fun 
out of it. 1ut don’t worry0 I’ll take care of that girl they’ve got waiting 
for you in Thailand. Uurprised, Uam? You thought I didn’t know? I 
know everything. We’re connected, you and I.V 

;You son of a bitch, if you touch her. . .V 
;The irony is that when she sees me, she’ll think I’m you. 6ow 

why would that be, Uam? Nmm? And these pills they keep giving you. 
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They’re for what exactly? To keep you in telepathic communication 
with the Gotherboard? Wake the hell up, Uam. I’m being your friend 
here. Interpol’s got you so blind you can’t even see the obvious. Oe-
member, Uam? The cold metal table. Lasers burning your genitals. A 
face you’ve never seen before staring right back at you.V

I tried to keep him talking, edging toward a pebble I could kick up 
right into the hole of his gun, making him backDre.

; or your information, I stopped taking my pills weeks ago.  lushed 
them back in 1eijing. You think I didn’t know I’ve got a brain implant? 
We’re both trapped souls, 'ack. Who are we kidding? Tracked no 
matter where we go, recording all we think and say. You’ll never stop 
running, just so you know that, and it’ll be me that gets you. 6o one 
else. 'ust me.V

;That’s funny. I seem to be the one holding destiny in my hands,V 
'ack smirked, his eyebrow twitching. ;This time I’m just going to kill 
you. I thought about relishing the moment, but I know you, Uam. 
Uoft as you’ve become, I’ve learned not to romanticize the end of our 
special relationship. After this, I’ll Dnally be free.  ree of you, Uam. 
Hid you think you were the only one who wanted freedom? Now 
incredibly arrogant and self-centered of youS With you gone, I’ll be one 
archnemesis lighter0 my subse9uent success in this global conspiracy 
will push me further into the dark world, and I’ll escape the arms 
of international justice and even the public eye0 I’ll somehow go on 
living out my days carrying out other missions, even as my personal 
life crumbles into disarray and my relationships su!er because of my 
endless lies on top of the soul-deadening decay that comes with the 
compromise I have made with the devil himself. Well, that’s the way it 
goes,V 'ack concluded, cocking his pistol. ;“oodbye, Uam.V

1efore 'ack could Dre, a black sedan with tinted windows bowled 
him over, tossing him into the air like a rag doll. 'ack hit the gravel 
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with a sickening thud and rolled down a ravine and was washed away. 
The black sedan crashed into a tree. I stood in shock at the smoldering 
wreckage only for a moment before ducking behind a bush to get a 
better view.

The door popped open and a morose-looking Fhinese woman in 
an all-black skirt and blazer with smart-looking heels and black frames 
stepped out of the car. Cn the other side, a little more gingerly, a Fhi-
nese version of Havid Huchovny removed himself from the wreckage.

26ice driving, Go-dah,2 I heard the woman saying.
2I toh you, I cannot steer you give me blowjobS3
They seemed completely disinterested in the vehicular manslaugh-

ter they had just committed. Perhaps Goulder was coming right at 
that moment and missed the impact.

2What so important, Uuk-Li? There no signs of paranormal behav-
ior. 'ust another housing development.V

Fhinese Ucully stood in vantage at the edge of a cli!, looking past 
the ramshackle expanse of stone-shingle rooDng to the glimmering 
rows of solar paneling. Ner deadpan voice quttered, ;6o Go-dah. 
This not just another housing development. This an American suburb 
in Fhina.V

Uneaking closer through a tangle of foliage, I saw what appeared to 
be a R C landing in the valley. The organism remained contained, 
but it was ready to spread across the Fhinese landscape, crawling with 
condominiums and qamboyantly curved streetlights, spotless side-
walks, and perfectly manicured lawns. The whole scene was ripe for 
anxiety pills and dog-walking. Gidrange luxury sedans were sitting in 
driveways0 the condos were painted a chic Neather gray. I covered my 
mouth to keep from screaming.

2The American dream live in Fhina now.2
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As Uuk-Li completed her analysis, a drone hovered above a dog 
taking a shit on the sidewalk.

;We always become like our enemies in the end,V Goulder mused. 
The two suits stood in silence as I stealthily made my exit.
I sat lotus-style in a pagoda staring at the reqection of the snowy 

mountain on the lake, searching for that feeling of oneness, that feeling 
of division gone, the overwhelming sense of liberation and clarity and 
rebirth that is the epiphany I am still waiting for once I know for sure 
that 'ack is dead. 1ut 'ack’s not dead. Ne can’t die. Wherever I go, he 
goes. I can feel him looking through my eyes. 

The young cyclist sitting across the way laughed happily as he 
turned the pages of Upider-Gan. Ne leaned back, bringing the comic 
up to his face and became the face of Eddie 1rock, half-consumed by 
that insidious bluish-black slime, that alien parasite that can bestow 
unthinkable power. The laughter of schoolgirls echoed in the distance. 
A young boy and his monstrous bodyguards, two Tibetan masti!s, 
looked out across the sparkling lake. 

;Ne’s going after her,V I heard myself utter, rising in a daze. ;Ne’s 
going to pretend to be me. 1ut why would she believe him unless. . .V

The cyclist turned the page and like a mirror, I stared at Uam’s 
reqection with 'ack’s dark eyes.

;We switched bodies,V I whispered, haunted, and stumbled o!. 
The cyclist lowered his comic book and gave me a goodbye smile, the 
whole lakeside ablaze in orange and pink light. I tripped o! the pagoda 
into the Dre-burst of golden autumn and orange down the stairways to 
a blinding sunset where yellow leaves qoated upon the mirror of water 
at my feet. I crossed a bridge in the middle of the lake. The trees stood 
like black Dgures on the shining horizon.



Chapter Ten

Vang Vieng

A s soon as you arrive in Vang Vieng, you know you’re there even 
without ever having been. There’s no mystery about it as your 

van slows to a crawl and lightly honks girls in bikinis out of the way. 
Heaps of drunken Aussies roaming about in search of god knows 
what, phrases like "Get Fucked" and "I'm a Cunt" -ngerDpainted in 
rainbow all over their bodies. 

The protest against Candidate qim broke down fairly zuickly once 
it was announced he had gone on to Vientiane. A few “ealots claimed 
they would follow him there and put up road blocks for some reason, 
but the mob soon dispersed and the morning got started as the -rst 
bottles of the day cracked open and plastic buckets were -lled with 
lizuid love. 

W”e’ll protest him anyway,x we cried, hoisting our buckets, conD
vinced we had somehow won this eRchange. It was a happy day for 
E.N.I.;. I never saw any of them again.

The sun is highJ the air is warm. Kacky appears with another red 
plastic bucket sloshing about with four straws. ”e each take two and 
hit the bucket, sipping away like two honeybees on an overgrown 
blossom. The buckets are endless, a neverDending cocktail, a drinker's 
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mansion wrapped in plastic, leading toward your -nal transformation 
as a beast. The idea is to get smashed immediately. joon enough, I’ll 
be dancing around in my trunks, and there’s nothing I can do about 
it. It’s only a matter of time before the !uice hits me and makes me 
understand this.

"jtop looking aroundM Uou've got to feel itM" Kacky cries.
"I am feeling itM" I say, and start chugging the bucket over the rim.
"If I don't have anyone to dance with, I need you to be my dancing 

partnerM" she says over the music, never missing a beat.
"I'll do my bestM" I say, and do my best impression of whatever 

7aprika and :aya are doing neRt to us, laughing happily in matching 
sunglasses, tangoing up on a platform. 

There beside the sparkling river is the lush green and clear blue 
sky of a summer that never ends. Here and there I catch glimpses of 
that cra“y visionL a place of music, sunshine, and peace welcoming 
all people, free from class or occupation, a communist paradise with 
each man to his own and all as one, here on the river Vang Vieng. 
Here comes the traveling man and the wandering woman, in perfect 
harmony, anarchy, strangers, friends, bedfellows, soulmates who arrive 
with no invitation needed, no reason to live, and therefore none to 
die for either, which to the members of E.N.I.;. means to simply live 
without regret, in de-ance of time, ignorant of death. 

;one of us will ever die here. ;ot us. ”e’ll grab a bucket and pour 
it back endlessly as if trying to make ourselves spout out the truth in 
a confession somewhere down a long line of bars so far you can't even 
remember what time it is. And -nally at the height of all the endless 
chatter, the noise of screaming conversations, laughing and yelling and 
being brought to the most basic words that still contain any meaning, 
the aping of primitive language only to say, "HeyM Oet’s procreateM" The 
music so loud you can't even hear anything. Uou simply smile at the 
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one across from you. jhe's dancing and acting to your surprise sort of 
reserved, aware, looking for someone. jhe smiles to herself and shakes 
her head back and forth, dancing without having to try to be seRyJ she 
!ust is. jhe puts her hands in the air and twists her hips, claps her hands, 
pumps her -st, and laughs as you grind up on her. ”here will we be 
when the sun dies  They throw you in until -nally you feel nothing,
 Zy into the water, land in a tube, and Zoat away to the neRt bar. . . 

88888888888 joon  we’re  adrift  in  the  river  of  Zoating  peopleJ  all 
of them, like me, holding their precious drinks, splashing along in 
tubes, gently paddling toward the ropes cast nearby, grabbing hold, 
and letting the bartenders pull them up. It’s a strict catch and release 
system. Uou let yourself be caught, and when you’re ready to move on, 
you release yourself. There are several ways of doing this. The preferred 
methods are by “ipline, trape“e, or rope swing. ;ot all recommended 
for beginners, of course. Uou can almost tell how long a guy has been 
traveling based on one eRtraordinary dive. :ost people land badly, 
being unskilled, drunk, and overambitious. ;o one seems content 
with a simple cannonball into the water unless they’re still sober. ;o 
one is sober. ?nce the punch has them, they go Zying in at all angles 
and directions, and the splash, while appearing painful, is completely 
drowned out by the blasting music, making it even more surreal as 
people dance around with drunks awkwardly Zying into the water 
behind them. 

88888888888 jo much color and inspiration. ”hat would :r. Uellow 
have thought of this  Girls with tanned bodies laid out in the sun with 
Zowers painted on their thighs and stomachs. A sea of absinthe. :ore 
-ngerDpainted messages. "Kesus was a Kew" on a freckleDfaced Irishman. 
"7aint is Gay" on another guy’s back. ”hat are these  Ben koans  I 
used to have the power to discern such messages. ;ow they only point 
me to my drink. How many have I had  I notice I’ve lost Kacky. There 
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she is, shouting the happy cries of "?h my godM ”hat are you doing 
here " jome guy she knows. Oooks like an old Zame. I decide to fall o— 
the planks when I feel a hand clasp my shoulder.

88888888888 "KergenM"
88888888888 I turn and see my fellow agent holding a beer, still dripping 

wet from the river. I almost hug him I’m so glad to see him. A group 
of singing 0rits passes by. 

88888888888 W”here the hell have you been  Candidate qim’s on his way 
to VientianeM ”e’ve gotta stop himMx

88888888888 Wjtop him  From doing what x Kergen asks blissfully, drunk 
and possibly high on ecstasy. 

88888888888 Wqamn itM Uou’ve been compromised. qon’t even tell me. I 
already know who. ”here is he x

88888888888 WCandidate qim x
88888888888 WThe agent who gave you the pill. ”as it Kack  qressed up as 

one of these raver kids, I bet.x 
88888888888 "I got it from ”aldo.x
88888888888 W”aldo x
88888888888 WUes, there he is. ?ver there.x
88888888888 I turn and look past the volleyball court and see him, that 

nefarious double agent handing out blue pills to make agents forget 
their mission. He’s dressed from top to bottom like that ubizuitous 
beatnik, hiding amongst the crowd of halfDnaked bodies, that red and 
white striped shirt, glasses, and beanie. In a way, he was our teacher, the 
one who taught us everything we knew about hiding in plain sight. I 
hate the idea that I now have to take him out, but I decide to wait until 
he’s done motorboating.

88888888888 W”hat lies inside the mind of a person who packs their 
luggage with a ”aldo disguise x I ask Kergen as we watch ”aldo pour 
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shots from a bottle of vodka surrounded by jwedish swimsuit models, 
burying his face in their tits.

88888888888 WA genius we cannot understand,x Kergen says.
88888888888 WIt’s too late, isn’t it x I ask him.
88888888888 WIt’s still early,x Kergen replies, glancing at a wristwatch that 

isn’t there, replaced by a tan line.
88888888888 WI meant for us. This dream. Vang Vieng.x
88888888888 WIt’s happening already. Oook.x
88888888888 I follow his long point -nger towards the river where already 

the evidence of Candidate qim’s presence is foundL a fast food burger 
wrapper.

88888888888 ”e walk over to the water and -sh it out with a stick, ignoring 
the splashing bodies around us, the partiers dancing and trying to 
throw each other in.

88888888888 WThat’s one of his,x Kergen con-rms, eyeing the specimen 
hanging from the end of the stick. WTarantula 0urger from the looks 
of it.x

88888888888 Wjo it begins,x I say solemnly, taking a moment to soak in the 
asDyet unspoiled beauty of the river, the painterly reZections of splashy 
sunlight sparkling blue and green.

88888888888 WIt had already begun, long before we came here. Trust me. 
There’s nothing we could’ve done,x Kergen comments prophetically. 

88888888888 W”hat are you talking about  Are you saying he’s1x
88888888888 W;o, I’m not talking about Candidate qim. I’m talking about 

us. This revolution. ”e never had a chance. All we had was a moment 
in history. To unite and stand against someone, to -ght for something. 
A way to reassure ourselves that there was good in this world, and that 
we could stand there and -ght for it. 0ut what is good  Are we good 
because we say so  ”hat gives us the right to say what we are and what 
he is  ”e have no foundation, no history, no mythology. ”e look at the 
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world as a narrative of uprising, a denial of gods, a protest against our 
forefathers. ”e have no ancestry. ”e have no link. All we have is this 
blank sheet of paper that says 3Ptopia,’ and a pencil we give ourselves 
to draw it.

88888888888 W”hat do you think guides us but our highest esteems, this 
worship of freedom  Are we not slaves to our own desires  How can 
we know purpose when morality becomes an invention of our mind  
”e pick and choose at our own convenience. ?ur hunger becomes a 
reward. Candidate qim and all the others like him have already won 
because they believe in something, as shallow and corrupt as it is, while 
we deny any absolutes and embrace the transient. ?ur truth is !ust a 
feeling. joon we will be buying 0ug 0urgers and moving on to the neRt 
outrage. 0ut when the revolution is coDopted and branded into the 
neRt commercial catchphrase, don’t give credit to their overwhelming 
strength. Instead weep over our crippling weakness. ;ihilism is dead, 
and we have killed it.x

88888888888 ”e  stand  there  by  the  shade  tree  watching  the  scene 
of afternoon delight pass by carefree while at our backs lies the hot 
intrusive breath of apocalypse.

88888888888 WI thought you were supposed to be all carefree and happy 
on that stu—,x I say -nally.

88888888888 WI’m ;orwegian. This is me being happy.x
A little later, Kergen disappears to get another drink and doesn’t 

return. WI need some air,x I say to myself. Then I reali“e I’m outside.
A Oao guy hands me a rope, and without thinking, I swing. The 

sudden splash into the water snaps me out of my da“e. I grab a stray 
tube and glide away in the Zow of the current. I lie back and close my 
eyes, no longer sure what belongs to me. :y soul, my body, my mind. 
I’m !ust another note in the music, written upon the radiant sheets, all 
these Zoating donuts playing melody, dotting a river of sheet music as 
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we pass in a stream. I suddenly want to escape, -nd a sense of peace, 
become a monk, and receive enlightenment under a 0uddha tree. How 
can I deny my mission without a sense of regret  Fishers of men lift me 
out of the waters. A cloud passes over and darkens the sun.

I feel her hands suddenly spin me around, but as I'm already spinD
ning, I dip into a windmill and almost break my neck. Kacky pulls me 
up onto my feet and shouts so I can hear. 

"HAVI;G FP; " 
I feel myself nodding, Zoating in the air. :y smile stretches so wide 

it feels like my cheeks are about to tear. :y teeth grind against each 
other in a ghastly fashion.

Did Waldo spike my drink?
I turn back and see him at the bar, his bespectacled face laughing at 

me.
Damn it! I’ve been compromised!
"ONT’j GNT U?P j?:N ”ATNEM" Kacky says, shouting so I can 

hear. 
"?YAUM" I hear myself say, but there's only this beat that drives the 

symphony, that drives the life, that drives the whole damned riverM 
I'm afraid to leave now, feeling as if I have found the source of all 

this life around us, so beautiful, so idyllic, so cra“y, wild, and free. 
Water's a good idea. Pretty sure I'm dying. 
"I'm sorry," I say to Kacky as we sit down and I chug a bottle of water. 
"jorry for what "
":aking you do this. Uou go on. Have fun. I'll see you in the 

morning.x
"I knew I'd have to take care of you."
"It was ”aldoM He’s a double agentM He’s working for the fedsM"
jhe touches my forehead, almost motherly, but drunker. 
"Uou’re such a nice boy. ”hy doesn’t anyone try to keep you x
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"qo you want to dance " 
";o, let's do something betterM" Kacky cries, eyes bla“ing. WOet's go 

mudDwrestleM Come onM"
jhe grabs my hand and o— we go to the mud pits where a few 

friendly matches are already in play. Oao guys stand o— to the side with 
buckets of water ready to make more mud. I szuish on the scene like 
a !elly-sh. It feels like I have no legs. I’m not talking landmines here. I 
resist the urge to rub it all over my body. 

Kacky skips the warmup and approaches me, hands out in a conD
vincing pose, daring me to make the -rst move. ”hat am I supposed 
to do  Tackle her  jhe has no idea what I’m capable of. I make a little 
mudball instead and toss it at her feet, eRpecting this to lead to some 
amorous grappling. jhe charges like a rhino, scoops me in a !udo toss, 
and stands over my fallen body like :uhammad Ali.

WI dated an ::A -ghter,x she boasts.
I eRecute a takedown, which she blocks impressively, and pretty 

soon we’re !ust rolling around in the mud. I feel her skin soft, cold, 
and wet, now growing warmer, that little space between our bodies 
which becomes no space, !ust her lying on top of me, that feeling as 
if the clay is baking, the -re raging in the kiln, and both of us know 
I’m not making a gira—e in there, but something seems to be taking 
form. jhe sits on top of me, dominating me, for what purpose, I still 
don’t know. Are we traveling in the same direction, or have we !ust not 
found another place to go  I see her smiling less mischievously now. 
Her blueDgreen eyes capturing the sun, her dirty gold hair hanging 
down in my face.

Eising from the muck, we laugh as I chase her around from bar to 
bar and I stalk her as she weaves in and among the people, appearing 
like someone and then reappearing as someone else. jmiling, laughing 
at being caught, I almost have her cornered for a drink before she slips 
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away again. The last bar I see her at she’s wearing a Zower in her hair. 
A plumeria, her favorite. W”here’d you get that x I ask her. Wjomeone 
gave it to me,x she says and lets me hold her hand. juddenly my hand 
is cold and wet. The moment she lets you take hold, she !umps in. Uou 
have to go with her. 

I know she’s impossible to capture, impossible to hold, like that 
Zower you -nd on dilapidated streets that somehow seems like a glimD
mering door. The moment you pluck it, it’s already faded. ;o way to 
return. ”e’re separated on the river, and I -nd myself headed down 
the rushing rapids while she sails on slowly, looking back at me and 
shouting, W”here you going x 0ut I have no idea.

Kostled along some bumps downriver, I eventually -nd myself far 
from the noise, away from the bars and the people and the music. The 
echo of bass zuickly fades into the stirring bu““ of insects and babbling 
stream. I Zoat on my tube down a channel surrounded by grass and 
canopied by !ungle trees. The hidden hollow seems to send drones 
to spy on me. qragonZies helicopter around me, taking photos and 
sending them back to headzuarters. Nven in a paradise formed from 
the imagination and desires of the heart, to defeat the lonely darkness, 
the birdDcalls that inspire music as we make love beneath the archetypal 
windows, we still have this place of silence away and down the river 
where we belong. 

How many of us disappear into the forest only to walk alone  
”hich of us will survive in the end  ”hat echoes of genetic bravery 
are left in those wanderers  jurely they -nd someone to love and settle 
or simply leave and forever become a shadow on the wall. And then 
they grow up. Their seed becomes a legacy of lostness, and that desire 
to range across mountains and Zoat down rivers stays deep in us still. 
”hat makes us wander from the -re  From the beat of the drums  
”ho’s here in the presence of the silence of the trees, and the in-nite 
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days when there is no one left  The universe keeps dividing itself in 
half, and yet the only world I live in is this one. 

To impregnate a planet, the full moon of a woman, this alien 
invasion sending all of a million and one ships in three bursts of 
blastDo—. ”hite sails gliding through the water. How can I save the 
natives without destroying what we have  ”hat appendages can we 
make when we don’t like the future  Create a monster, and make 
amendments to the document until it reads as insane. Into the girl’s 
arms, into an unraveling of culture, unwrapping myself from my own 
preconditioning. The last waning bows of sunshine stone me zuietly 
that shimmering orange towards the hori“on. Oet me be the sky that 
remembers all pink and nostalgic while looking at something new.

88888888888 I feel the !olt of my tube hitting and scraping the sloping 
side of the riverbank. I sit up, turn, and look around me and see a 
bamboo shack by the water, the limestone hills rolling in the distance, 
a dirt road that leads through the grasses back to Vang Vieng. A young 
woman tends the kitchen as her little boys play about in the front. 
A dog sits curled in the dirt, gnawing some bones, getting shooed by 
the broom on its backside as I approach the simple wooden table. I 
order spicy chicken salad, sticky rice, and beer. 0ob :arley sings in 
the background and everything is calm. Nverything seems still, the sun 
fro“en there in the middle of the sky in its la“y descent behind the palm 
trees. 



Chapter Eleven

Into the 
Himalayas

T he edge of the mountains was as far as my ride would go. I 
slipped some yuans in his hand and watched as he drove ob. 

I jegan my Hourney into the ,imalayask planning to hitchhi-e to the 
jorder or as close as I could get to itk jut halfCaCday passed jefore I saw 
another soul.

The sun was already starting to ma-e its wintry descent when I saw 
another person at a for- in the road. ,e was wearing an old Bhicago 
1ulls Hac-et and sitting crossClegged eating sun0ower seeds on the grass. 
,e had silver hair and walnut s-ink tiny crac-s of light in the places he 
smiled. ,e gestured for me to Hoin him. It felt as if we were the only 
two people for DLL miles. 

,e as-ed me where I was goingk how I was getting there. ,e lit up 
a cigarette as I pantomimed everything that would happen if I should 
fail to warn the Kalai Yama or prevent his -illers from carrying out 
their mission.

Bhicago 1ulls guy nodded thoughtfully and put out his cigarette.
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’Bome with mekE he gestured. ’Rut on your coat. ItWs going to je 
cold.E

I got on jac- and we rode higher and higher ajove the world. The 
wind cut li-e steel -nives. 'ven after jeing huddled down in all my 
geark furCtrimmed hood over my headk a pair of gloves on each handk 
and a pair of mittens on top of thosek my -nuc-les still caught frostjite 
from holding onto Bhicago 1ulls guyWs sides. Kespite the coldk I was 
in awe at the raw jeauty around me. I could almost touch the jlue s-y 
with my eyejrows and feel the snowy pea-s with my hands.

,ours laterk another for- in the road called us to rest. Fe stood on 
the edge of a clib and urinated togetherk watching our streams dissiC
pate into the ethereal nothingnessk never touching the valley jelow. 
Barpets of pines spi-ed the distant mountains as far as the eye could 
see. 8n icy stream tric-led jehind us as we lay there loo-ing up at the 
s-y ajove. Fe were at the top of the tree linek and I was zlled with 
that certain peace that comes with -nowing youxre 0oating ajove the 
clouds where nothing can touch you.

Minallyk we decided to get to it. This was the end of the road. BhicaC
go 1ulls guy was headed downhill while I would continue higher toC
wards the snow. It was a sad goodjye as I realiOed that he had projajly 
saved me from freeOing to death. I tried to give him some gas moneyk a 
symjolic gesturek jut he closed his eyes and shoo- his head. Fe waited 
there for the neGt rider to come. ,e would ma-e arrangements with 
the neGt person who passed jy. Ixd have to save my yuans to pay the 
new guy. 

There was almost no one on the road at this elevation. Fhen the 
new guy approached and lifted his face mas-k I got a jad feeling. ,e 
had a scraggly mustache and shifty eyesk a short and shitty character 
who seemed li-e he -ic-ed dogs. 1ut the li-elihood of someone else 
passing jefore nightfall was starting to fall jelow Oero. FeWd already 
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waited more than an hour in the freeOing cold to even see this guyk and 
I was pretty sure Bhicago 1ulls guy had plans other than riding into 
the glaciers.

Bhicago 1ulls guy wor-ed out a deal with this new ride. ,e turned 
to me and eGplained the situation. ,e wished he could ta-e me farther. 
,e wished he could do more.  Nouxve done more than enoughk  I told 
himk and in a sudden outjurst of emotionk emjraced him as he too- 
me in his avuncular grasp and patted me on the jac-. 8ll the whilek 
the new guy was projajly wonderingk  Ko these guys even -now each 
other9  

Fith a shout in the airk Bhicago 1ulls guy wished me luc-k and we 
juOOed ob in diberent directions. 

The new guy and I climjed higher and higher in elevationk and were 
surrounded jy a panorama of glaciers and snowCwhite faces scraping 
the silver jlue s-y ajove the clouds. 8t this elevationk there was only 
one mudCjric- shac- to mar- any sign of human eGistencek and it 
didnWt loo- li-e anyone was home. Fe passed stac-s of prayer roc-s 
perfectly piled along the roadsideS colored 0ags waving tangled and 
tattered jy the windk hanging onS surviving. 

qqqqqqqqqqq It was hard to Hudge the hourk for the sun seemed ajout 
even with us in altitude. There was no clear horiOon. The mountain 
pea-s rose maHestically ajove the cloudsk and as we jegan to descend 
through the joulders toward the downside of a roc-y facek we 0ew 
down a narrow roadk which wound ajout the mountainWs slippery 
edges. It happened in slowCmotion. The whole world seemed li-e it 
was tilting. It too- me a moment to understand what was happening. 
The mountains seemed to have lifted themselves up from the roots of 
the earth and were turning themselves sideways. Fe were no longer in 
communication with the earth. Fe were falling. 
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qqqqqqqqqqq I reached out my hand to stop the earth from spinning 
at the last moment. That moment of znally hitting the groundk I felt 
nothing. 7y hand shot out automaticallyk my gloved hands ripping 
into the screaming gravelk the crash and downhill iceCslide which now 
dragged us toward the howling edge. I dug into whatever I could graj 
as if I could somehow stop thisk clawing with all my might until there 
was nothing left of the gloves eGcept my zngersk the rush of my heartk 
and then dar-ness.

Time passed. 
I came jac- to consciousness zrst. Fe were hanging halfway ob the 

edge of a mountain. "ne foot more and we wouldWve 0own over the 
side and smashed into little red satin stains li-e torn rijjons across the 
side of the snowy mountaink a little zre jurning for some yeti to spot 
in the distance and howl for our souls.

I crawled out from under zrst. The motorji-e was cumjersome to 
lift ob of usk pinned as we were jeneath it and hanging halfway ob the 
side of a clib. I managed to pull myself out from under and helped the 
new guy who was trapped jeneath the wheelk his legs dangling over 
the snowy deathCdrop. 

I pic-ed up the jac- end of the ji-e and struggled to -eep it standC
ing as the new guy rolled to safetyk groaning and holding his sides. I 
rolled the motorji-e a safe distance away from the edge and collapsed. 
I jlac-ed out again. 

Fhen I came tok I felt wetness. 7y hand was jleeding profusely 
through the glovek my zngers ca-ed with gravel miGing in with jits of 
jone. 7y coat and one leg of my Heans was slightly torn. It was mostly 
my hand that was the projlem. Than-fully it was only 0esh and jloodS 
no s-eleton was revealed. 

Kespite the miracle of our survivalk the new guy seemed focused on 
the jro-en headlightk which fair enoughk was smashed to smithereens. 
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,e groaned and cursed and rujjed his eljow in pain. I felt numj from 
adrenaline. I wondered how long it would je jefore this would start 
to sting.

Trained agents -now how to heal themselves in any situation. I 
deployed a roll of gauOe and moved li-e an 'agle !cout. It was imC
mediately soa-edk jut the pressure seemed su2cient to slow the loss 
of precious life 0uid. IWd need plenty of that to ma-e it out alive. 7y 
adrenaline would soon start to fallk and the cold would settle in with 
the setting of the sunk and the road would seem impossijly longk the 
horiOon jecoming a mirage.

’8re you o-ay9E I ventured to as- the new guyk who was now pic-C
ing up his motorji-e and starting ob in a deznite downhill direction. 

,e growled and grumjled li-e a 0eaCjitten mongrelk and it sudC
denly jecame very clear that he planned on ajandoning me there. 
8fter all weWd Hust jeen throughk I was eGpecting a little camaraderie. 
,e pointed to the roadk the road that seemed to fall into eternityk down 
to earth from the ridiculous height where we werek a point on the 
horiOonk that southern point of light. ,eWll meet me therek his torn 
glove said.

I watched dumjfounded as he lit a fresh cigarettek limped down the 
hill on his dead motorji-ek and li-e a ghost rode away into the horiOonk 
transforming into a small pub of smo-e on the tundra. 

I guess the old man was right. Itxs good to carry stones in your 
poc-ets. 

I tried to ta-e a shortcut through a zeld of mountain scruj and 
sage. 8fter an hour of ebortk wal-ing over and duc-ing under the 
stib jranchesk I found myself zghting through wrestling holds li-e 
a halfCnelsonk stretched and hanging li-e a scarecrow ready to get 
doujleCteamed and clojjered jy sprinting cactik holding hands to 
doujleCclothesline me to the ground. Two hours laterk I was jac- 
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where I startedk the sun sin-ing lower jehind the mountainsk down 
to earthk the white city in the distance. I could feel the wolves closing 
ink silently howling. I thought of lying there under the starry evening 
and freeOing to death in the snow. I thought of not jeing ajle to write 
my dying thoughts to 7y True Yovek my dreams of wal-ing up to 
that island jungalow where we fell in love Juic-ly fading. IWd always 
jelieved that despite how long it had jeenk she would je therek waiting 
for me to come homek the two of us in the water jeneath the cacao 
treesk ma-ing love to an audience of mon-eysk her cries in my eark her 
hand on my wet jac- as I fall jac-wards and ride a shooting star into 
space. ,ang onto dismal hope as you lie surrounded in snowS drift ob 
into the light with a jlissful smile as the wolves drag your froOen carcass 
to a secret place. 

Yight shined li-e an oasis. I saw movement on the horiOon. The 
glint and 0ash and trail of eGhaust jringing life to desolation. Fho 
sent you9 !ign of mercyk gift of angels and jlue dustk spar-ling from 
some distant heightk watching my travails. The truc- approached me 
li-e a dreamk 0eshingCout metallic through the haOy mirage. 

I waved frantically with my good handS the !P3 slowed and 
stopped to pic- me up. It was painted goldk and inside was a caj full 
of Tijetansk each of their faces jrown and rosyk smo-ing with the 
windows closedk cancer ran-ing fairly low on their list of concerns. 

I jegan jajjling and showed the driver my jloodilyCwrapped nuj. 
,e nodded and I got in. The truc- was warm and smo-y and thawed 
my jonesk which at that momentk seemed as stib as ice. 

8s we drove obk the sun seemed to hang in the air Hust ajove the 
horiOonk everything painted the golden color of peach and yellow hues. 
I saw a white city glowing in the distance as I came in and out of 
consciousness. The golden !P3 sped li-e a shout echoing into the 
nothingness. I saw wild horses running across the plains. 



T'YY 7' F,'6' T" ?" F,'A F' R86T VD

7ountains loomed high and zelds of yellow winter grass stretched 
into eternity. I listened to the driver chanting mantrask his voice deep 
and gravelly li-e the OmS a deep sense of comfort washed over mek and I 
passed out against the window. 8t the end of the horiOonk in a glowing 
jeam of lightk the white city lay aheadk waiting for me. 

Fe drove toward the golden horiOon and passed that guy still 
coasting along on his jattered motorji-e with the dead engine. I saw 
him now with motoring goggles over his eyesk jeard froOen with snot 
crusted all over his face. 

 Muc- youk juddy4  I screamed out the window as we roared pastk 
laughing li-e a maniac. The Tijetans loo-ed at me puOOledk wondering 
what -ind of psycho theyWd Hust pic-ed up ob the road. 

 Nou donxt understandk  I eGplained.  I -now him. Fe crashed 
together. ,e left me for dead. 

7y eGplanations ran a mile long and swirled li-e cigarette smo-e 
around the driverxs headk who closed his eyes while driving somehow 
and in a deep gravelly voice chanted prayers of a mystical power and 
energy and lulled me into a deep sleep.

,ours must have passed. Then there was only dar-ness. The TiC
jetans dropped me ob in front of a dusty little juilding at a one street 
trading post. There seemed to je little else jut a canteen and a clinic for 
miles and milesk only the loneliness of the steppes jeyond. I wal-ed inC
side the clinic and called out to see if anyone is home. 8 college studentk 
loo-ing li-e the Aepali version of Koogie ,owserk came down the 
staircase. Fithout as-ing Juestionsk he started carefully unwrapping 
the jloodied gauOek now stained a deep jurgundy. I winced and gritted 
my teeth as he pulled out jits of gravel with the precision of a Heweler. 

7y  hand  was  wrapped  in  fresh  white  jandages.  I  too-  the 
pain-illers he oberedk and without wordsk without soundk gestured 
that I felt lightheadedk feverish. ’8ltitude sic-nesskE Koogie said. ’Nou 
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came up too fast. Nour jody has no oGygen. NouWll je in pain for ajout 
a wee-. 7ayje forever. Kepends. Try to drin- lots of 0uids. . .E

'verything went dar- again. 
I found myself staring at a monastery sitting at the top of a mounC

tain. I was standing at the gates greeted jy a white ya-. 1eyond there 
were two Tijetan angels. "ne angel held a puppy. 8nother held the 
leash to a giant dog. ’FonWt you ta-e a picturek jrother9E they called.

!omething ajout the symmetry and the way they called me jrother 
made me not refuse. I held the leash and puppy and stood there 
smiling. It was the last photograph jefore I would je reincarnated into 
my neGt form. Iust a -eepsa-e you receive later on in Airvana when you 
znally jecome enlightened and rescued from the endless repetition 
of lifek living and dying over and over again until znally you realiOe 
that it doesnWt matter. NouWre greeted at the gate jy two fairCloo-ing 
maidens with white dogs and a white ya- and told to smile in ’J. . . H. . . 
D4E 8nd the shutter clic-s and youWre handed an uncountajle amount 
of Rolaroidsk all ta-en at the end of one Huncture of incarnation to 
another. In this photok you are Bhinese. In this photok you are an 
8merican. In this photok you are a Iew. In this photok you are 8frican. 
In this photok you are a mon-ey. In this photok you are a frog. 

qqqqqqqqqqq I wal-ed amongst the spirits of limjo in this jeautiful jorC
der town of living and dying. 'verywhere I loo-ed there were young 
mon-sk cheerful guides into the afterlifek wal-ing ajout in jurgundy 
rojes and shaved headsk rosy chee-s and jrown creases in white smiles. 
They folded their hands and jowed their heads in greeting as I passed 
jy. I did li-ewise.

qqqqqqqqqqq 8t the top of the hillk I arrived at the main temple. It 
was a grand old structure fortized jy great white walls and dusted 
jy jlowing sands from the mountains surrounding. The eGpanse of 
the jlue supernal seemed endless and touched the very realm of the 
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inznite itself. The endless plains of desolation jetween this life and 
the neGt stretched in eternal emptiness where wandering spirits 0ew 
ajout searching for a way to the neGt life. 

qqqqqqqqqqq Bovered jy a heavy jrown curtain parted Hust in the middlek I 
wal-ed into a sanctuary full of older mon-s seated and chanting medC
itations within the incenseCjurning dar-ness. The great hall vijrated 
with a deep rumjle of meditating mon-s. I held a stic- of incense and 
stared at the golden 1uddha jefore usk unsure of what to say or how 
to prayk my stic- smoldering with jlue wisps of smo-e rising in the 
goldCcho-ed dar-ness. 

qqqqqqqqqqq I entered a sanctuary emjlaOoned with the stars of jrightly 
colored tile moving in swirls joth cloc-wise and countercloc-wisek 
alternating with the spin of pinwheels in an everCchanging wind. 

qqqqqqqqqqq ’!top right therekE a voice said from the dar-ness.
qqqqqqqqqqq 8s I turnedk a mon- materialiOed from the shadowsk his jald 

head gleaming and his eyes glitteringk his roje drenched in jurgundy 
jlood.q 

’FeWve jeen waiting for you.E
qqqqqqqqqqq ’I -now.E
qqqqqqqqqqq The mon- seemed stunnedk jut only for a moment.
qqqqqqqqqqq q’Fhere you going9E the mon- as-ed mek eyeing me curiously. 

’ItWs not your time yet.E
qqqqqqqqqqq ’IWm Hust following the signsk to the highest mountain.E
qqqqqqqqqqq The mon- smiled -nowingly.
qqqqqqqqqqq ’Bomek I show you.E
qqqqqqqqqqq ,e led me through the door to a sunny courtyard jeneath the 

jright jlue s-y. !itting lotusCposition on the ground surrounded jy a 
pep sJuad was a mon- pouring trails of sand jetween his zngertipsk 
the sand of a million colors transforming the concrete into a mandala 
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spinningk spinning a wheel of life and death. 8s sand 0owed freely 
from his -nuc-lek zve pea-s formed on top of the clouds. 

qqqqqqqqqqq ’The zve pea-s of 7erukE the mon- saidk Juietly touching 
me on the shoulder and loo-ing me in the eye. ’,ome of the gods.E

qqqqqqqqqqq 8s I continued to watchk the mandala was completed. 
The mon-s cheered eGcitedly and ojserved in wonder at the detail and 
perfection of the artistWs hand. The sand formed a chrysanthemum of 
colorsk twirling li-e a -aleidoscopek wrapping me deeper into its wej.

qqqqqqqqqqq The artist jowed his head and jegan murmuring a prayer 
to which all of the mon-s calmed themselves and folded their hands 
respectfully in prayerk and as if in answerk a wind came from the east 
and jegan scattering the colored sand in diberent directions.

qqqqqqqqqqq ’Ao4E I cried and moved to recapture the lost grainsk jut the 
mon- held me zrmly and shoo- his head. 

qqqqqqqqqqq Fe watched as the mandala was slowly ojliteratedk the sand 
in all directionsk and the mon-s themselves jegan to part.



Chapter Twelve

What the Hell is 
in Those Shakes?

T he next morning always hits you as a sort of surprise. You're 
somehow still alive. There are greenish-brown kaces all over 

your dlothes anI the beI. The room is Iarc. There's no view of any-
thing from behinI those durtains besiIes another guesthouse. J looc 
anI see  adcy's golIen-brown hair fanneI arounI a pillow wearing my 
t-shirt anI boxers. 

FFFFFFFFFFF ’lashbadcs of the night before dreep badc into my heaI. J turn 
anI see someonejs half-IreaIeI tangle of hair in a beI adross the room. 
The Iong-,ointV whidh we haI attempteI to roll out of Mietnamese 
durrendy for ladc of rolling papersV lays there IeaI anI baIly singeI. 
Nore weeI lays drumbleI arounI the Iresser.  ergen domes out of beI 
in womenjs panties. J looc unIer the blancet anI gasp. “one of us 
seem to be wearing proper unIerwear.

FFFFFFFFFFF OGh. Ny. !oI. Tace o” my cnidcersAK  adcy sdreams. OHdtuallyV 
wait. Ueep it on. Ueep it onAK 
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FFFFFFFFFFF OWan you stop yelling" Ny heaI feels lice itjs going to exploIeVK 
 ergen mumbles.

FFFFFFFFFFF O;here the hell are we" ;hat dountry is this"K J dry.
FFFFFFFFFFF J EnI myself Irifting badc to the ’ull Noon 9arty. ’ire shows 

anI Ere Ianding all arounI us. ;e IediIe we are weary of aldohol 
anI agree to Io mushroom shaces insteaI. ;e let Naya guiIe us into 
the trandeV eadh of us tacing a dup anI Iowning it anI noting that it 
tastes sort of lice vanilla ide dreamV only therejs a grainy feeling at the 
enI. D!et all that inS thatjs the psilodybinVD Naya motheringly doadhes. 
DThat's where the spores are. 6ememberV stay positive. Hlign your 
dhacras.D 

Lverything seems to be going well. ;e thinc nothing of itV ,ust 
another mysterious Irinc we have dolledtively IediIeI to toss badc lice 
Uool-HiI at a  onestown retreatV no big Ieal. !et in toudh with your 
spiritual siIeV your other siIeV the parts that lurc in the night. The 7  
senses our dhemidal dhange anI plays the same reggae song over anI 
over again. “ot only Io we en,oy the enIless repetitionS we IemanI 
it. ;e sing the lyrids all wrong anI are strudc by how these worIs 
somehow Iesdribe the momentV the feeling we have been seardhing for 
all night. 

I’m going to put on my iron shirt
And fly to outer space.
The singerjs voide is a raspy  amaidan. ;e danjt be sure what he 

means. Therejs a huge dirdle of IandersV anI everyone ,ust goes in the 
miIIle anI adts lice a fool. 2ome Iande by ,umping arounI on one 
foot to the other. Gthers move their arms in waves anI twist their 
hanIs as if dasting a spell. There is openness anI safety in this plade. 
There is a pregnant moon above us. Lveryone is beautiful. Lveryone 
is perfedt ,ust the way they are. J dan see their souls in their eyes. J 
feel the fellowship of these gentle spiritsV anI J wonIer how anything 
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that has ever happeneI happeneIV anI then forgetV bedause of this 
overpowering feeling of love. The love is so strong J grab a strangerjs 
hanI anI ciss it for no reason at all. J Io this several times.F 

JjI been Ioing nothing but Irincing mysterious beverages for the 
last z8 hours. This thought domes sweeping past me as J suIIenly 
feel my stomadh a gurgling as though repladeI by a daulIron ElleI 
with a bubbling brew. Therejs a breacout of dolI sweatV a panidV anI 
J Buidcly Iive into the bushes Iown towarIs the water away from the 
party. J pray no one is macing love nearby as J lower my shorts ,ust 
a sedonI too late anI then grin anI bear it as the evaduation prodess 
begins. The sounI of the river mutes this sidcening dhorus of liBuiI 
anI mushrooms. Lverything J have ever eatenV IrancV thought about 
eating or IrincingV has now exiteI the rodcet ship anI gone o” into 
spade. The river addepts my o”ering with her enIless songV anI J stanI 
there alone anI in the IarcV feet wetV shorts arounI my anclesV whidh 
are from what J dan guessV slightly shit-staineI. There are kashes of Ere 
in the air. ’lashbadcs of 427 programs in the Iarc. J see EreV tordhesV 
anI tortureI fades lice melting ide dream IistorteI in the hellEre of war 
anI savagery. The night lights up with dhemidals trailing domet tails 
anI falling starsV kares above the trees. There are sdreams in the night. 
H shaIow agendy Iosing solIiers strapping sculls to movie theater 
seats. J watdh traumatid moments of another life over anI over on 
repeat. J am an animateI Ieer. Punters shoot my mother. J never even 
see who they are. J ,ust feel myself running anI feel her fall behinI onto 
the earth. Per boIy is wet. 6ide paIIies light up with napalm. Hn 
orange vapor dreeps into the ,ungle lice dander anI instantly Iedays all 
that it toudhesV the dountry a forest of Ieath. The worlI bedomes ElleI 
with ghosts. Powling 1ombies invaIe a villageV burn it to the grounIV 
shoot fathers anI brothers anI sonsV all blinIfolIeI with their hanIs 
behinI their badcsV bullets anI then a holeV the sdreams of mothersV 
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wivesV anI Iaughters as Iidcs harIen in the open air anI the prodession 
begins. H little sister dries out. J gnash my teeth anI try to save her anI 
EnI the badc of my heaI smasheI by rike butt. J feel nothing. The Elm 
replays again.

Ny dhacras feel nauseous anI sidc. The feeling passes anI J EnI the 
resolve to dome badc to damp. 4ice an animal moving in the IarcnessV 
J simply adt. J wash my ass with waterV my feetV my anclesV anI give my 
shorts as an o”ering to the river goIIessV whidh taces them anI senIs 
them koating Iown durrent into the impenetrable Iarcness where 
these evil thoughts will stay. J stare into a Ere. The all-donsuming Iande 
of a kame. ;hy Io they IandeV the life of a EreV the life of a soulV 
Ianding as they Iie" Qut only we cnow theyjre Iying. Gnly they cnow 
how glorious it is to Iande on Ere anI Iie.

DGh my goIV where have you been"A ;hat are you wearing" Js that 
a. . ."K  adcy begins hooting with laughterV then suIIenly stops anI 
dontinues her plea. OPejs hereA ;hat am J going to Io"K

O;ith the tranny"K J ascV my voide traveling some vast Iistande of 
spadeV mesmeri1eI by the kameV somehow cnowing who anI what we 
are talcing about anI answering via raIio waves.

O“oV some other birI. GhV wace upA 2nap out of itA J neeI you to 
walc with me. J danjt let him see me alone. You saiI you woulI be my 
frienIS now dome onAK

2omething tells me J may not be the best man for the ,obV but Iamn 
itV Jjm all shejs got. 2eardhing for NayaV 9apricaV or  ergen is out at this 
point. J have a terrible feeling that if J go in among the IandersV J may 
never return.

O;hat Io we Io"K J asc nervouslyV my fear growing in-synd with 
hers. J breac my eyes away from the hypnotid kame anI looc at her. 
The wreath of kowers from a love-fest sits fresh in her hairV but it loocs 
lice she somehow manageI to esdape.
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O;ejve got to get badc to the guesthouse. ;ejll stay there anI 
regroup. J dan dhange anI you danV wellV you Io whatever you want. 
7o you have the ceys"K

OThere are no ceys.K
OGhV dome onAK
O;hidh Iiredtion is it" ;here are we" The mushrooms were poi-

soneIA J danjt see anythingAK
;e run blinIly for what seems lice a very long timeV but mustnjt 

have been that long bedause we bump straight into  adcyjs olI kame 
with his new birIV as  adcy woulI sayV probably hoping for a bump-in 
,ust so he doulI Iisplay his sexual anI emotional wellness to her. This 
 adcy piede by piede surmises for us later in the room.

OHntonioAK
Pejs a lot Ii”erent from what J imagineI. J sort of pidtureI him to 

be a strapping 2idilian with thidc brown hair tieI in a ponytail wearing 
white linen shirts to ripple over his musdles as he 1ips arounI on his 
Mespa. Jt dertainly seemeI that way when she haI redounteI her Iays 
in 6ome. OJtalians are lovely. 2ome of the most hospitable people in 
the worlI.K

OYou mean waiters anI guys who are trying to get you into beI" 
Those Jtalians"K

OYoujve got to go.K
Pe loocs lice he has a unibrow with a hooceI nose anI eyes ElleI 

with superiority. Jn another lifeV he woulI have been a donspiring 
6oman senator. Hll this J perdeive through Erst impressionV but the 
more J dondentrateV the more he seems to looc lice an ostridh in a 
Mersade shirt with an Lthiopian supermoIel besiIe him. 

OPelloV  adcy. ;here you running o” to"K the ostridh opens its 
beacV smiling.
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OG” with my boyVK  adcy says nondhalantly as J stanI there anI 
stare open-moutheI at the Hfridan girljs boIy wrapV whidh is Ied-
orateI with tropidal kowers in respiring bloom tenIrils durling anI 
undurling over her boobs. 2he in turnV amuseIlyV anI then Iisapprov-
inglyV returns my stare. 

OPello boyVK Hntonio says donIesdenIingly. O7oesnjt speac Lng-
lishV Ioes he" Nust be nide to Enally hear yourself talc.K

OPe speacs. !o onV speacAK  adcy dommanIsV elbowing me now.
O2JRH;UAK 
OMery nideV  adcy.K
Gn a better IayV he woulInjt have daught me in a Mietnamese 

ride-hat anI oversi1eI novelty sunglasses. ;orse still is the Qeer 4ao 
shirt J am now wearing lice a Iiaper.

OPave funV HntonioVK  adcy says doolly anI leaIs me away slowlyV 
anI then in a maI Iash to esdape.

OGh my goIV that was the worst thing that doulIjve happeneIAK 
 adcy dries as we sprint blinIly through the trees. O;hy IiInjt you say 
anything" HdtuallyV noA Jtjs better you IiInjt say anythingA ;ejve got 
to go badc to the guesthouse. Therejs the roaI. Gh goIV we looc dra1y. 
Hm J all right"K

;e stop besiIe the last tordhV whidh separates us from the all-en-
dompassing Iarcness anI the menading darnival of streetlights aheaI. 
The blue-green planets of her eyes burst into kames.

OYoujre EneVK J lie.
OJ danjt believe hejs in Mang Mieng. Pe mustjve followeI me here. 

;hat a psydhoA ;ellV J hope hejs happy. Jtjs saI that he dame all the way 
here. Hre you even listening" “oV of dourse youjre not. Youjre staring 
at the blooIy wall.K

;ejve manageI to readh the room somehow running through a 
Ielirium to the Ioor. 9ornographid visions of !anIhi anI lost dhil-



TL44 NL ;PL6L TG !G ;PL“ ;L 9H6T 353

Iren anI even more lost aIults anI Iogs. ’ade-paintV neon dolorsV 
savage howlingV laughter edhoing eerily in the alleys. 

O2tay o” JnstagramVK J reply from an ethereal Iistande trying my 
best to be helpfulV but EnIing it IiKdult to dondentrate as vines anI 
tenIrils anI lotus kowers grow lice mystidal spiIer webs along dradcs 
in the plaster. O ealousy is a fruitless emotion. Jt never adhieves any-
thing but the sadriEde of your happiness anI well-being.K 

ONe"  ealous" Gf her" 9leaseA Jf hejs happyV then gooI for himA 
;hat Io J dare" Pow dan you dompare me to her"K

O7iI you see her aura" 2he was lice a neon goIIess.K
 adcy gives me a loocV anI then sighs anI rolls her eyes.
OQlooIy hell. Naybe J shoulIjve Iranc my shace after all.K
OYou IiInjt"K
2he smiles guiltily.
OJ barely even sippeI mine.K
O;hat" Qut badc there. . . You were all . . .K
OJ felt something beforeV but Jjm sobereI up now after seeing him. 

To be honestV Jjve never Ione Irugs before. J Ionjt even smoce grass. 
J thought JjI try the shaces onde hereV but J Ionjt cnow. J dhangeI 
my minI. Jjm not really a Irug person. J ,ust wanteI something that 
woulI mace me feel . . .K

OTransdenIent"K
OJ Ionjt cnow. WhristV Jjm 1oncers.K
O;aitA 7onjt moveA The light in your eyesA J dan see your soulAK
2he dodcs her heaIV but Ioesnjt moveV stanIing in front of the beI 

where Jjm now sittingV the light above her heaI forming that halo not 
unlice the one J Erst saw.

OYou remember when we Erst met"K
OYou mean yesterIay"K
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OJ thinc it was the Iay before. J lieI when J saiI J IiInjt see you. J 
saw you doming o” the bus. The sun was rising. You were stretdhing 
anI then you starteI walcing o” into the wooIs. There was this mo-
ment when the sun toudheI your hairV anI these two white butterkies 
dame out of nowhere anI were kuttering arounI your heaI lice a halo. 
You looceI lice a forest spirit or a goIIess or something. J wasnjt even 
sure if you were real.K

OJjm the spirit of the roaIVK she says anI toudhes my fade anI points 
my eyes up at hers. The deiling is ElleI with shaIowsV the faint redol-
ledtions of a night unIer starry rekedtionV the feebleness of a danoeV 
cnowing you are out there in vast inEnite spadeV a tiny thing so fragile 
anI helplessV in the arms of a beautifulV loving universe. Per eyes looc 
into mineV bladc holes swirling anI tacing in everything of a momentV 
afraiI to lose itV tacing it anI turning it into another worlI where 
imagination Iesigns the outlines of things that onde were. 

OJjm going to shower up. Hre you doming"K
2he stanIs at the Ioorway in her muI-staineI biciniV preparing to 

unIressV loocing at me.
OYesVK J agree slowly. OJ suppose J shoulI.K
OWome on then.K
J rise from the beI anI follow her into the bathroom. The room is 

yellow anI smells lice ,ungle fungi anI strawberry shampoo. J stanI 
anI watdh as she starts the waterV readhes out anI toudhes itV letting the 
water pour o” her hanI. 2he turns anI taces o” her bicini topV thenV 
with the same nondhalandeV removes her bottoms. 2he is shaveI. 

O7iI you Io that for me"K J ascV not sure howV but EnIing J am now 
stanIing naceI before her. Ny Iiaper has slippeI magidally away into 
the forest never to be seen again.

O7onjt be absurIVK she repliesV anI brings me into the water. ;e 
stanI below the poorly worcing shower unIer a Iri11le of naceI anI 
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wetV stanIing fade to fade lice animals meeting suIIenly in the forest. 
“ot threateneIV but startleIV duriosity warming with attradtionV the 
water warm anI dolI at onde Iri11ling slowly Iown one siIeV half 
her siIe anI mine. 2he pulls me against her anI cisses me with lips 
that softly tasteV then tace with passion my lips anI tongue. J feel the 
grit wash away from our boIies anI smoothen the layers of Iirt anI 
savagery that we are. J feel her readh Iown anI guiIe me anI water 
Irifts Iown my dhest to my stomadh anI J feel suIIenly envelopeI in 
blissful warmth all over. 

OJjm insiIe youVK J gasp in bewilIerment as the thing whidh is 
happening is happening.

2he slaps me adross the fade anI cisses me harIV holIs her arms 
arounI my nedc as J lift her lice a daveman anI rade with maIness badc 
into the roomS she sits on top of meV Iripping wetV straIIling me now 
on the beI.

2he riIes me with a passion fueleI by longingV regretV heartadheV 
anIV fudc itV revenge.

O7o you love her"K  adcy ascs breathlesslyV pausing nowV biting my 
nedc.

O’udcA YesAK
O7o you want to be with her"K she doosV anI Iigs her nails into my 

dhest. 
O;hat"K J looc at her with fear.
O7o. . . you . . . miss . . . her"K she shoutsV pounIing the emphasis 

of eadh worI with her boIy. 
O. . . YesA . . . ’udcA . . .K 
OWlose your eyes. 9retenI Jjm her. ’udc me lice your tranny girlAK
O2he wasnjt. . . a trannyAK
J dlose my eyesV grit my teethV anI slowly dount to 35. . . 
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J dan still hear the sounI of the motor from the rigger bounding us 
up anI Iown against the dhopV the water dlear anI sparcling turBuoise 
blueV a dolor that woulI always stay with you onde you haI seen itV 
swam in itV felt its warmth against your boIyV swimming out to the 
Iistant buoyV resting against a bla1ing sdreen of sapphires. The la1y 
hot air anI the dool 9adiEd winIs. 2he dame to tell me my frienI haI 
left the night before. J IediIeI to stay. 2he haI smoothV Iarc legs. H 
beadh bungalow all to myself anI the hot sanI anI palm trees anI 
sparcling seaV its waves lulling hypnotidally. 2he worceI the bar on that 
tiny islanI. 

O;hat was her name"K  adcy ascs me as J lay on top of her nowV 
cissing her nedc as she holIs my heaI in her hanIsV my fade burieI 
somewhere in her golIen brown hair. 

J remember how she looceI in the moonlightV in the hammodcV 
staring out at the odean. You doulI hear the waves in the Iistande. Per 
silhouette in silver. 2he went badc to her bungalow arounI sunrise. 

O7o you want to dome from behinI"K  adcy ascs.
OYesV please.K
 adcy gets on the beI anI ardhes her badcV hanIs anI cneesV turning 

her fade up to me in that moment of weldome anI longingV winding 
anI biting her lipV drying anI forming worIs that wonjt dome out. Per 
eyes turBuoise as the odeanV the bungalowV the moonlight IesdenIing 
through the open winIowV the sounI of a drashing sea. J feel myself 
holIing on tightlyV so tightly it feels lice Jjll breac. Ny hanIsV my 
EngersV her hair grippeI between my cnudclesV J grit my teeth anI 
shout as she dries out louIerV louIerV anI watdh as snow begins falling 
from the sciesV falling upon the sanIV glittering the paraIise shores 
with a drystal whiteV the moonlight turning everything silverV snowing 
harIerV harIerV harIerV anI harIer. . .
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OJjN 2HN JHNA JjN 2HN JHNA JjN 2HN. . . J. . . HNNNN-
NNNNAK

Ny True 4ove loocs at me from the hammodc where she liesV looc-
ing out at the open winIow at the sea batheI in moonlightV her fade 
in shaIow. ;e run through the sanI glittering with drystal snow. 2he 
taces a hanIful of the stu” anI marvels at it in aweV then with a dry 
of Ielight rubs a hanIful on my dheec. J feel nothing. J see nothing. J 
dlose my eyes anI try to see Ny True 4ovejs fade. J see Iarcness. J see 
moonlightV her naceI boIy on the beI.



Chapter Thirteen

A Reverse Wig

I  woke  up  with  a  freshly  bandaged  hand,  wrapped  in  a 
blood-stained and somewhat torn parka. Weak sunlight Tltered 

into a diner, empty but for one man. chis of Mourse was none other 
than Zr. Hen. vis faMe was like a beaming Mhestnut, perfeMtly sha’ed 
and round, his stoMky frame aMMented with a pink Eowery apron. veSs 
in the business of slinging short-staMks and making friends, standing 
in the street and Malling to any foreigners who wander down vappy 
jast  treet. It “ust so happened I was dragged in.

!!!!!!!!!!! Yvey? Aou awake now. Aou fall in the street.  omeone piMk you 
up and bring you to me. Aou a foreigner, huhC GmeriManC Aou looks 
Dhinese. vere, drink this. ”reen tea with ginger and honey. chis help 
you. Aou got altitude siMkness. Aou look like dying? vee hee? Rrink, 
drink?x

!!!!!!!!!!! I reaMhed out with c-LeO arms that seemed to tremble from the 
weight of the mug, set the steaming hot Mup down on the table, and 
sipped from the rim like a Mhild. che steam entered my sinuses and 
Mleared the impenetrable Mlouds that swirled about my dome. chere 
was ’isibility on the mountain.
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I looked at Zr. Hen in amaBement as he giggled with glee.  ome-
thing about the hot steam, the lemon Bing, the sweet honey, and the 
sharp ginger re’i’ed me for at least a few moments of relief. I had 
enough energy to sit up now. I hadnSt eaten for what felt like days. Zr. 
Hen got started on a plate of MhiMken fried riMe, something that would 
go down easy. I Mould barely get the spoon to my mouth without losing 
half of it along the way, but he pretended not to notiMe. ve made me 
feel at homeK he let me eat and did most of the talking. ve mostly 
talked about all his fan mail, the letters and postMards that adorn his 
Yhall of fame.x Gnd there they were, in snapshot, in MariMature and 
frame, the mayor of maple syrup and all of his friends.

I got about half of the plate in my stomaMh before the eUeMts of the 
ginger tea wore thin. I felt like passing out. Zr. Hen stretMhed me out in 
the booth, threw a blanket on me, took my shoes oU, and brought the 
portable heater Mloser to my feet. chere was no way I Mould possibly 
thank him. Zy life forMe was Mompletely drained as if suMked away by 
phantom parasites. j’ery Mell depleted of oOygen. Zy entire body was 
gasping to breathe. 8ut at least I Mould die with warm feet.

Ground lunMhtime, I was able to sit baMk up and drink a little more 
tea. Zr. Hen was desMribing the sMenes on vappy jast  treet during the 
summer horse festi’al, his gentle way of admonishing me for Moming 
at suMh a foolish time of year and in suMh a state. Yj’erybody Mom-
ing from their home and meeting here? Zany, many people? Zany, 
many horses? vorses e’erywhere? 8ig horses, fast horses, good-looking 
horses. ”ood-looking girls, too?x he giggles. YGll the streets Tlled with 
cibetan horse-riders. cibetan learn to ride horse when they are “ust 
a baby? cibetan people lo’e horses? chey Mome and raMe and danMe 
and sing. Zany, many drinking? j’erybody ha’e a good time? Zy 
restaurant busy day and night?x
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 uddenly Zr. Hen Mut his narrati’e short and “umped up from the 
table with a huge grin on his faMe, stepped outside and yelled, 9Aou? 
vey you? vey? Dome here? Dome here?9 gestiMulating fer’ently. 

9Ro you know himC9 I asked Zr. Hen as he MaMkled with glee.
91o, but look? ve Moming? ve Moming?9
I bolted upright seeing the guitar Mase on the strangerSs baMk and 

instantly en’isioned the weapons within. chis was one of InterpolSs 
Mlean-up Mrew sent to take me out, to put an end to the mission, 
destroy all e’idenMe, Mlose the Tle and seal my Masket with a tidy little 
bow. ve looked like a tra’eling musiMian, a ’agabond with a  herpa 
hat on his head. vis bearded smile and twinkling eyes met mine, and 
in that moment, I knew I was being replaMed.

YRonSt do it here. 1ot in Zr. HenSs restaurant,x I said weakly.
YI heard this was the plaMe for banana panMakes,x the stranger 

smiled, setting down his guitar Mase. 
9IS’e got a guesthouse. ItVs a real pieMe of shit,x I said between 

wheeBing breaths. YRo it there. 1o one will mind the mess.9 
9 ounds great?x the stranger grinned. Y1othing I like better than 

staying in a pieMe of shit room? Zy name is Loi.x
9Zy name is  am. chereSs some things I need to tell you. chings 

you wonSt belie’e,x I said, looking white in the faMe. Y8ut ISll need 
some help getting out of here. I feel like ISm dying.9

9 ay no more? I am your happy Mompanion. 8ut Trst, some pan-
MakesC ISm star’ing?x

YI lo’e this?9 Zr. Hen Mheered. 9Aou Mome from your way and you 
Mome from your way, and you meet here and go together? Aou want 
panMakeC Doming right up?x

Gs Zr. Hen went in the baMk to Eip staMks, Loi and I loMked eyes, 
eaMh of us Boomed in, sFuinting, knowing, ready to show our Mards. 
Loi took out his and I took out mine. Zine slapped the tableK his 
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made a Mlear thud. ve broke out into an open grin now, displaying to 
my astonishment pages of notes tattooed with foreign Mities spanning 
T’e Montinents at least, insMribed and MirMled in helter-skelter sMrawl, 
Mrossed and slashed with Fuestion marks about Eying oU to spaMe to 
reassure himself that no real Mommitments were truly made until the 
“ob was TnishedK the daily planner was used as a diary instead. I looked 
at my own skitter-sMatter of 0ost-Its and napkins, some of my notes 
used as aMtual napkins, and felt engulfed in shame. vow many “obs had 
he doneC vow many missions MompletedC Gnd now he was Moming 
to replaMe me, a washed-up agent with no Mlue where to go or how to 
make the neOt mo’e. ve was an eOplorer of alleyways and side streets, 
a Monnoisseur of street food, a Murator of handiMrafts, bus depots and 
train stations to him being the eternal waiting rooms of lo’e. ve did 
the “ob with romanMe and style, a real member of the old-sMhool. I 
MouldnSt help but feel impressed. 

I watMhed his panMakes disappear between sentenMes. We were now 
beyond the pleasantries of introduMtion. ve had “ust Mome from cibet 
while I was headed in that direMtionK our paths were MrissMrossing here 
at the border. I gradually began to relaO, sensing that he was a messen-
ger and not a replaMement, as I had feared. 8ut if he was sent to bring 
me intelligenMe, he was less than forthMoming about it. vis manner 
was indireMt, yet ’erboseK a matter of gleaning grain from syrup. Why 
was he being so e’asi’eC Was Zr. Hen a snitMhC

Y1o tra’eler should e’er go in the same direMtion as another. Gs 
for me, I ha’e no plans. I follow the stars guided only by my empty 
stomaMh and desire for sleep. PMMasionally, there is musiM and lo’e. I 
might end up in India again. I was in 3aranasi for a month learning 
transMendental meditation. chatSs where che 8eatles wrote the White 
Album. If that album was a woman, I would marry it.x

YISm more of a Black Album kind of guy.x
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Loi laughed. 
YItSs a shame. We MouldS’e gone to cibet together. It was Fuite an 

eOperienMe. 8ut ISm not going there again. I would seriously reMonsider 
going if I were you. che situation is dark. I wouldnSt reMommend it.x

YI Man handle the Mold. ISm almost starting to en“oy it.x
I Monstantly felt numb.
YItSs not the Mold you should be worried about. ItSs the Dhinese,x 

Loi paused, glanMing around the empty restaurant, Montinuing in a 
whisper. Yche Dhinese ha’e soldiers on e’ery street. Aou ManSt get in 
or out. I was luMky I was able to esMape without too muMh trouble. I 
ha’e an Israeli passport. 8ut youC Gn GmeriManC 4orget it. cheySre too 
afraid of people Tnding out. chey want to keep it Fuiet.x

Y"eep what FuietCx I asked, my eyes growing wider.
Yche rebellion,x he FuiMkly murmured into his syrup and smiled 

up at Zr. Hen, who Mame and stood neOt to the table.
Yvow do you like itCx
Y8est panMakes IS’e had in my life?x Loi grinned.
Yj’erybody say that?x Zr. Hen beamed proudly. YAou boys going to 

’isit Pld cownC Walking take one hour. 1ot muMh time. Dome baMk 
early. 1o lights in Pld cown. vard to see? vee hee? 8e Mareful of wild 
dog?x

YGh, Pld cown,x Loi sang. YG nostalgiM stroll through the last 
standing ’estiges of past Mi’iliBations, a miOing of oohs and aahs with 
remorse for the things we ha’e lost through the modern age. G MhanMe 
to romantiMiBe the pastoral lifestyle while mourning the loss of anMient 
traditions. What do you reMommend, Zr. HenCx

Yvmm. . . x Zr. Hen rubbed his sha’ed head in thought. Y1ot 
muMh to do now. coo Mold for hiking. ”round froBen, no good for 
horse. Zaybe ’isit monastery and see sky burialCx
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Y ky burialCx I eMhoed, and the bandage on my right hand began 
throbbing with a glowing forMe.

YG beautiful representation of death and a new beginning,x Loi 
launMhed in. Yche body of the deMeased is Married to the top of a 
mountain and oUered to the ’ultures. chey eat the body to the bone. 
chen the monks will Mrush the bones into powder, and the ’ul-
tures will Monsume e’en that. Gll of oneSs essenMe returning baMk into 
life through death, the ne’er-ending MyMle. vopefully, theySll return 
somewhere Mloser to 1ir’ana, the end of all MyMles.x

Yche end of all MyMles,x I whispered. YPf Mourse.x
YI donSt like ’ulture. jat dead animal. 'gly, too. 1ot good dhar-

ma,x Zr. Hen said with a shake of his head.
YWhere do we Tnd these Tlthy MreaturesCx I asked.
Ycop of mountain there is monastery. 4amous monastery. 8irth-

plaMe of se’en Ralai Nama. 3ery speMial temple. 8ut hard to walk. Aou 
okayCx

YPne more Mup of ginger tea should do it.x
8y late afternoon, we reaMhed the top of the mountain and stood 

before the gates of the temple. che sky was a blaBing blue diamond 
as we asMended higher up the stairMase, golden like a lionSs mane, the 
windblown dust. Loi helped me up the Tnal tier and leaned me against 
a stone. We turned in breathless awe at the endless plateaus before us. 
I Mould barely mo’e or speak, yet I felt a radiant energy. 

9GMMording to tradition, the Ralai Nama was an anMient soul who 
Mhose to reMyMle his soul o’er and o’er again throughout time to be 
reinMarnated as an infant born to lead the cibetan people. ve is more 
than their king. ve is more than their leader. Gs outsiders, it would 
be ’ery di5Mult to understand the spiritual MonneMtion the cibetan 
people ha’e with him.x
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YZaybe thatSs why they want him dead. Dut oU the head, the body 
follows.x

Loi nodded grimly. 
YISm afraid of what the army will Montinue to do to these people if 

they Tght baMk. cheySre Tghting now, e’en as we speak.x
DatMhing my breath, I hobbled o’er and “oined Loi at the preMipiMe. 

che wind whipped freely and sang.
YGt the end of the day, the trail always leads to yuans. What Mould 

they possibly want from cibetCx
Ychey say there are trillions in untapped mineral resourMes buried 

in the mountains,x Loi mused. chen he shook his head. Y8ut I think 
itSs more than that.x

che wind paused as a shower of light passed o’er the ’alley.
Yvow do the souls know to always return here, to the promised 

landCx
YItSs not “ust a matter of Eoating around in spaMe, I donSt think. 

Glthough some 8uddhist traditions do desMribe it that way. I think it 
is simply a dimension of reality we Mannot understand.x

Yche TfthCx
YZaybe higher.x
I gulped and stood on trembling legs beside Loi at the edge o’er-

looking the inTnite ’ista. Gbo’e us, I saw ’ultures MirMling. We Mlimbed 
up the endless white stone steps to the plaMe where the sky itself seemed 
to rip asunder and opened to great burgundy drapes parted in the 
middle, welMoming all who Mame wandering. 

We entered and found oursel’es immediately Mloaked in the dark-
ness of an empty prayer room. InMense burned softly in the distanMe, 
but the smell was tinged with something sulfurous. Gn e’il spirit, a 
bad ’ibe. Gll around us, demoniM deities bared the teeth of wild beasts 
in hell, a samsara that ne’er ends, born into endless lifetimes until a 
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Tnal desMent to the ’ery bottom, where’er that may go. vundreds of 
arms wa’ed in hypnotiM MirMles, a menaMing ’ibration. 

We stumbled farther in hopes of a smiling monk in waiting, happy 
to eOplain the religious signiTManMe of this nightmare, but nearly Mol-
lapsed in shoMk instead, both of us gripping eaMh other in horror and 
de’astation. We fell into a pit and found the deseMration of an anMient 
forest, trees of wisdom Mhopped down, sawed open, logged. che many 
faMes of 8uddha were Mrushed, dented, broken beyond healing, by riEe 
butt, hammer, and god knows what else.

9With the “ihadists destroying whatSs left of the giant 8uddhas in 
Gfghanistan, and the Dhinese destroying the ones in cibet, thereSll be 
nowhere left for people to go,x Loi spoke somberly. Yco pray, I mean.x

G giant bronBe 8uddha lay on its side before us, its Tngers still 
Murled in that symbol of eternal peaMe.

9Loi, didnSt you say that prayers are like energyC chat they Man e’en 
Mhange the shape of waterCx

YAes, absolutely.x
YWhat if that energy Man be seen in this other dimensionC chis 

world between worlds where the souls go before they return baMk to 
the MyMleC

YI suppose anythingSs possible in the spiritual realm.x
YRonSt you seeC chatSs why the Dhinese are destroying the 8ud-

dhas? cheySre like signal torMhes for the souls to follow baMk to their 
homeland? chere must be some life forMe, some interdimensional 
Mhannel that Montrols it? vow else Mould the Ralai Nama ha’e reinMar-
nated baMk into the same temple se’en timesCx

YGre you saying the Dhinese are destroying these statues beMause 
they want to keep the Ralai Nama from Moming baMk to his home-
landCx
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YPr they want to Tnd a way to Montrol the life forMe for their own 
designs.x

YDontrol reinMarnationCx
YWorld domination.x
Yj’eryone Momes baMk Dhinese.x
CLAP, CLAP, CLAP.
che sound of sarMastiM applause eMhoed in the Mhamber.
YDongratulations gentlemen. chere arenSt many who Man make the 

“ourney, not at this time of the year. j’en Dhinese soldiers MouldnSt 
handle the weight of these statues in the iMe.x

G monk stepped forward from the darkness. vis gaunt faMe EiMk-
ered with lo’e and peaMe, but there was a weariness to it.

Y orry to startle you. cibetan tradition. Wakes up the spirits. 
Dome, I ha’e muMh to show you.x

Loi and I looked at eaMh other warily, yet followed the monk into 
the Mandlelit darkness.

9 orry about the mess. j’ery now and then the Dhinese go’ern-
ment sends its soldiers to intimidate us. G rebellion breaks out in the 
streets beMause the van ha’e taken o’er our anMestral lands and set up 
their own businesses, and so they send their poliMe with tear gas and 
batons and beat us like dogs. chey loMk us in their prisons and torture 
us, and e’en send some of us baMk in boOes. cheySll do anything but 
start an all-out war beMause it is a war they know they Mannot win. che 
free nations will not support it. 8ut in the meantime, they do whate’er 
they Man to humiliate us, break our spirit, and make us gi’e up, so they 
Mome to plaMes of holiness to deseMrate our temples and make us lose 
heart.x

We paused at a dark stone stairwell and looked up toward a distant 
MraMk of light at the top. 
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YWe li’e in a world where only the ’iolent ha’e power, and the 
powerful reMonstruMt history as they see Tt,9 the monk eMhoed in the 
dark. 9What Man we do to sur’i’e in a world of suMh ’iolenMeCx

I felt his body pause at the top of the stairs. G loud Mreak, and 
suddenly we were blinded by shoMkingly blue and white light. We 
regained ’isual Mlarity and saw the monk stepping out into an open 
terraMe. che strata before us mo’ed wispily in the air, Monforming to 
the spiral of wind and “etty. We looked down and saw the wild range of 
mountains below. We were on top of the vimalayas in a stone tower, 
a satellite for the lost souls of the Ralai Nama, soaring through a plaMe 
without wind.

YWe gi’e our li’es,x the monk MonMluded, and with a wa’e of his 
hand, pointed our gaBe toward the opposite end of the terraMe, where 
the statue of a meditating 8uddha in the lotus position sat, pointer 
and thumb forming the holy Om. 

Light before our eyes, a EoMk of ’ultures desMended from the ’ast 
blue desert and piMked the sMulpture to dust. che 8uddha Mrumbled in 
a Eurry of sand, ash, and embers. che ’ultures sFuawked and peMked 
at eaMh other with mangy beaks as it disappeared with a swirl into the 
ether.

YAou? What are you doingCx the monk Mried out.
YAou want a bodyCx I said, remo’ing my last artiMle of Mlothing. I 

walked butt-naked onto the ’eranda. YAouS’e got one?x
Y am? ”et baMk here? ItSs freeBing?x
Y top? che ’ultures donStLx
cheir Mries ’anished in the windK I spread my arms before the Mir-

Mling eaters of bone and oUered myself on MruMiTO, lying on froBen 
briMk.

YI am MaMk? MaMk is  am? chis is the only way to stop the MyMle?x
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With a flash of light, I warp into a PC room in Old Town. The 
arcade is filled with shaved-headed little monks, all dressed in their 
robes, huddled around PC stations, cheering at the digital mayhem. Is 
it so ironic that this little monk just shot a pedestrian with a shotgun at 
close range?

A cheat code makes an armored tank drop down from the heavens. 
Soon they all know the code and the tables are turned. I lead the carnage 
speeding around in a S.W.A.T truck, but I don’t know where I’m going. 
There’s somewhere I need to go. I can’t remember. . . 

I feel myself flying through night, my avatar falling from an endless 
height. I land in darkness. I am brought back to life. I have infinite lives. 
Another chance for Jack to carry out his mission. Another time I must 
stop him. But if I stop the cycle, is it just Game Over?

Enter two coins. Press Play.
Blink. Blink. Blink.
I wake up in a candlelit room, and see that look of love and peace 

standing over me. I grab the monk’s bald head and give a hard yank.
A reverse wig!
The false monk stands before me, grinning with wild cowboy hair 

blowing crazily in the suddenly wind-filled room, the candle flickering 
like mad, a cigarette in his mouth as he hoses himself down with ice-cold 
water. His laughter echoes as I am sucked into a space between two 
worlds flying through the darkness towards a river of constellations. I 
can almost reach out and touch the stars. My soul rockets at light speed. 
All lights fade but for one; the rest are jittery flames. One point in 
the distance growing brighter, warmer, larger, until it captures you in 
endless light beams. You see a blurry face, the blinding and terrifying 
dazzle of lights and cold air. The sound of an operating room. 

Beep. . . Beep. . . Beep. . . BEEEEEEEEPPPPPPPPPP!!!!



Chapter Fourteen

Tell Me Where 
to Go When We 
Part

“Z onkers,” I say absentmindedly rolling the crumbs of weed 
on the dresser into another Vietnamese dollar, lighting it on 

pre, and watching it burn like old news.a.erO
“Th, here are my .a.ersO Jhey were in my .ocket the entire time,” 

’ergen laughsO
Jhe pre looks like pre againO I turn and look at ’ackyvs form under 

the blankets as she gets dressed out of ’ergenvs sightO
Jhe room smells like weed des.ite our attem.ts to blow it out 

the windowO It does little for our hangozer, and heightens the biAarre 
sense that ezerything I haze beliezed in is a lie, but therevs comfort in 
knowing that we can now go out and pnd fruit shakes and coSeeO Wfter 
we smoke, ’ergen .uts his hand on my shoulder and says, “I haze to go 
back to my guesthouseO Ivll see you laterO”

“Kee you laterO Hevll be at the cafeO”
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Ue gizes me a wink and ’acky a nod, and fades into the sunlightO 
I can still see his tall lo.ing pgure disa..ear into the soft hum of the 
Vang Vieng morning, his blonde dreadlocks slowly fading into the disL
tance, and then gone behind the .assing of tuk-tuks and motorbikesO 
He nezer see ’ergen againO

1a.rika and ?aya are nowhere to be foundO He walk to the cafe, 
sit outside, drink jao coSee, and wait for them until itvs time to get 
on our bus to VientianeO He had somehow enzisioned this ending 
diSerently, .erha.s with a goodbye hug at the bus sto., watching 
each other get on se.arate buses towards our own little destinations, 
shooting forezer out there, not wondering if our .aths would ezer 
cross again, but welcoming it as much as it feels good to be welcomedO 

Uow do any of us ezer know where wevre going, or when wevll get 
there5 Hho of us arrize on time5 Jhis time, jao JimeO Jime to fade 
into the lightO Jhe bouncing afternoon 6ourney of the long red dirt 
road into the city, sitting silent, for now, 6ust another com.anionO 

Kuch .retty eyesO Hould I ezen remember them5 I try to see ’ackyvs 
face, but she hides them from me, too hungozer to tell me how she 
feels without throwing u., while I, alone, hum silently the fragments 
of my thoughtsO

“I donvt know her name,” I say on the bus pnallyO “I donvt think I 
ezer didO”

’acky turns and looks at me, studies me for a moment with those 
blueLgreen eyes, and then touches my cheek with her pngersO

“Ktay out of Jhailand,” she whis.ers and turns back towards the 
window to watch Vang Vieng disa..ear as we roll awayO



Chapter Fifteen

A Night in 
Vientiane

W e arrive in Vientiane as the sun drips pink in its long descent. 
Purple shadows spread over the yellow butter and creamy 

French architecture, and the air smells of banana crepes. Tuk-tuks and 
slow tra’c xll the streets, motorbikes piled with husband, wife, and at 
least three kids, one baby riding on daddyTs lap and holding onto the 
handlebars, bo“es in tightly bound stacks tied to the back. We arrive 
at the magic hour when the streets in Vientiane begin dying with the 
waning of light and the streets donTt wake up again until sunrise. WeTre 
marked for easy traps and accosted by pimps of vacant rooms and 
empty restaurants, but only tuk-tuk drivers seem to wait.

We decide to split up in diEerent directions and converge in an hour 
with any news. Lhe hour passes as the sun sits still, and we meet in 
front of the banana crepe cart, both of us shaking our heads. 

”JverythingTs booked and the streets are still empty. LhatTs "aos for 
you,I 'acky gripes. Y: didnDt know there even was a high season.Y

”Kou know what they sayH Ury season is high season.I
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”:Tm not sleeping outside,I she says. ”WeTd better xnd an internet 
cafe. LhereTs got to be something!I

”:Tm sorry, : donTt mean to interrupt, but : couldnTt help overhear?
ing your situation.I

We turn around and notice him for the xrst time. :tTs obvious heTd 
been lingering, eavesdropping, waiting for the opportunity to strike. 
2n interloper, vaguely jiddle Jastern, or Jastern Juropean, his ac?
cent sounding Lransylvanian, his entire attention directed at 'ackyTs 
glistening cleavage.

”Aey, eyes up hereSI : snap my xngers, answering for her, not liking 
the smell of UraculaTs mustard. 

”: have a bed available in my room, if youTre willing to share with me 
and my friends,I the vampire continues, smiling a devious tea?stained 
grin.

”Aow many friends I 'acky asks dubiously.
”'ust threeH je, myself, and :,I he replies, but does not laugh and 

gives no indication as to whether this is a zoke or not.
”Ohould : take it I 'acky asks, wrinkling her brow and looking 

at me searchingly. :tTs clear she sees her options as thusH xghting oE 
cockroaches, rats, and stray dogs, or zust one altruistic vampire. Lhe 
impact of leaving me behind is unclear. : see her leaning toward the 
room.

”Lhis guy clearly has a mental disorder,I : murmur to her in con?
ference, but loud enough for him to hear.

”Kou can always sleep on the streets,I Uracula reminds her. ”2ny?
way, : think your boyfriend is getting mad at me, so : will leave. . .I 

GWe watch as he pretends to leave, but doesnTt, xnding a reason to 
search his fanny?pack instead. Lhe moment stretches to the point of 
awkwardness, and zust as he begins to Cip back up, she agrees.
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”2ll right, : guess : have to,I 'acky says and smiles at me apologet?
ically. ”What about you, love I

: see her throwing in that e“tra ”loveI zust to soften the feeling of 
concrete : would soon be lying on, but : appreciate it all the same. 
What can : do  2 girl needs a bed. 

”:Tll xgure something out.I
”Oure I
”;o ahead. WeTll have breakfast.I
”KesS jeet me at the jalaysian donut place near the travel agency 

tomorrow I she suggests.
”AowTs eight I : say, and we agree, both of us knowing we might 

never see each other again.
: walk all night, as is my custom, searching for a clue as to the 

whereabouts of 3andidate Uim. : feel my heart heavy enough to weigh 
me down to the bottom of the jekong, which : contemplate for a 
while staring at the lurid reBections on the dark river. :n the distance 
are the impressions of Buorescence and candlelight behind bamboo 
screens and corrugated metal, shops that sell anything and nothing, 
whispers of tuk-tuk drivers who seem intent on taking me somewhere 
that will numb my disenchantment.

: clutch in the palm of my hand a single pill :Tve been holding onto 
for reasons which were unclear to me at the time, when : Bushed my 
medication before the start of this zourney, when : believed this was 
the answer to freeing my mind. : had pictured this ending diEerently, 
reverent in my faith in the mission and the gift of the signs, now 
stripped of the whispers which had guided me, the intuition which 
had always led me straight to my man. 

: stare into oblivion, feeling : should zoin it now, end the cycle, end 
Oam, let it be what it was meant to be, let 'ack have his way and win, 
keep my true body, chop oE my dick. :tTs all the same in the end. :f 
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jy Lrue "ove is out there, or if she ever even e“isted. :f 'ack puts in 
two 4uarters for another round and :Tm forced to come back again. :f 
3andidate Uim has his way and eats all of the worldTs chicken, who 
am : to complain  Lhere is no ending, there is no resolution, there is 
no love or girl to save. : reached out to touch her, but couldnTt see her 
face‘ a shadow :Tve only seen in the falseness of my dreams.G 

: close my xst around the hard little capsule, close my eyes and 
imagine seeing her once more. :f : zust take the pill, : can see her again. 
0eal, fake‘ illusion, feeling. jy heart is heavy enough to sink me to the 
bottom of the jekong. : throw the pill as far as : can into the darkness 
and imagine it splashing into the river. Lhough : canTt see or hear it, : 
know that much is real, that itTs gone now, and :Tm alone, with no one 
to help me, and nowhere to go.

:Tm wandering along the dilapidated street that lines the riverbank 
when : see him sitting at one of those shops that always keeps moving, 
selling everything and nothing, depending on who it is and where you 
are. AeTs a beardless blonde kid with his hair cut so short it almost 
has a silver sheen. AeTs college material, but not a student, tells me 
heTs Parisian, but speaks a little of everything, and heTs not lying. 
AeTs dressed in e“pensive street fashion, even wears some gold chains‘ 
dexnitely not a backpacker. 

”WhatTs up, bro I : hear him say as : slowly pass by, which when 
said by one foreigner to another in a third?world country usually 
means ”Who are you  Where are you from  Lake a seat and rest. Lell 
me your story if you want to‘ :Tm not going anywhere,I all in one 
breath. 2nd zust like that, :Tm coa“ed away from the brink‘ zust when 
:Tm ready to crash, they send an agent to guide me back. qr stranger 
still, the idea that he was always there, waiting for me.
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”;ot a light I : say, and walk up to the storefront, where he sits 
drinking a beer and smoking a clove under the dim lights of the shop, 
the river and the street dark and silent witnesses.

”Oure,I he says, looking at me with those discerning eyes. ”KouTre 
an 2merican I

”Keah, something like that,I : say, being purposely vague, unsure of 
his allegiances, holding the lighter in my hand.

”1eed a smoke I he oEers, taking one out for himself after : grate?
fully pluck one from his silver case.

”: donTt really smoke,I : e“plain, lighting the clove, coughing on the 
fragrant embers and handing back the lighter.

”qne of those nights, eh  Lake a seat. : can order you something.I
”Lhanks,I : say, and hit the chair like a sack of rice. ”:Tll take a beer. 

jy name is Oam, by the way.I
”1ice to meet you, Oam. Kou can call me Oaint,I he replies, and then 

calls to someone in the back in what sounds like Buent "ao, which is 
almost the strangest thing :Tve seen today. Ae returns to me and smiles. 
”OheTll bring you a beer.I

2 young serving girl brings two bottles of 5eer "ao followed by 
whom : guess to be the shopTs matron. Lhe 8M?something?year?old 
:ndian woman seems to see me with her red dot only as she sweeps the 
streets and nods at the serving girl to go back inside. Oaint looks back at 
the woman and says something with a schoolboy smile in what sounds 
like te“tbook Aindi. Ohe gives a tight grin and sweeps the streets once 
more before xddling with some Bowers on her way back in.

”OheTs in charge here,I Oaint says softly and pops the beer open for 
me with a wink. ”Oo, what brings you to Vientiane I

”: want to end the cycle,I : say with a sigh after taking a long cold 
draught from the bottle. 
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”2ha. We call that 7samsara,T the endless cycle of rebirth,I Oaint 
replies. ”Kou came to the right place.I

”Kou ever think you knew somebody, but it turns out you didnTt 
know them at all I

”Lrust me, : know perfectly what you mean.I
We clink bottles and drink beer like water, suddenly thirsty in 

this 4uiet evening of fraternal therapy. Lhe supersiCed moths of the 
jekong Butter and bang against the Buorescent lights and the awning 
as we wonder at the mysteries of the other se“, sharing our war stories 
like two soldiers wounded in the xeld of love. We xnish our beers, 
which Oaint says heTll pay for, but doesnTt actually pay for, instead 
telling his friend, scary Aindu gangster lady, that heTll see her later on‘ 
heTs taking his new friend out for drinks.

”: call her 7mom,TI Oaint says as we walk toward some bar he knows. 
”OheTs not my real mom. : have a lot of moms here.I

”Uo you think jy Lrue "ove is really zust a prozection of the 
mother xgure : wish : had I

”: hope not. Aaving a real mom isnTt as great as you think. jine 
kicked me out when : was —9. Ohe got sick of me, : guess.I

”Aow long have you been in Vientiane 
”2 couple of years. : was in 5angkok for a while working as a club 

promoter. Lhen : met this girl and we fell in love, and things were good 
for a while. . . but you know how it goes. Lhings got kind of craCy. : 
had to go on the run. "aos is like a Lhailand for people who need to 
get away from Lhailand. Uo you know what : mean I

”2 4uiet place to lay low I : conclude.
”J“actly.I
We arrive at our destination, an unassuming building on the corner 

of a dead street. Lhe pour of luminescence comes from above on the 
second Boor, where some zaCCy blue neon glows in darkened windows 
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that allow for a view into this dreary nothingness. :Tm picturing plastic 
tables and Boors itTs okay to piss on. 5ut as we enter :Tm surprised to 
xnd the zoint swanky, big enough to xnd a 4uiet corner for some hands 
down the pants in a leather booth‘ a semicircle of a black bar lined 
with hanging glasses and mirrors if youTre zust here to watch the game. 
Lhere seems to be a conBict of vision and reality. jaybe an investment 
made on the ghost of a promise that the tides of money would make 
Vientiane the ne“t Nuala "ampur, or 5angkok even, instead of a city 
with a midnight curfew where nothing happens. 5ottles glisten under 
the dimmed ambience‘ servers wear black shirts and black pants, and 
appear well?groomed. Ket despite the aim of cocktails and sparkling 
wine being serviced to stylish professionals, there are only bloated old 
men in soccer zerseys, a clientele that doesnTt even see the point in 
wearing proper pants. Owimming trunks and Bip?Bops, fuck it, itTs 
"aos ! thereTs an underlying message beneath it all. Pints line the 
bar with girls in miniskirts standing beside red?zowled mandrills who 
are apparently territorial, taking a moment to pause from shouting 
profanely at the soccer game on screen to stare us down with pure 
hostility, particularly me, for no reason that : can immediately perceive 
without a moment of self?reBection. : take in their beady eyes, puEed 
bodies, and Beshy faces as they growl menacingly, bristled to the point 
of danger and ridiculousness. 

: want to leave, but in order not to oEend, : decide to have one beer. 
qne more beer with this young stranger who seems like a really nice 
guy, but is possibly a’liated with some kind of underworld network 
that :Tm not sure : want to know about. Lhere he is at the bar now, 
getting our drinks, not paying of course. We donTt have to pay any?
where, is what :Tm guessing. Perfect. Ae talks with the bartender, a 
slick?haired mustached "aotian who looks e“actly like the kind of guy 
who can slip you information without saying a word. :f they e“change 
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paper, :Tm out of here. Oaint comes back with our two pints, but not 
before brieBy engaging with some of the mandrills at the bar, perhaps 
e“plaining my presence, or making some loose commitments to get 
them this or that. Fuck, what am : doing here  "eave nowS

”Lhanks for the beer,I : say, and clink pints with him, letting the 
amber hops massage my worrying neck.

”:s everything okay  1ot your kind of scene, huh  : would take you 
to a disco, but weTd have to go out of town. Vientiane has this curfew. 
Kou canTt be on the streets past midnight.I

”LhatTs all right. : wasnTt really looking for anything special. : think 
:Tll zust have one beer and be on my way.I

”0eally  :tTs so early. Where are you staying I
”Rhhh, not sure. : was thinking : could zust sleep somewhere on 

the street, near the river. Rnder the stars, that kind of thing.I
”1ot a good idea,I Oaint says, shaking his head, his eyes concerned. 

”:f the police xnd you, you might get charged with vagrancy. Lhe laws 
here are pretty strict. UonTt you have any friends here  Kou came by 
yourself I

”LhatTs the thing. Oee, : was with this girl. We traveled to Vang 
Vieng together. Lhen she met this guy who said he had a room. 2nd 
she kind of, well, : guess she ditched me.I

Oaint shakes his head, tut?tutting in sympathy.
”:s that the girl who youTre upset about I
”1o, not really. : mean, : might see her tomorrow. : zust met her. 

: donTt know. :Tm kind of confused. : was talking about another girl 
before.I

”Lhe one who made you want to zump in the river I
”Keah.I
”Well, thereTs lots of girls here. Lake your pick. KouTre an 2merican. 

Kou can have any one you want. 'ust donTt fall in love.I
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”Lhanks, : appreciate it. 5ut when you said you were going to take 
me to meet some girls, : was thinking of something else.I

”1ot pretty enough I he asks, raising his eyebrows, pegging me 
now for some whore connoisseur. 

”1o, no. LheyTre very pretty. Very se“y, but : donTt think :Tm that 
kind of guy.I

”qhhh,I Oaint says, catching on, and then laughs. ”LheyTre not 
prostitutes. Kou donTt have to pay them. LheyTre here on their own. 
Well, some of them are prostitutes. jost of them zust want to meet 
a rich foreign man. Kou donTt have to go home with them. Kou can 
zust buy them a drink and talk. jost of them can speak Jnglish. Oome 
Jnglish. Jnough Jnglish, : guess.I

: take a long look at the albino gorillas with their hairy arms around 
the shoulders of two girls at once, laughing coarsely in the dark, having 
good nights and happy endings. 2 skinny little thing in miniskirt 
bends over to take a shot at the billiards table‘ her partner, or oppo?
nent, playfully rubbing the end of his cue up her ass. Ohe seems to 
enzoy it, or at least doesnTt let it break her concentration.

”: appreciate the sentiment, but :Tm pretty sure this isnTt the an?
swer. jaybe one day when : decide to drown in an ocean of se“, :Tll 
come back here. Rntil then : think :Tm going to pass.I

”Kou shouldnTt be so hard on them,I he says, laughing all childlike. 
”qr the girls. jost of them zust want to take care of their family. When 
you marry a "ao girl or a Lhai girl, youTre not zust marrying the girl. 
Kou have no idea how many people can be in one family.I

”5rothers, sisters, cousins, aunts, uncles, grandparents,I : say, tick?
ing them oE like bills to pay.

”"ots of divorces in Lhailand happen that way. ;uys who come 
here and donTt know what theyTre getting into. 5ut you canTt say itTs 
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all money. "ots of girls zust want to have se“ with foreign men,I Oaint 
pauses and almost blushes. ”jaybe foreigners do it better.I

Oaint laughs charmingly.
”Kou should meet my roommate. AeTs a se“ addict. Ae is, as you say, 

a bitter divorced guy. Nind of a genius, but kind of an asshole as well. : 
think his dick doesnTt work anymore. Ae makes me get stuE for him. 
Ae wants to die of a heart attack while fucking. Lhis is what he tells 
me.I 

”: bet he paints virgins like 0aphael. : feel sorry for the girl who gets 
traumatiCed under that carcass. 2nyway, itTs been good talking with 
you, Oaint. : think :Tm going to hit the road. : have to xnd a place to 
sleep tonight.I

”Why donTt you stay at my momTs house  Ohe lives in one of those 
mansions from the old days, before the revolution. :tTs pretty nice 
actually. OheTs trying to make it into a hotel, but it kind of ended up as 
a museum. LhereTs always an e“tra room.I

”Kou think sheTll be okay with that I
”Kes, of courseS OheTll be happy to meet you. Ohe likes handsome 

guys. OheTs kind of an alcoholic.I
”Lhis isnTt some kind of brothel, is it I
”1o way. jy roommate has girls come over, but they donTt stay. 

jom hates that. Lhey xght about it a lot.I
”Oounds coCy. Well then, shall we get going I
”OureS LhereTs zust one place : need to stop by before we go home. 

:tTll zust take a minute.I
”q?kay,I : hear my voice croak, now picturing Oaint handing me 

two bricks of that ;olden Lriangle wrapped in brown paper, asking 
me to hold them in my backpack. : envision my e“ecution by xring 
s4uad.
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Oaint disappears to settle our bill, which he wonTt pay for, and 
basically leaves me wondering if : should run out the door as fast as 
: can. Uespite his reassurances, : canTt help but assume my lodgings 
will be in some kind of pseudo?museum)hotel)whorehouse with a 
craCed old man running around inside ranting about the government, 
greeting me at the door with an angry stiEy, spraying spittle in my face 
as he demands to know who : am and who :Dm working for. : lay my 
gaCe upon the view from the rooftop, revealing dimly lit orange streets 
below and a dark blue night, occasionally a stray dog running down 
the street doing nothing to avoid getting hit by the scatter of passing 
motorbikes. : listen to the sound of a tuk-tuk passing and then back 
to the ruckus of the bar, the last calls being taken, one for the road as 
diEerent men leave with diEerent girls, oE to the rodeo.

GGGGGGGGGGG Oaint returns, and we meander from the riverside road toward 
downtown, where we see the white government buildings and inter?
national hotels. Lhe avenue is wider here, the architecture impressive 
in its illuminated silence. Aere and there, and kind of everywhere, we 
see beggars and panhandlers, street musicians ! some of them zust 
kids ! missing arms, missing legs, missing body parts.

GGGGGGGGGGG ”Uid : tell you : was training to become a 5uddhist monk I 
Oaint says, dropping some money in a legless guitaristTs hat. We pause 
and listen to the guy strum chords by 5ob jarley in his wheelchair. 
”LhatTs why : came here to "aos. : did a temple stay in the mountains 
so : could get oE drugs, after my e“ called the cops on me and : went 
on the run.I

GGGGGGGGGGG ”Ohe called the cops I : utter in shock. ”What happened  Ohe 
catch you at the Ping?Pong show I

GGGGGGGGGGG ”Ohe thought : was cheating on her,I Oaint shrugs noncha?
lantly, all of this old news. ”Ohe was helping me sell drugs. "ike : said, 
: was a promoter. Ohe was a bar girl. We zust got caught up. 2ll of the 
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backpackers who come to party in Lhailand take ecstasy, smoke weed, 
smoke meth, whatever you want. : could get anything. : became that 
guy. Jventually : got addicted. : couldnTt get out of the cycle. When 
she called the cops on me, : felt so betrayed. : felt so angry and lost. 
5ut now, when : think about it, all she did was force me to get my life 
together. : escaped to a 5uddhist temple and almost became a monk.I

GGGGGGGGGGG ”What happened I
GGGGGGGGGGG Oaint sighs and Bicks his clove regretfully.
GGGGGGGGGGG ”: was able to 4uit coke, pills, weed, meth. : even 4uit se“S : 

donTt even think about girls anymore. Lhe only thing : couldnTt 4uit 
are these stupid cigarettes.I

GGGGGGGGGGG ”Lhey wouldnTt kick you out of a monastery for that, would 
they I

GGGGGGGGGGG ”jaybe : zust wasnTt ready. Otill, : think it saved my life. : 
donTt know where :Td be now if that didnTt happen. Probably dead.I

GGGGGGGGGGG qur friend, the guitarist, xnishes Redemption Song. Lhe two 
of us clap for him, and he smiles the brightest smile you could imagine 
a guy with no legs smiling. 

GGGGGGGGGGG  ”: still plan on becoming a monk later on,I Oaint says 
faintly, and puts more money in the guitaristTs hat. Lhey fold hands 
and e“change khob chai’s. ”: zust want to help people.I

GGGGGGGGGGG We walk through a warren of alleys until we xnally stop in front 
of what seems to be a NLV silently glowing. : follow Oaint down a 
dark rabbit hole and enter an underground that twists and turns until 
suddenly we come to a heavy wooden door. Oaint knocks three times, 
no special pattern, but loud because of the zaCC that muZes from a 
deeper source. 2 panel in the door slides open and two black eyes 
check us out. Lhe door clicks and we enter a dimly lit, heavily gilded, 
rather gaudy antechamber xlled with an eclectic array of colonial?era 
oil paintings, 5uddha statues, and tantric carvings of naked goddesses 
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being seduced by demons. 2 man who looks like something between a 
maRtre dD and a gangster greets us with a smooth formality that makes 
it 4uestionable whether he and Oaint have ever met before. 1o words 
are e“changed and no 4uestions are asked as he ushers us to the other 
side of the antechamber, opens the golden door, and bows, despite the 
obvious fact that we are both wildly underdressed. qne of us looks 
particularly unbathed and has those wild what?the?fuck?is?going?on 
eyes zust staring at the wonderland on the other side of the wall. 
5efore us e“tending through the blue dark, : see a posh lounge with 
a beautiful singer on the far stage sparkling in her black cocktail dress 
singing How Insensitive, the bluesy band behind her playing soft keys, 
rhythm guitar, and stand?up bass, each band member dressed in velvet 
while servers patrol the darkened perimeters, responding 4uickly to 
any candle being raised, a signal from the spread of circular tables, 
where gangster politicians from various nations around the world sit 
with their mistresses, mouthing drink orders and re4uesting ice amid 
clouds of cigarette smoke and music?drowned laughter.

GGGGGGGGGGG YWelcome to the 2OJ21,Y Oaint murmurs for my ears only, 
as : continue gawking at the scene. LhereTs a danceBoor in front of 
the stage, the room divided into four sections, each section containing 
lounge seating with about half of the tables empty. We choose a table 
with a safe view of the old tycoons, mob bosses, and moguls dancing 
slowly to the bossa nova with their dates for the evening. Lhese guys 
were even older, and the girls even more beautiful than the skanks weTd 
seen back at the mandrill bar. Jach girl wears a glamorous evening 
gown that she dexnitely doesnTt own, and it almost seems like each 
one somehow fell oE the stage from a jiss Rniverse pageant, or 
perhaps this is one of the hoops you have to zump through to get in. 
LheyTve clearly mastered the discipline. Lheir eyes are heavy?lidded 
in eyeshadow, and their cheeks touched with rouge, their statues4ue 
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faces emotionless as they slowly step and turn in the arms of the old 
moguls whose wrinkly old faces glow with ecstasy. 

GGGGGGGGGGG ”Ohould : even ask how much a drink is here  What is that, 
kip  LhatTs nothingSI

GGGGGGGGGGG ”LhatTs not kip‘ thatTs dollars.I
GGGGGGGGGGG ”Ohit?CaSI
GGGGGGGGGGG 5efore the song ends, Oaint goes oE to take care of some 

business, and : am now nursing an overpriced beer, which : shouldnDt 
have ordered, but did anyway, needing something to hold onto which 
would give me strength. : had to once : saw him, spotted him, nearly 
dropping my water glass in the process. Lhat rich old codger, dancing 
as if heTs on top of the moon, like this is the only dream that still brings 
his pickled soul any happiness. 'ust when you think itTs a night out, 
there he is, 3andidate Uim, tonight sporting an ambitious and slightly 
delusional toupee. Oo thatTs why heTs in Vientiane. qf courseS LhereTs 
no xner hair in the world than a "aotianTs. AeTs here for a new wigS

GGGGGGGGGGG :  still  owe  the  old  man  a  drink.  Lhe  old  splash  in 
the face. Oecurity is tight. Lhe danceBoor reserved zust for them, the 
patriarch gangsters of the Jast, their bodyguards, soldiers, lawyers, 
and righthand men all sitting in the dark beside their own escorts, 
enzoying themselves, but keeping their libations respectfully subdued. 
: sip my S-M beer slowly, thinking about how : can skip the bill, 
rip that toupee oE his head without getting captured, and disappear 
conveniently into the mist before getting shot in the leg. :f : was still 
an agent, :Td blow the horn on all these crooked candidates, breaking 
bed together, watching each other commit unfaithful acts, secretly 
xlming each other in their hotel rooms, bonded together by blackmail, 
blood money and lawsuits. Lonight :Tll let them wine and dine and 
then sign away pieces of their hell?driven souls for another slice of the 
world. :Tm only here for 3andidate Uim. Lhe eyes of the girl being 
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turned counterclockwise in his arms meets my eyes by chance across 
the darkness, asking me in that brief moment, YWhen is this going to 
end Y

GGGGGGGGGGG YWhere are you, "ouis Y : whisper in the near?dark.
GGGGGGGGGGG Y0ight here.Y
GGGGGGGGGGG Y"ouisSY
GGGGGGGGGGG :  drop my beer in shock and watch mouth?opened as 

"ouis, dressed in a serverDs uniform, catches the bottle before it hits the 
Boor. Ae puts the bottle back on the table gently and leans forward, 
pretending to adzust the napkins on the table. 

GGGGGGGGGGG Y:tDs never too late for a 5eer "ao,Y he says 4uietly, echoing 
the commercial none of us knew, but diEerent this time, his voice low 
and serious. 

GGGGGGGGGGG YKou work here Y : ask obliviously.
GGGGGGGGGGG Yqnly for tonight,Y he says, keeping his voice low. Y5etter drink 

up. Lhe barDs about to close.Y
GGGGGGGGGGG Y2re you!Y
GGGGGGGGGGG Ae cuts me oE, nodding, his eyes communicating more than 

words. 
GGGGGGGGGGG YUo you see that door ne“t to the statue  When : leave your 

table, : need you to get back there and wait for my signal. 2s soon : 
signal, the guard will leave his post. Lhe door will be open. : need you 
to open it and help whoever is in there get outside the club to safety. 
3an you do that Y

GGGGGGGGGGG Yjy friend, : mean, this guy : came here with!Y
GGGGGGGGGGG YAeDs waiting outside. UonDt worry. 'ust get to that door and 

open it after my signal.Y
GGGGGGGGGGG YWhatDs the signal Y
GGGGGGGGGGG Y2 lot of fucking noise.Y
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GGGGGGGGGGG 2s soon as "ouis leaves, : begin chugging whatTs left of my beer, 
holding it in case : need a weapon. : watch as he makes his way toward 
the center of the room, where a bunch of suited gangsters sit with 
their girls. 0ising slowly, : inch my way along the perimeter edgewise 
toward the secret door where 3andidate UimTs muscle stands guard. 
: see that thick shaved skull turn and spot me and approach like the 
Lerminator as : clownishly duck behind a statue of jara, the goddess 
of death. 

Ouddenly thereTs an e“plosion in the room. : feel myself being 
thrown in midair, instantly thrust into "ao Lime, my eardrums 
popped, all hell breaking loose. Fragments of glass spiral in slow?mo?
tion, sparkling shards in the midst of short?lived gunxre and the 
twisting of the xrst thugDs arm. : watch in amaCement as "ouis spins 
him into an arm lock and then uses the momentum to do a Bying 
roundhouse kick in the face of another goon. Lhe gangsters all rise up 
from their seats in "ao Lime with looks of rage twisting their faces as 
they scramble to grab "ouis or their weapons while their girls scream 
and Bee from the shattering glass and Bipping furniture. Lhe band 
abandons the stage in a panic, knocking the mic stands over as the look 
on 3andidate UimTs face goes from shock to fury and he pulls out a 
tiny pistol and holds it against his dateTs ribs as she Bails and tries to 
escape. 3andidate UimTs muscle forgets me and goes bounding to?
ward the melee. "ouis is now doing 'ackie 3han moves with the chairs, 
confusing and Bip?kicking the gangsters as they struggle to get ahold 
of him. Oome conveniently placed chandeliers provide enough daCCle 
to daCe them as "ouis swings around comically, kicking every one of 
them in the face. : sprint toward the curtains, where 3andidate Uim 
is attempting an escape. 'ust as he spots me and points his derringer in 
my direction, : throw the beer bottle and watch it e“plode in midair. : 
come through the burst of broken glass with my xst cocked and punch 
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the old man right in the face. Ais false teeth By out of his mouth and 
spin in slow?motion until they hit a rim shot on the cymbals. : grab his 
toupee Twhich is glued on surprisingly tightU and hold back a karate 
chop, threatening to crush his windpipe.

GGGGGGGGGGG ”: was only planning to throw water in your face. : didnTt know 
it was going to be a hostage situation,I : say, smiling at 3andidate Uim, 
enzoying seeing his panic?stricken mug convulse in search of words.

GGGGGGGGGGG ”2h?2mericanS "et me goS Lhey get me, itTs overS 1o more 
3andidate UimSI

GGGGGGGGGGG ”LhatTs the idea,I : say, grinning all shitty.
GGGGGGGGGGG ”What talking about, you idiot I 3andidate Uim sputters 

angrily. ”Who side you are on  :Tm Rncle Oam, stupidS :Tm your sideSI 
GGGGGGGGGGG ”What the hell you talking about, Uim  2nd make it fast. 

Lhis "ao Lime ainTt gonna last foreverSI
GGGGGGGGGGG  ”: puppet leader for transition phase. 'ack bring me to 

open door for 2merican businessS Rnderstand  White Aouse gonna 
be furiousS 5omb everyoneS 3ampaign overS 'unta winS 3ommunist 
winS What you  3:2  "ooks too dumb for spy.I

GGGGGGGGGGG ”WhereTs 'ack I : growl and clamp my hand over his mouth, 
inside knowing that : had peed earlier without washing my hands.

GGGGGGGGGGG ”: donTt see, 'ackSI 3andidate Uim splutters desperately after 
: unclamp his mouth. ”Ae only send se“y young ladyS "ong leg, short 
hair. Very se“y, but little cold in bedSI 

”Lhanks for the useless information,I : mutter and slowly loosen 
my grip on 3andidate UimTs toupee. : smooth it out for him, and then 
yank it oE completely. Ae lets out a horrible womanly shriek.

GGGGGGGGGGG  ”:Tm going to let you go, Uim. 5ut zust remember one 
thing. Kou work for us, youTre working for the greatest nation on the 
planet. 2 new world, a democracy, a creed, and a dream. Lhis isnTt 
some beauty pageant youTre representing here. 2 little dignityS PleaseSI
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GGGGGGGGGGG 3andidate Uim cowers away, and then runs as fast as his fat 
little legs can take him into the darkness, covering his naked pate in 
shame.

: turn around and notice his former hostage, a beautiful girl in a 
golden gown with a matching yellow orchid in her hair still standing 
where : left her, perhaps waiting for permission.

”;o on, miss. KouTre free to go.I
Ohe babbles wildly, gesturing and pointing toward the door. Lhe 

doorS Logether we run back into the lounge, where bullet holes make 
a tight trail right behind us. We open the door and thereTs a large 
dressing room xlled with jiss Rniverse hopefuls all huddled in fear, 
crying out, but perhaps a little used to this sort of thing. Aere are the 
handpicked Bowers of the valley, raised and cured to perfection, cut 
at the stem zust before blossom to be thrown together in a bou4uet 
and arrayed upon couches for the choosing. LheyTre the most beau?
tiful prisoners :Dve ever seen, waiting in a golden chamber xlled with 
borrowed gowns and vanity mirrors, their only window to freedom 
a small LV, living vicariously through actresses on dramas, who in a 
way seem to suEer so much like themselves, but do so in a way of their 
own choosing, and so are envied by these young girls, too powerless 
to consider a true destiny. Lhe door is open. Lhe girl with the Bower 
in her hair cries out something in "ao like, YWhat the hell are you 
waiting for I Lhe girls all come running in tow, and we barrel through 
the antechamber spinning the maRtre dD on his ass, his head getting 
trampled by -M pairs of stilettos, and : kick the door open and we burst 
upstairs into the warm night xlled with red and blue lights.

qutside the club, thereDs a swarm of police vehicles and soldiers in 
green and black, rushing in zust as we bust out from the karaoke. Lhe 
jiss Rniverse contestants run into the arms of various policemen and 
agents. Lhe girl with the Bower in her hair grabs my hand and pulls me 
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along the shadows, not wanting to be seen. We duck down the alley 
and run until we are zust out of reach of the lights and the crackling of 
megaphone. 

Uown by the river, she stops and removes her stilettos, now a head 
shorter than me. Ohe looks up and touches my arm, stands on tip?
py?toe and kisses me on the cheek. : look into her eyes and see all that 
her makeup hides‘ sheDs zust a kid. Ohe turns and spirits away into the 
black night. : let her go. Ohe knows where sheDs going. : hope.

Y2nd now the movie ends,Y : say to myself aloud, and stand there 
for a moment, e“pecting credits to roll across the inky blue night 
above the jekong as : go walking oE into the darkness alone. Lhen : 
remember Oaint.

YOaintSY
: run back to the scene and arrive zust in time to see him being placed 

in the back of a police car, handcuEed, looking through the backseat 
window with his sad blue eyes. :Dm stopped by a baby?faced guard, who 
intercepts me and speaks rapidly, shaking his head.

YWhoa, slow down there,Y "ouis says, stepping in from out of 
nowhere.

YWhat the hell is going on  AeDs innocent, : tell yaS We went there 
by mistakeSY : start to e“plain.

YAold on. Lake it easy. 3ome here for a second,Y "ouis says, taking 
me and guiding me a little ways oE the scene before : end up in the 
back of a s4uad car.

Y"ouis, you have to get my friend out of there. :Dm staying at his 
momDs house.Y

YKour friend is a well?known dealer in these parts. Ae wonDt be 
charged with anything tonight, but weDll have to ask him some 4ues?
tions, zust for formalityDs sake. :Dll make sure he gets home safe,Y "ouis 
says.
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YUealer  What do you mean Ddealer TY : scoE, acting dumb.
YWhereDd you two meet Y "ouis asks, turning the tables on me.
Y: hardly know the guy, : tell yaS : donDt even know his real nameSY
Y5ut youDre staying at his momDs house Y
Y:tDs a brothel or something,Y : stammer. Y'ust trying to get my rocks 

oE in VientianeSY
YOo he was pimping,Y "ouis concludes casually.
Y1oS :t wasnDt like that at all. Ae zust lives in a brothel. AeDs a 

5uddhist. Kou gotta give him some credit for thatSY
YKour friend is a merchant of the infamous rhino horn. Pure e“?

tract. Rsed as an aphrodisiac. :tDs likely he was here to sell some to 
the nefarious parties gathered. Oo they could,Y "ouis clears his throat, 
brieBy uncomfortable, Ydo boom?boom all night long.Y

YUoes that stuE really work Y : ask curiously.
YWhether it does or doesnDt, the sale of rhino horn is illegal. WeDll 

probably have to deport him back to his home country.Y
Y5ut you wonDt. . .Y : trail oE, silently pantomiming a xring s4uad. 
Y1o, dexnitely not. 2fter 4uestioning, weDll send him home.Y
YWell, thatDs probably better for him,Y : concur. YAe needs to call 

his mom. Ohe doesnDt even know where he is.Y
YLhereDs no crime for being a bad son,Y "ouis agrees. Y5ut there 

should be.Y
Y3an : zust talk to him for a minute  : should tell his "ao?mom what 

happened, or his roommate, or someone. Lhey might be worried.Y
YPlus, you need that spare bed,Y "ouis points out all too wisely. 
Y:f they oEer it.Y
Y;o ahead.Y
: walk up to the police car now, the guard being given the nod by 

"ouis to give me a minute to have a xnal word with Oaint.
Y2re you okay Y Oaint asks me as : lean into the window.
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Y:Dm not the one in handcuEs. Kou gonna be all right Y
Oaint smiles.
YOee  "aos isnDt as boring as everyone thinks. Kou zust have to know 

where to look.Y
YLheyDre going to ask you some 4uestions, and probably send you 

home. 5ack to Paris, : think.Y
YKeah, maybe itDs that time,Y Oaint says without remorse. Y:tDs my 

dharma.Y
YUharma knows best.Y
Y3an you zust tell my mom what happened  : donDt want her to 

worry,Y he says, and slips me the business card of some place called 
Oabaidee Aouse. YLhis is where she lives.Y

Y1ot what : was e“pecting,Y : murmur, e“amining the card. 
Y:t was nice meeting you. ;ood luck on the rest of your zourney.Y
YKou too. Lhanks for everything,Y : tell him, unsure which part of 

the night : should be thanking him for. Y5ut zust one thing.Y
YKeah Y
YWhen you get home, make sure you call your mother. Ohe misses 

you.Y
Oaint smiles, looks down, and nods. When he looks up, :Tm pretty 

sure : see a twinkle.
Y: will,Y he promises. 
: walk away and get approached once again by "ouis.
Y2nother day in the life, huh Y : 4uip.
YKeah, thatDs right. Lomorrow, it will be someone elseDs turn. 5ut 

there will always be more. 3an : give you a lift Y
YOure. Kou know where this is Y : ask and show him the card.
Yqh yes. Famous place.Y
YKou mean, Dinfamous TY
Y1ot like that. qld mansion. Aistorical building. Very nice.Y
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YOweet.Y
YAop on,Y "ouis says, and bends down to a s4uat.
YWhat do you mean Y
Y;et on my back. WeDre going to By there,Y "ouis says.
YKou can F"K Y
YKeah, but donDt tell anybody,Y he replies as : climb aboard.
We lift oE and shoot like a rocket into the night sky above the dark, 

sleepy city below into the stars.
Y2nd by the way,Y he shouts as we Coom at blinding speed through 

the air. YUonDt call me D"ouisSTY
YWhat should : call you Y : shout back, my face peeling back from 

the speed.
Y3all me . . . Lhe UiplomatSY
We By over the downtown esplanades and land minutes later on 

a dark street xlled with stray dogs and clouds of huge insects having 
a nocturnal xesta by the dismal street lights. 5efore we part ways, 
"ouis gives me a little background on the house where :Tm staying, 
an establishment run by a noble family punished by the regime for 
their prosperity under French rule, that once upon a time of land and 
servants, French tutors and Jnglish governesses, before the revolution 
woke up the coolies and they burned it all to the ground.

Y: hear she drinks 4uite heavily. Who can blame her  Lhe poor at 
least got some rice out of the bargain. People like her lost everything‘ 
generations of wealth gone with the stroke of a pen. OheTs still from 
a respected family. 1o one forgets that. 5ut sheDs a widow. 5e nice to 
her.Y

YUonTt worry. qld ladies love me. : know how to talk to them.Y
YLhere it is. Oee the house with the veranda I "ouis says, pointing 

to a French colonial mansion, rain?beaten with moss and vines grow?
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ing wildly around the white stone. ”: have to get going. jy girlfriend, 
you know how it is.Y

YKeah,Y : chuckle along knowing : do not.
Y0emember,Y "ouis says, rising from the ground Boating upside 

down. Y:tDs never too late for a 5eer "aoSY
2nd with that he takes oE in a streak of lightning. : stand there for 

a moment, unsure of what to do. : was kind of hoping heTd make the 
introductions, knock on the door and say something like, ”jaTam, is 
this your son I 

:tTs after curfew. Ohould : zust ring the doorbell  :t feels way past 
visiting hours, but : have no choice. Ooldiers roam the streets in search 
of cigarettes or bribes. Packs of stray dogs tear each other apart in 
the dark. : whisper my lines and walk through the rusty gate hanging 
halfway azar, trying to conxgure the half?truths :Tm about to tell.

Lhe door is answered by a brawny kick bo“er in a crew cut with a 
steely glint in his eyes. Ae wears soccer shorts and sports a rippling si“ 
pack and the kind of scowl that tells me :Tm interrupting the game.

Y1o vacancy,Y he says, and begins to close the door.
Y:Dm a friend of OaintDsS Ae sent me here to tell you somethingSY : 

call.
2t the mention of OaintDs name, : hear js. 2lana, the lady of the 

house, order me to come in. Aer son Nen T: xnd out laterU scowls and 
lets me in. Lhe foyer opens mazestically with a massive sitting bronCe 
5uddha growing green with tarnish, but this is 4uickly overlooked due 
to the meditation pond that trickles below. Lhe walls are lined with 
oils, ancestral portraits of men in the evolution of dinnerwear from 
princely white and gold to French royal blues, circular gold rims on 
patriarchal faces, each man sporting the kind of facial hair that once 
commanded armies.
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Lhere is a wooden screen with intricate carvings of lotus Bowers 
and patterns metaphorically inxnite in their repetition. 5ehind this 
screen sits the lady of the house, js. 2lana, with her empty dinner 
plates and half?bottle of vodka, the other half hidden somewhere in 
her bloodstream. Ohe has a sultry beauty, smoky?voiced, seductive, 
alcoholic, and old enough to be my mother if : was in fact -/. Ohe 
wears the traditional "ao sinh, a tube skirt in silky peacock blue that 
displays her voluptuous xgure and her tipsy sauntering walk, caused 
both by the tightness of the dress and the half?bottle of vodka.

YWelcome to Oabaidee Aouse. Please sit down. :tTs not every day we 
have such a handsome young man come to visit us,I js. 2lana smiles 
with hungry eyes. ”:Tve zust xnished dinner, but : can have a few dishes 
put together. Ohall : prepare something for you I

”:Tm xne. Lhank you,I : stammer, feeling more at home than when 
: thought it was a whorehouse. : sit up straight and keep my hands 
folded on my lap, suddenly unsure of my posture. ”Oaint said he was 
staying here. Ae wanted me to tell you some bad news, as you might 
be wondering why heTs not coming home.I

”First, we have a drink,I js. 2lana insists. ”Lhen you tell me every?
thing.I

Without a change in her e“pression, her honey voice transforms 
into the barking command of a dictator. Lwo young serving girls bring 
out glasses and a fresh pitcher of water.

Lhe girls obediently place the pitcher and glasses on the table, and 
: watch as js. 2lana holds them in her arms in a drunken matronTs 
sudden outpouring of tenderness, then transforming again and shoo?
ing them away like Bies. Ohe pours me a glass of vodka. :t tastes like 
nothing. 1ot like water, but like nothing. Lhere is only a slight burn 
at the end.
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”OaintTs been arrested,I : tell js. 2lana, who reacts with a drama so 
immediate and complete it could only be 0ussian. : measure out the 
details as she wails and laments, not mentioning the wheres or whats 
e“actly, wondering how to steer the conversation towards the topic of 
an empty room. 

Y: have too many children, too many little birds. Lhey By away 
and : am happy, but then : wait for them to come back,Y js. 2lana 
sighs afterwards. ”jy little girls in the kitchen, they come from the 
countryside, from poor, poor families. : take them in. 3an : pay them  
1o, : have no money to pay them. 2ll we have is the food on our table 
and the drink in our glasses. : was once from a wealthy family. jy 
grandfather was a great scholar. Ae was part of the kingTs council, a 
doctor. Lhere were no doctors in those days. 2nd my father, a great 
man in the royal army, a brave and respected leader. We had the most 
beautiful garden when : was a little girl. 1ow look. :t grows wild with 
snakes. :n 2merica, people have big house, yes  5ut they work in their 
own garden. Lhis : cannot understand.I

Y:tDs a beautiful home,Y : venture to say, faced with this open lament. 
js. 2lana gives me a withering look and snorts, throws back her drink, 
and pours us both another triple shot from the bottle. 

Y3ome. : show you my beautiful home,Y she says, mocking me, and 
laughs, either at me or herself, or both. We walk into the adzoining 
room and stand before the family shrine, a photographic history mi“ed 
with colored prints and black and whites, framed and arranged neatly 
from generation to generation in a timeline. Lowards the center is the 
portrait of a beautiful young woman with soft intelligent eyes and 
ringlets of hair in a classical Western style, pearls in her ears and around 
her neck. Lhere are others of her in traditional costume, heavily caked 
with makeup, and a wide shot of the whole clan standing for a wedding 
portrait, and others which : look at, but receive no e“planation for, 
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since technically visiting hours are over. : try not to ask too many 
4uestions, but let her tell it the way she wants, between zolting shouts 
and hard disparaging laughter, riddled with sudden tangents. OheTs 
4uite drunk.

”: grew up in joscow because of my father. Ae sheltered me there 
when the war tore our world apart. Lhere is my husband. Ae is dead 
now. Ae was my fatherTs favorite captain. 5oth of them served in the 
royal army.I

”:s that him with Ao 3hi jinh I : ask, spotting a black and white 
photo of important men who simply seem to be enzoying a cup of tea 
rather than negotiating the terms of defeat. 

”Lhat dog?faced cowardS : keep on the wall only for historical 
purposes, for my museum. : spit on his picture every nightSI

”qh, sorry.I
”When : come back to "aos, the war was over. Lhe communists 

take everything. Lhey hated my family because we were wealthy. Lhey 
call us all their foolish names. 2ristocrat. 5ourgeoisie. Lhey steal 
everything from us like thieves. Lo them this was zustice, to give every?
thing we had to strangers so that we could feed them like dogs. 1ow 
look at my land. We had xelds of rice, bananas, spices, coEee. 1ow you 
see what it is. 1othing but snakes and weeds.I

Ohe takes a pause and seems emotionally distraught. : almost put 
my hand on her shoulder before she laughs bitterly and takes a drink. 
Ohe turns her attention to brighter times, better times, further back in 
the family history.

Y:n 0ussia, : had a sable coat. jy husband buy me for wedding 
present. : miss wearing that coat. : wish : never sold it. : felt like a 
cCarina. Kou cannot wear a sable here. Lhe rain ruins the fur.Y
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: nod sympathetically, observing now that she is starting to spend 
more time staring into her empty glass than at the pictures on the wall. 
: decide this is as good a time as any to interzect. 

”Oo : guess Oaint might need his personal belongings  : donTt think 
heTs coming back. jaybe youTd like to have them sent I

YKes. Lhat is a wonderful idea. jy poor boy. Ae was a good boy. 
Oweet child. 5ut young, and foolish. Ae trust everybody. : knew one 
day he would be caught,Y js. 2lana says sadly. Lhen zust as suddenly, 
her voice sharpens as she barks orders at her son, who groans and 
responds with something to the eEect of Y5ut the gameDs still on,Y to 
which she grows furious, prompting him to get oE the couch to get 
OaintDs things. 

YKou go with Nen. 5ring down his things. We bring them to the 
police station tomorrow.Y

YOure, : can do that,Y : reply, glancing at Nen, who does not look 
one bit pleased that : am making him miss the game. : hope he wonTt 
smash my nose with his knees when we get upstairs.

Nen motions me through a beaded curtain, and we walk up a ser?
vantTs stairwell to the upstairs hall, dimly lit and decorated with more 
relics. Welcoming us at the top of the stairs on a low wooden table is a 
reclining 5uddha, the slimmer and more meditative kind, as opposed 
to the fat, cheerful baldy. qn either side of him are those French?style 
fainting couches which arenTt really meant for sitting unless youDre 
desperately tired during the tour and are willing to sit on anything. 
Lhe paintings that line the upstairs hall are "aotian landscapes with 
princes in white uniform riding elephants leading colorful bands of 
emissaries and courtesans. 2 million elephants under a white parasol. 
2 monk in saEron walking beneath a red sun. 2 gong that looks 
ancient and battered. Lhe decor almost all "ao while architecturally 
Juropean. Lhe ceilings are high and the Boors are made of stone tile, 
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keeping the place relatively cool. :f : wasnTt avoiding :nterpol, : might 
write an anonymous recommendation on a travel site noting Oabaidee 
Aouse as a place of cultural interest, full of history and all the vodka 
you could drink. 5ut :Dd probably keep it down to four stars‘ not 
going to pretend : didnDt spot a few roaches here and there, or notice 
a mildewed smell that must come with seasons of rain that never end, 
slowly rotting away the mansion somewhere deep in its core, and later
 xnding out, that of course, the plumbing doesnTt work so well either. 

Uown the hall, rows of shutters on the side look out over the 
unkempt yard, and old French doors, some open, most closed with 
lodgers, occupying the spaces inside. 2s we pass by, Nen calls out to 
the guests heTs on friendly terms with, not bothering to introduce me 
of course, but receiving his ”heysI and ”hellosI in diEerent Juropean 
accents. 

We come to the far end of the hall, where we pause in front of a 
closed door and Nen gives me this look like an inside zoke : donTt know 
yet before knocking on the door twice. 

YPat?ty, itDs Nen. 2re you busy or lonely Y Nen calls in a teasing 
manner. YWe need to come inside.Y

YFuck oESY is the reply which comes muZed from inside, but a few 
moments later, the doorknob turns and an elephantine Jnglishman 
with a remarkable sunburn covering the whole of his face and whatTs 
e“posed of his body beneath a poorly?tied bathrobe answers the door. 
Ae has s4uinty eyes, which indicates that heTs not wearing his glasses, 
but the way he peers at me isnTt from poor vision. AeTs not the type 
of man to welcome visitors, unless of course, theyTre there to give him 
a blowzob.

YWhere the fuck is that little dodger with my ivory  :Dve been trying 
to stand straight for nearly an hour now and nothingDs coming. :Dve 
had to send two girls home tonight because of that tardy little twat.Y
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YOaint gone. Ae get in trouble with police,Y Nen says simply, and 
looks to me to xll in the details for this monstrous lobster in a 
bathrobe.

YAi. :Dm a friend of OaintDs. jy name is!I
Y: donTt give a fuck what yer name is. Where is Oaint  Opeak up now. 

UonDt stand there like a daft cunt.Y
”For Oaint, it was zust another night in Vientiane. For Oam, it was 

the adventure of a lifetime?I
”'ust get to itSI 
”qkayS : know a guy, a government o’cial, : suppose you could 

say, who tells me Oaint is xne and in good hands. AeTll make sure Oaint 
gets home safely.I

YWho the fuck are ye  Ke zust show up, Oaint gets nicked, and ye zust 
e“pect me to stand here and believe ye ainTt had nothing to do with it  
5oy, this fellaTs got some bollocks, he has. "ook at the apples on this 
one, Nenny. : ainTt never seen an agent show up at the door to give 
news unless he wanted more information.I

Pat stands there dead?eyeing me with a look of pure malice.
YJasy, Pat?ty. We zust get OaintDs things and go, yes Y Nen intervenes, 

prompting Pat, as : am later told to call him, to step aside and let us 
into his room.

Y: donDt zust let anyone in me pad, Nenny. Ke know how : am.Y
Yqnly they has ass and teets,Y Nen zokes, and motions for me to 

come inside. : follow Nen through the doorway. 
:tTs a bit repulsive entering the lair of a rumored se“ addict, but itTs 

the master suite and :Tm curious to see what the accommodations are 
like. Lhe room isnTt as big as : e“pected, but the decor is surprisingly 
tasteful, e“ecuted with understanding and displaying an appreciation 
for the minimalist aspects of 2sian design. qn the other hand, the 
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general clutter of papers and books occupying every free inch of space 
show the mark of a writer who has not been practicing Ven. 

Lhe mounted samurai sword and Rkiyo?e prints on the wall tell 
me he was fascinated with samurai as a young lad, while the various 
5uddha statues suggest he graduated to more sophisticated in4uiry 
with an Jastern philosophy course in university, perhaps with serious 
thoughts of becoming a monk Tas everyone hasU while simultane?
ously falling in love with a 'apanese girl in his class. Lhe chopsticks 
and lac4uerware set on the small table confess a young and inspired 
love?drunk decision to pursue the girl. 

Lhe large 'apanese folding screen painted with plum trees in Bower 
tells me heTs tragic. Lhe wall?to?wall bookshelves overBowing with 
volumes tell me his greatest dreams. Lhe piles of neatly stacked sheets 
of paper tell me heTs obsessive. 2rranged in mysterious formations, 
making sense only to their creator, like steps ascending higher and 
higher into nowhere, the never?ending drafts of a novel, a magnum 
opus which would eventually read as syphilitic madness.

”:nspired by the 'apanese e“istentialists,I : begin monologuing 
aloud, ”he attempted the life of a struggling novelist, teaching Jnglish 
to businessmen for another year, and then xnally returned to the RN 
to settle into traditional life. Ae spent his honeymoon in 5ali Tnote the 
dark wood and white canopyU, had kids and divorced, and after a life?
time of setting his literary aspirations aside to work at a well?paying zob 
he despised, he came back to the Far Jast. Washed up and embittered 
by nonstop betrayals as his life went down the toilet, he searched for 
the life he had never lived, writing his novels on a Pacixc island with 
women in endless carousel.I

Pat and Nen stand looking at me in wonder.
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Y5ack there, in the sick room,Y Pat xnally says to Nen with a heavy 
nod toward a modixed veranda where Oaint meditated deeply enough 
to ignore the grunts of e“ertion.

Pat wields huge lobster claws that block me from going in or out, 
his eyes full of interrogation. Ae wants to know who : am, who : work 
for, zust like the premonition : had had before. 

”Fess up now. Who ye working for  Ker police, ainTt ye  qut of 
nowhere ye show up and OaintTs in the can, ay  : never heard of ye. 
Oaint ainTt never mentioned ye before. : think ye had him set up, mate.I

”Oaint was a good friend to me. : only met him for a night, but he 
saved me from drowning. : would never do anything to harm Oaint. 
Lhere are some things that happened that : canTt e“plain, but :Tm not 
who you think : am. Lhis isnTt even my real body.I

Y5oyDs a bit screwy, ainTt he Y Pat remarks to Nen, who reappears 
with a small duEel bag xlled with OaintTs meager possessions. Y: call 
bollocks. AeTs no 'ames 5ond, thatTs for sure.I

Nen shrugs indiEerently, rather in a hurry to catch the rest of the 
game.

Y:Dm going to keep him for a minute, Nenny. ;o on and bring that 
down to the lady. je and him are going to stay for a little chat.Y

Lhis is decided without my consent of course, but Nen nods in the 
a’rmative and leaves me standing there awkwardly, wondering if PatTs 
planning to tighten up that bathrobe anytime soon.

Lhe door closes. Pat remains standing where he was, blocking the 
door, lobster claws out, ever?e“panding, his body xlling up with some 
kind of gas.

”2ll right, letTs have it. What ye here for, mate  'ust come clean. 
: wonTt keep ye all night. KeTve been looking for me, and now yeTve 
got me. :tTs my fault. : should have never taken on a roommate. 5ut 
something about him moved me to help. : donTt know why : did. : 
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canTt stand people usually. :Td rather help dogs in the street. Lhem : 
can understand. 5ut then again, Oaint was a bit of a stray dog, wasnTt 
he  : didnTt know he was going to be my end.I

”: donTt know what youTre talking about,I : tell him. ”Oaint had 
nothing but good things to say about you. qkay, thatTs not true. 5ut 
heTs not going to give you up, no matter what you did. Oo you donTt 
need to worry about that.I

”Oo yer not an agent I Pat says narrowing his eyes, but seeming to 
rela“ a little.

”1ot the kind youTre thinking of. 2nyway : left the business. :Tm a 
free man.I

”Ke are, are ye I
Pat shakes his head and laughs like he has a bunch of phlegm in 

his throat, probably from the onset of a heart attack. :t wouldTve 
happened with or without the se“. Loo bad.

”Lhis is why : canTt have no one over,I he mutters to himself. ”: 
sit in here all day writing confessions on paper and start babbling my 
brains out to anyone who talks to me. :Tve xnally gone round the bend. 
: have, : have.I

”Ohould : leave I : ask as he gingerly lowers himself into a leather 
chair that grumbles.

”Please, stay a minute. : think :, : thought, : almost felt that one,I 
he laughs, looking a bit pale in the face now. ”;o on and fetch us some 
water. Lhere in the pitcher.I

: look toward where heTs pointing by a bonsai tree and fetch this 
man some water. Ais hand trembles as he takes a drink.

”What you done, mister I : ask softly, looking at him now without 
zudgment, but curiosity.

”:?:,I he laughs and looks at me, shaking his head like :Tm too young 
to understand what a lifetime can make you do. ”:Tve done terrible 
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things. Oaint knows. :Tve told him everything. Aim and this fucking 
book.I

Ae nods over to the stacks of paper laying all around the room. 
”jemoir I : ask.
”3onfessions of philosophy, : suppose you could say.I
: gaCe around the room, wondering where it starts. 
”:Tm not zust some bloated old wanker. . . if thatTs what ye think 

: am,I Pat says now, the panting stage of his breathing beginning to 
pass. ”5ut : do love my girls, and : do love that ivory. Lhe doctor told 
me it was going to be the end of me. : told him that was the end : was 
waiting for. A2S ;o on, yer supposed to laugh.I

: shrug and say nothing, wondering how much time is okay before 
you leave someone who nearly had a heart attack that you were re?
sponsible for delivering. Len minutes  Len seems okay.

”Oo, yeTve left the agency, ay  What ye gonT do with your newfound 
freedom I Pat says semi?derisively, but perhaps too tired to really give 
it all of its eEect. Ae almost sounds sincere.

”: used to have a plan. : was supposed to save the Ualai "ama. : 
thought xnding 3andidate Uim would lead me to 'ack, but now : 
donTt have a reason. :tTs not like : need 'ack to die. : zust thought if : 
defeated him, : could meet jy Lrue "ove and be with her again. 1ow 
: realiCe : didnTt even know her. Lhe pills made me believe she was real. 
:nterpol wanted me to believe in her so that : would keep chasing 'ack 
and help them complete their mission.I 

Pat nods slowly, his look of malice faded, now replaced by the look 
of someone analyCing, probing, connecting the dots for you, trying to 
help.

”Jver read Uostoyevsky I Pat says after a moment of contempla?
tion. ”Ae wrote that book over there, The Brothers Karamazov. :tTs a 
long book, but every sentence in that novel is absolutely brilliant. :n 
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the interest of time ! how longTs the lady got you for down there  
Aalf a bottle, ye say  KeTve got time ! :Tll give ye the short version. 
Lhere are three brothers born by a randy old patriarch who fathers 
them all with diEerent women. Lhey have completely diEerent up?
bringings. 1one of them close with dear old dad. Umitri is the xrst, a 
hedonist, driven by lust and passion. Ae ends up killing dear old dad 
at the end of the xrst act.I

”5ecause he was drunk I : ask.
”1o, because dear old dad was shagging the lovely ;rushenka, the 

same girl heTs in for. Plus he needs drink money.I
”3lassy.I
”Ais brothers :van and 2lyosha come to town while all this is 

going on. :van is an intellectual, an atheist and a nihilist, and a bit 
of a communist as well. 2lyosha is a priest whose spiritual father, the 
head priest Voshima, has zust died. ;ives up an awful stink, his body 
does. ;ets so bad it makes 2lyosha 4uestion his faith, as the 0ussian 
qrthodo“ believe that the smell from the body of the dead showed ye 
how sinful the deceased are.I

”3ould zust be the herring and onions,I : say, oEering an opinion. 
”Oo what happens I

”What happens donTt mean a thing. WhatTs important is who the 
brothers are and what they represent. Uimitri is driven by passion. 
:van driven by intellect. 2lyosha driven by spiritual faith and heart. 
2ll of us are driven by something. Which one of the brothers are ye  
LhatTs the 4uestion the book asks in the end.I

”Kou like this book I
”Lhe best therapist :Tve ever had.I
”:tTs helped you I
”:tTs helped me massively.I
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”From what : hear, youTre still stuck on Uimitri,I : say, glibly 
snubbing him. For a moment, heTs stunned. Ae sits there and xnally 
tightens his robe a little out of modesty, or perhaps a sudden Besh 
wound. 

YKe think you know me, eh  Ke think :Tm the white man here in 
another third?world country zust having my shits and giggles I

”LhatTs e“actly what : think.I
”"ike ye said, laddie. Ke donTt really know someone, do you  Ke 

didnTt know that girl yer on about. Ke didnTt know she was zust a 
one?night, an illusion, gone before ye can even blink. Ke think true love 
is out there zust waiting for ye. Ke think itTs always going to be true in 
the end. Ke donTt know the heart of a woman, the way she can make 
ye suEer in pain. Ohe canTt love ye without making ye suEer. Oo what 
yer really looking for is a reason to suEer, arenTt ye  5ecause ye have 
nowhere else to go. Ke donTt know what else to do with yerself, so ye 
suEer.I

”Kou canTt live without love. People like you zust think your way out 
of it without calling it cowardice.I

”Oo ye think ye know love  KeTve never even had it. Ke think love is 
going around the world and chasing some dream girl to lay with her in 
bed and whisper all yer sweet nothings, do ye  P2AS Ker zust a kid. Ke 
donTt even know that love is sacrixce, love is giving up all that ye want 
and dreamS Ke donTt ask for nothing, no tenderness or appreciation. 
Why  5ecause itTs a losing gameS LhatTs what love isS 2nd when the 
loveTs run out and yer left with nothing, all ye can do is go somewhere 
so ye can zust die 4uietly. LhatTs what love isSI

”Oo youTre saying : dodged a bullet I : ask. 
”Ke think : donTt take care of these girls  :Tm not some animal,I Pat 

goes on, lightening the weight of his conscience. ”qf course : feels bad 
for Dem, as much as : feels bad for me?selfS 5ut better me than someone 
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else, and believe me laddie, thereDs always someone else, someone not 
as gentle as : am. What am : guilty of doing anyway, besides feeding 
the family their husbands, or lack thereof, canTt provide  2nd :Tm 
giving them something else theyTve been looking for, believe me laddie. 
: donTt mean to be a boastful cunt, but :Tve got an elephant trunk. 
WeDve all got our vices, laddie. Oometimes itDs zust fuel for the xre. :tDs 
what keeps us going, isnTt it  qur obsessions become our gods until 
they destroy us, or ye renounce the world and live in a monastery. :tDs 
a lonely e“istence, but thereTs yer love. LhereTs yer truth. 'ust let me 
vindicate my life with one last sentence before : die. LhatTs all : ask.I

Yjaybe you donDt want the story to end,Y : suggest ironically, nod?
ding at the endless wasteland of words.

YUonDt kid yourself, laddie. WeDre all racing towards the end. :f 
weTre lucky and itTs not all a gobsmacking lie, weDll have new bodies 
and a new Jarth when the angels come and take us home. Aome is 
where we can worship and xnally rest in a world without death. :tTs 
only us that canTt seem to live in harmony with the rest of it, isnTt it  
Lhe xsh knows how to swim, the bird knows how to By, and the Bower 
knows how to point its face to the sun. qnly we donTt know what the 
bloody hell weTre here for. 2ll we know is how to cry out in pain. :tTs 
the very xrst thing we do in this life, and itTs the last thing we do in the 
end. Lhe rest of it is zust moments between the choruses. :f : wasnTt 
raised a 3atholic, :Td have already shot me?self in the head. 2s it is, :Tm 
afraid to die. 5ut :Tve nothing left to hang on for in this life, laddie. :f 
: ever get to that last sentence, :Tm ending it with a bullet in me head.I

”Kikes,I : say.
”2nd so here we are, riding on chariots of death into battle,I Pat 

almost sing?songs. ”Facing the enemies far oE, and the ones ye have to 
kill are the ones ye love. What does "ord Nrishna say to 2rzuna, eh  
Lhere ainDt no sin in this world e“cept to deny yer destiny. Ke know yer 
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destiny if ye know yer heart. When yer meant to do something, every 
xber in yer body tells ye itDs right. KeTve got to listen to whatDs inside 
ye. Whether that leads ye to the path yeDve wanted or e“pected is beside 
the point, but ye walk that path, no matter the conse4uences, and ye 
let the gods of the universe sort it all out. Ke give up the notion that ye 
know whatDs right and whatDs wrong. Ke follow the path.Y

”Oo does your heart rest easy with the way that you live I : ask Pat, 
challenging his thesis. ”5ecause a minute ago, it looked like it almost 
Bopped. Kou canTt zust let the world be a mess and fuck the time away. 
Kou think you can intellectualiCe the worldTs suEering, waiting until 
the last gasp when some epiphany is going to bring you redemption, 
but it doesnDt work like that. Kou canTt make yourself your own moral 
authority. LhatTs called corruption. :tTs rampant in these destitute 
lands, and we can forget about their problems and say they did it to 
themselves, but are we going to forget the days we declared war on 
evil and killed millions of innocents on our own con4uest for gold, 
to dominate and rule and shape the world in our own image  "o and 
behold, the nations crumble, and the women become prostitutes, and 
the people cry out and overthrow their king because heTs fallen, the 
gods have left them, and the only thing left is to start from scratch.I 

”We give birth to our own gods, laddie. qr theyTre above us and 
all we are is a mirror. "ook at our streets, our cities. ;o to 2ngkor 
WatS We build temples to the things we worship. :n a time when most 
people couldnTt even go to the bloody dentist, they erected temples 
so massive they can be seen from space, perfectly symmetrical in every 
way so that even the streets, the brickwork, the statues, all of it, rep?
resent their philosophical conception of the universe as taken from 
the constellations themselves. 2nd they did it with their bare handsS 
"ook at our streets now. What do we worship  We worship money, 
beauty, power ! we worship ourselvesS Walk the streets of "ondon‘ 
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look at the skyscrapers in janhattan. Lhe streets of joscow and 
Pyongyang are so wide ye can have an entire army goose?stepping with 
their 2rmageddon on wheels trailing behind. We are what we worship, 
we become it, and we ainTt got the choice to 4uit that without giving 
the whole thing away. :tTs slaveryS LhatTs what it isS :tTs the nature we 
canTt accept because we have free will.I

”WhatTs the point of all this I : ask him, surprised to xnd myself 
sitting down in front of him now in a mutual search for answers.

”7: believe like a child that suEering will be healed and made up for, 
that all the humiliating absurdity of human contradictions will vanish 
like a pitiful mirage, like the despicable fabrication of the important 
and inxnitely small Juclidean mind of man, that in the worldTs xnale, 
at the moment of eternal harmony, something so precious will come 
to pass that it will su’ce for all hearts, for the comforting of all re?
sentments, for the atonement of all the crimes of humanity, for all the 
blood that theyTve shed, that it will make it not only possible to forgive, 
but to zustify all that has happened.TI

”Uid you memoriCe that I : ask in shock.
”:tTs written on the wall,I Pat replies.
: turn and there it is, written on a piece of paper in a spidery scrawl 

taped to the wall.
”Who said that I
”:van NaramaCov.I
”: thought he was an atheist.I
Pat smiles, sliding the bishop in for checkmate.
”1ow why would Uostoyevsky do that I he asks aloud, mocking 

me.
: stand up and ponder a moment, staring at the long sprawling 

4uote. 
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”2 friend of mine told me to stop using my eyes to see the world. 
Ae tried to teach me how to see with my mind, but all : saw were hor?
rible things. "ies and deception, programming from :nterpol, tricks 
from 'ack. : lost my senses and started drowning it all in alcohol, zust 
wandering from one place to the ne“t. 2nd now those people are gone, 
but : know it wasnTt a mistake to meet them. Lhey led me to where : 
am, to where : stand now, talking about the deepest parts of my being 
with someone : hardly know. Aow does the person : detest become 
the same person to show me who : am  qr the words of truth, the 
words of hope, and ultimately, the words of faith, come from a person 
who claims to believe in nothing I

”2nd so ye become 2lyosha. ;o and minister unto the world.I
Pat makes the sign of the cross over me in a sanctimonious manner, 

yet still : receive his blessing.
”;o to 2ngkor Wat. KeTll xnd what yer looking for there.I
: nod solemnly and promise, and leave him sitting in his armchair 

to consider the remains of his life as : drift down the hall. 
Lhe lights are oE, but : xnd the stairs and Boat downward in a haCe 

towards a dim light at the bottom, which seems impossibly far. 
: see js. 2lana through the beaded curtain sitting alone at the table 

while her children sleep on Boor mats in the other room. : hear her 
telling one of them to go back to bed, but when : reach the bottom of 
the stairs, sheDs already pouring me a drink.

YOo you met the fat man Y she says with unveiled derision. YAe is a 
disgusting pig, a permanent resident, a thing : must live with. : donTt 
go upstairs anymore. : hate his stink.Y

YPigs are kind of smart, in a weird way. LheyTre smarter than dogs. 
Lhey have the same Besh density as humans. :f you want to test a gun 
on a body, you shoot a pig.Y
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js. 2lanaTs face is illuminated by low candlelight as we take a drink 
in the semi?darkness. Aer face looks both beautiful and decrepit at the 
same time. 

YLhis is a place of the dead,Y js. 2lana says thick?tongued, too 
drunk to have any emotion or bitterness, a hollowness which seems 
to thud. ”Kou never imagine the future when you are old and have 
lost everything. : live with guests in my house and have become their 
servant, fulxlling their needs and desires and endless re4uests. We used 
to own land. We had servants. . .I

Lhe candle light dances in reBection oE the glass frames of portraits 
and photographs spanning the ages like xre in the cave.

YUrinkSY js. 2lana barks, and in one zerking movement, : take the 
vodka : donTt really want to drink anymore and absorb it into my 
bloodstream. : should have thrown it over my shoulder. Ohe wouldnTt 
have noticed if : threw it past her head. 

”: was once a beautiful young woman, with a proud husband, a 
loving son. Kou donTt imagine the future. Kou donTt think you will 
be the one with no one to help you. We live in a museum. "ook at 
the photographs. "ook how they smile. Lhey donTt know what will 
happen to them. 2nd now here we are looking at them. 2re we not 
the same I

”Lhey say time moves in a spiral.I
”Aistory is full of mistakes,I js. 2lana sighs and pours herself 

another drink. : see her face both young and old in the candle. : see 
her traveling as that young, stunning beauty with a diary wrapped in 
rosaries and going from the misty zungle mountains of "aos to the 
wintry empire of the R.O.O.0. OheTs a good student who keeps a low 
proxle, but still has enough adventure to keep her skin glowing rosy 
in the joscow nights. Ohe wants to live in snow forever so her skin 
will become white. Ohe speaks Buent 0ussian, 3hinese, and Jnglish, 
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among her studies of classics and mathematics. Ohe is arranged to 
marry her fatherTs favorite captain, back then so dashing and brave, 
and then broken by the war. Ae died of whisky.

”"ife was beautiful back then,I js. 2lana trails distantly. 
Ouddenly : feel something tickling my thigh. For a moment : freeCe, 

thinking itTs some kind of tarantula that comes out to hunt birds at 
night. 5ut the thing seems to move about clumsily, fumbling for my 
Cipper.

What  :t canTt beS
5ut it is.
: look up to see js. 2lana, eyes half?shaded, ready to show me some 

photos she doesnTt keep on the wall, glamour shots on bedcovers in 
a one?piece teddy that hides her belly and stretch marks. Ohe smiles 
and breathes so noisily :Tm afraid sheTll wake up her kickbo“ing son, 
snoring audibly from a near distance. :s this what happens  0ight after 
that romantic story about her childhood in 0ussia  3an someone 
make these beads a little thicker  qr perhaps, soundproof  

:Tm pretty sure : s4ueak at that moment, accepting a xnal drink to 
lubricate the moment. We are both drenched in lubricant. Ologged, 
really. : take the shot as a means of courage, a foolhardy decision. Lhe 
vodka sits stagnant in my stomach since the last shot, burning away 
my organs like battery acid. : feel an earth4uake.

: run into the spiraling maCe?like darkness and search in panic and 
pure instinct, using what little moonlight there is available to locate an 
acceptable place to puke.

”Lhink about it. :f -M percent of 2mericans get their passport, that 
means that less than -M percent of 2mericans are traveling the world. 
Lhey donTt even know what they want control of,Y a French?3anadian 
girl was saying to me in a bar back in Ohanghai.



N: AKR1 P20N—îM

: empty out my guts in a dark room and pray to the god of bed and 
breakfasts that itTs the bathroom. : wouldnDt want them giving me a 
poor rating and writing disapproving notes on my behavior. ”;uest 
left a jJOO in the prayer room. Uid 1qL clean, but instead Bed the 
scene. Uq 1qL 0J3qjjJ1USI 

”AeyS : gave you a 6./?star ratingSI
: come out of the bathroom and feel js. 2lana looming behind 

me. : feel her grab me and nibble on my ear whispering, Y: want to eat 
you,I in a 0ussian accent, running her tongue over my earlobe, tasting 
me. Ohe pats me on the ass and disappears in the darkness, and still all 
: feel is her tongue in my ear, that hot breath that feels more like the 
kiss of a lioness. : wake up with my head in the bidet.



Chapter Sixteen

Sorry, Roi

I  opened my eyes to the sounds of a softly strumming guitar.

“You’re awake,” Roi said, turning to me with a gentle smile. “I 
thought I lost you.”

“Is this. . . another dimension?” I asked, gazing about in wonder.
“DiWerent room. ce had some Lomplaints at the other plaLe. qooks 

Tuite similar though.”
“Shey Lomplained?”
“I’m sure it was nothing. Shey seemed like assholes,” Roi reassured 

me.
I sat up against the wall now so that I Lould faLe him. xiv beds Blled 

the room. She room was bare and empty. I felt strangely rested.
“I felt like I was Jying through spaLe. I thought I had died.”
“Shat’s the altitude siLkness,” Roi LonBrmed. “You haMe to go a few 

days at a time to let your body aLLlimate. Kest thing for you to do now 
is get to a lower eleMation. You should Lome with me to Hapan. Don’t 
go to Sibet.”

Uy bandaged hand throbbed like a metronome. 
“Roi, I haMe to tell you something.”
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“Don’t worry,” Roi said. “I think I know what you’re going to tell 
me. 2nd trust me, Sibet isn’t the answer.”

I stared at him openmouthed. 
“Pow did you know?” 
“It’s not really that hard to tell,” Roi shrugged, his faLe sLrewing up 

in friendly apology. “You talk a lot in your sleep, you know.”
“chere am I supposed to go?”
“1ot Sibet, that’s for sure. She Dalai qama liMes in Dharamshala, 

whiLh is in India. Pe was eviled from Sibet, whiLh was anneved by 
Ohina during the war. Pe Lan’t go baLk until Sibet is liberated, whiLh 
will probably not happen unless the 2meriLans and the A.1. interG
Mene, whiLh they won’t. Ohina is too powerful.”

“Yeah, but we’re talking about the Anited xtates of 2meriLa here,” 
I puWed up. “3Mer hear of the Oonstitution?”

“chat happens on 2meriLan soil is one thing. chat happens in 
the rest of the world is another. I know the 2meriLans like to think of 
themselMes as the torLh bearers of freedom, but they’re also the largest 
Lonsumers of basiLally eMerything. Shey only poliLe the roads that 
Larry the goods. It’s not that diWerent from the Uongols proteLting 
the xilk Road.”

“Kut the Dalai qama’s life is in danger.”
“Pis life is always in danger,” Roi reasoned. “She Ohinese want 

him dead. Shat’s no seLret.”
“ce haMe to tell them,” I insisted and stared hard into Roi eyes.
Roi’s eyes softened and he gaMe in. Pe reaLhed into his bag and took 

out a Lamera. cith the press of a button, he released a Jash driMe and 
held it out to me.

“I almost got Laught at the border with this. Do you know what 
would’Me happened to me if the Ohinese looked inside? She things I 
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saw were. . .” Roi stammered, and I watLhed as a tear made its way 
down from the Lorner of his eye. 

“I probably shouldn’t giMe this to you, but I’m stuLk here for anG
other week until my Misa for Hapan arriMes. I’m 4ust a messenger,” he 
added guiltily, and plaLed the Jash driMe in my hand. 

“You’re doing the right thing. ce might 4ust saMe a few liMes.”
Roi nodded. 
“I saw monks set themselMes on Bre in the street. Shey’re Lrying out 

for freedom, and the world isn’t eMen listening. She Ohinese pretend 
it’s not happening, and the rest of the world ignores all of the death 
and misery there beLause we’re addiLted to buying happy meal toys.”

“I’ll make sure this gets to the right people,” I promised him.
“chat if you get searLhed at the airport?” Roi asked me.
“Shen I’ll Jirt with the guards,” I said and winked. “Do you know 

how to say 5I loMe you’ in Uandarin?”
“Wo a ni,” Roi breathed in astonishment, and watLhed as I took 

out a thread and needle from my ruLksaLk and began sewing the Jash 
driMe into a seLret poLket hidden in my underwear.

“I doubt it’ll get to that point, but if it does, I Lan always 4ust aWeLt 
an indignant Kritish aLLent,” I 4oked. 

“chat about your hand?” Roi asked. “I was a mediL in the army. 
You need to make sure to Lhange your bandages. If I had some gauze, 
I would Lhange it for you.”

“It’s all right. Hust tell me how to make it stop throbbing,” I said, 
sTueezing my wrist and winLing.

“Shere’s a Lity not far from here Lalled Nunming. It’s known as the 
Oity of 3ternal xpring. It’s high in eleMation, but near the eTuator. It’ll 
be warm there. You should be able to Bnd a LliniL. :rom there, you Lan 
go in any direLtion.”

“I don’t know how to repay you, Roi.”
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“:or what?”
“Keing a friend,” I said, and held out my good hand.
Pe grasped it and held it gently. ce let the moment pass and leaned 

baLk, wondering at the LhanLes of our meeting here, at the border of 
Sibet on the Lusp of winter, both of us wandering souls traMeling this 
world alone. Pe strummed a few Lhords of what I reLognized as Yellow 
Submarine. 

“You eMer feel like you’Me lost your whole sense of direLtion, Roi?” 
I asked after the last twangs faded. 

“2ll the time. Keing lost is the best way to Bnd out where you’re 
going.”

“I always thought that one of these days, the road would lead me 
baLk to her. I used to hear this MoiLe in my head telling me where to 
go, but now I Lan’t hear it. Uaybe the Ohinese set up a new kind of 
Brewall or something. I keep searLhing for an arrow to point me in the 
right direLtion, but I Lan’t see it. 1ot the way I used to.”

“2 sign Lan tell you where to go, xam, but it Lan’t tell you how to 
get there. 1ow you’Me hit a wall and you don’t know what to do, right? 
2ll you haMe to do is walk around the wall.”

“Pow do I do that?”
“She world as you see it is 4ust an illusion, but you don’t know what 

the illusion is, or what it means, or why it’s there. You 4ust know it’s 
the Mery thing stopping you from breaking through to the other side. 
Pow do you get rid of an illusion? You learn to see it. You see it with 
your heart and mind.” 

“Oan you teaLh me?”
“Oome to the edge of the bed and take my hands. xit up straight 

and Llose your eyes. Repeat after me. . .”
I sat up and inhaled deep. 
“I am xam,” Roi intoned, eyes Llosed. 
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“I am xam,” I repeated.
“Shere is no one else. I am xam Iam,” he said.
“Shere is no one else. I am xam Iam,” I repeated.
“1ow breathe.”
I evhaled.
“‘o past the noise, and searLh for the silenLe in your mind. Don’t 

try to do it forLefully. Hust let it happen. qet your mind be as light as the 
air itself. 6iLture a lake. qook at the light reJeLting oW the water, but 
don’t try to hold onto the image. Hust let it moMe further and further 
towards a point in the distanLe, a lonely mountain. . .”

3yes Llosed, I went past an endless Lhorus of shouting MoiLes, deG
bates from the left and the right Blling the spaLe with empty noise, 
whispers of LhoLolate and sev and moans of pain and pleasure, sighs of 
indiWerenLe and roars of rage. :urther down the hall, I heard a torrent 
of MoiLes, threats, and warnings left for me by Interpol, built up from 
the moment I disLonneLted. 6iles of frantiL, fearGinspiring messages. 
qies.

SAM! GET OUT OF THERE! ROI IS A DOUBLE AGENT! 
REPORT TO INTERPOL NOW OR WE WILL BE FORCED 

TO TERMINATE YOU!
MR. ZEN HAS ALERTED THE CHINESE! THEY’RE COM-

ING FOR YOU NOW!
I looked at Roi in amazement. 
“Shey’re all lies,” I said in wonder. “Shey’re terriBed.”
Roi smiled. 
“Neep listening. Don’t stop until the MoiLes disappear. qet them 

fade away. . .”
I shut my eyes tightly and kept listening. I went deeper and deeper 

in. Shere was a LraLkle of statiL. InLoming transmissionZ
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Jack here. Everything is going just as planned, sir. What’s that? No, he 
doesn’t suspect a thing. The package is strapped and ready to blow. Once 
he shakes that old fool’s hand, it’ll send him back a few reincarnations. 
I used enough explosive to make sure of that. . . Me? I’ve got a hot body 
waiting for me in Thailand. A little fun in the sun, if you know what I 
mean . . .

“1jjjjjjD” I sLreamed and 4umped up from the bed. “Pe has 
her, RoiD I haMe to goD I haMe to go nowD”

“‘o where?” Roi Lried. “It’s the middle of the nightD You’ll freezeD”
“I don’t LareD 3Mery minute I sit around waiting here is another 

minute he has her in his armsD”
“It’s a lie, xamD Don’t listen to the MoiLesD qisten to the silenLeD”
“3nough of your hokeyGpokey triLksD Don’t you see? I’Me been 

aLting like a pawn this whole timeD HaLk faked his own death in qi4iangD 
Pe made me belieMe I’m on a mission to saMe the Dalai qama, but in 
reality, I’m being sent to kill himD Don’t you see, Roi? I’m the killerD 
HaLk’s been planning it all alongD chy else would he tell me his plan? 
It’s beLause I was always meant to be the one to pull the triggerD I’m 
being sent to kill the Dalai qama, not to saMe himD 2nd onLe I’m out 
of the piLture, HaLk Lan haMe Uy Srue qoMe all to himselfD Pe’s trying 
to take my life and beLome meD :oreMer this timeD”

“xamD”
I stood before the open door and let the Lold hallway air blow in.
“I’m sorry, Roi. I’m foreMer grateful for eMerything you’Me done. 

1ot only for helping me Llimb the mountain and Larrying me through 
the street, but for being a friend. You’Me done more for me than you 
Lan know. Kut there’s something I need to do. ce haMe to fulBll our 
dharma, don’t we? 1o matter where it takes us. I’Me probably been on 
this road a thousand times before wondering how many times I haMe 
to win before I get to kiss the girl. Kut maybe I’Me neMer won. Uaybe 
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that’s why I keep Loming baLk. I haMe to let those Multures eat me oMer 
and oMer until the LyLle ends. ‘oodbye, Roi. Sell Ur. Fen I’m sorry I 
Louldn’t sign his guestbook.”



Chapter Seventeen

Another Road

I t’s almost 10 by the time I get to the donut shop. Jacky is nowhere 
in sight. "Have you seen a girl with blue-green eyes, golden brown 

hair, and big—" I cup my hands over my chest to illustrate. 
            "She here this morning," the guy behind the counter says. 

"Eight o'clock exactly." 
            "How do you know it was 8 o'clock exactly?"
            "Because she say, 'Look at the clock! It 8 o'clock exactly!' She 

very angry! Hee hee! Whoever she waiting for, he crazy man! Hee hee!" 
            "Not crazy. Just stupid," I sigh and slump over the counter. 
            I refuse to move until the guy behind the counter slips me 

more information, but all he gives me is Lao coCee. I sip the coCee, 
sitting at a table now, and try to work out some sort of strategy to get to 
5ambodia with the A0-odd dollars I have left. Pfter Fat’s whole spiel 
about following the path, it feels like I have no choice. Tor a moment 
I think about 5hristmas. jhe return ticket back to Pmerica leaves in 
three days. I can only get there from BeiMing. No matter. I’ll Must spend 
the rest of my days in 5ambodia, wandering as a crime-Rghting monk. 
But Rrst, I’ll need to steal one of those robes. . .
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            Oy mind wanders in search of Jacky, wondering what she’s 
doing now, wondering if perhaps she is and has been Oy jrue Love all 
along. I see her getting on a bus to jhailand, her visa happily renewed 
for another three years of beaches, cocktails, dancing, men, and all of 
their ladyboys. I want to say goodbye. Oaybe I can Rnd her Tacebook. 
”amn it! What was her last name?

            jime to go. What I need to do is Rgure out some transporta-
tion. Oaybe I can pay a guy to take me to 5ambodia. Pll right, let's 
look at the monument. Oight as well, since we're here. Fatuxai Stone 
Prch. jourists everywhere. P group of girls. None of them Jacky.

            (I’ve got to get out of here,) I think to myself, and then it 
hits me. I'll rent a motorbike! I get the idea after a motorbike almost 
hits me. jhere are motorbike rentals everywhere. Pll I have to do is 
leave some bogus collateral and then take that bad boy all the way to 
5ambodia! Is that stealing? Hell yes, it’s stealing!

qI was really hungover. I was kind of depressed. I wasn't thinking 
straight. I’m sorry, your honor. No, I do not think that will hold up in 
court. I'm Must giving you context here.K 

Just as I hop into the Rrst motorbike rental I see, there of all places. 
. .

"Jacky!"
She turns around. Her mouth drops as if she was Must on the phone, 

calling me. Neither of us have cellphones.
"Where have you been? I've been looking all over for you!" 
I react like a cyborg and scan her statement for bullshit. It's clean. 

She sYueezes me tightly. She looks amazing, freshly showered and 
changed. I can't help but ask.

"”id they try to gangbang you?"
"Who?" 
"Him and his 'friends.’"
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"No, you ass!) Jacky laughs and pinches my shoulder. (I told him 
not to do anything funny or I'd stick him with a knife."

"7ou're so Pustralian," I whisper admiringly.
"”id you end up bunking with some lucky Lao girl?) Jacky says, 

batting her eyelashes. (7ou didn’t meet another ladyboy, I hope."
Events from the previous night Vow hyperspeed like I'm being 

plugged back into the matrix.
"I think I’m still shrooming.)
(jhat bad, eh?)
(I was Must about to rent a bike. ”id you pick one already?" 
"Sure did. Where ya headed, cowboy?" Jacky takes out a cowgirl hat 

and dons it teasingly for a moment before picking out a helmet.
"Siem Geap."
(jhat’s perfect! I’m going to Sihanoukville. Who’s in Siem Geap? 

5ome with me to the beach! We can rent a bungalow and sip cocktails 
by the water. I’m going to do a cleanse there before I go back to 
jhailand. Just sit at the bottom of the world for a few weeks and watch 
the sun go down. 6h wait! 7ou only have a few days left, haven’t you?)

I nod my head stoically, trying to avoid a throat lump.
(We can still ride down together, can’t we? But how are you going 

to return the bike?)
(I haven’t Rgured out that part yet.)
(Why don’t you Must ride with me? I’m riding all the way, baby! I’m 

not coming back. Ps long as you don’t mind riding bitch—)
(What? Pre you nuts? I can’t ride on the back!)
(Why not? jhere’s nothing wrong with a boy riding bitch. It’s 

actually Yuite daring. 7ou can show the world you’re not afraid of 
what they think.)

(Flease stop calling it 2riding bitch.’ jhat’s not helping.)
(Tine, we can take turns. 7ou ride half and I’ll ride half. ”eal?)
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(What about once we get there? How are you planning to return 
your motorbike?)

"I’m not," she says, and winks at me. (I Must bought it.)
Ps if on cue, one of the grease monkeys from the shop comes 

wheeling a brand-new motorbike up to the front. It's a fast little 
number, cherry red. I wouldn’t have expected anything less. He wipes 
it down one last time and gives Jacky the key.

I stand there with my mouth agape.
"7ou do know how to use the clutch, I’m assuming," Jacky says as 

I straddle the driver’s seat.
"I'm a fast learner," I chirrup.
"6h god. Flease don't tell me . . ."
"5ome on! jeach me! 9ive me 10 minutes, and I'll have her at full 

speed!"
"7ou really are something3 you know that?)
We go to the side street and start up the bike. Jacky Vies up and 

down the street like a pro, making sure it’s ready to burn. I can see she’s 
going to be expecting me to have it pushing red line the whole time. 
I’ve never even ridden a 4espa. When she hands me the motorbike, 
I struggle to steady it, my arms Yuivering like two strands of wet 
spaghetti. 

"It's heavy," I note dumbly, and nearly tip it over.
"Hey! 9et a scratch on my new bike and you're paying for it!"
Jacky runs through the tutorial without pause, and something in 

her voice tells me I better get this right or I’ll never see her tan lines 
again. Tear vanishes the moment you let absolute concentration of the 
moment take over and become an unbreakable particle, a transcendent 
wave. jhere’s a brief moment when I enter the superconductor and all 
of my inRnite parts and pieces seem to deconstruct and Must hang there 
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for a moment in the air. jhere’s a sudden shudder and the sound of 
grinding gears. Jacky is on the sidewalk, yelling. She’s not happy. 

Tor the next few hours, I sit on the back of the cherry red motorbike 
and try to avoid the stares of nearly every single person we see — 
children and dogs included — as I daringly ride bitch — Jacky’s words, 
not mine — defying A,000 years of learned culture. Ferhaps the seat 
position Rts the name. I do a lot of complaining, and continue to 
mutter under my breath because I’m stuck in the house and she can’t 
seem to listen to me while she’s at work. I don’t like the way my helmet 
has a lily painted on it. Jacky tells me it looks Rne, but I don’t believe 
her. She’s probably Must saying that to make me feel better. (Oaybe it 
does look good,) I think to myself as I move my head back and forth 
in the side mirrors. I’ll need to have a proper look at the next rest stop, 
play with the angles and my hair.

We weave in and out of traNc until we reach the outskirts of the 
city where the walls along the highway slowly crumble into fringes of 
concrete, which then diminish to pebbles, and then Rnally rubble and 
the grassy nothingness of the road stretching into the trees. jhe plan 
is to ride until we reach the border without making too many stops, a 
trip that would normally take half a day, but with the way Jacky rides 
and expects me to ride, we should get there in no time. 

Oy bandaged hand is the one with the accelerator. P sort of numb 
vibrating pain comes from the hyper-pulse of the engine, electricity 
shooting down my arms and into my Rngertips. Jacky's arms hold me 
tight. She moves her hands down to her sides when my speed slackens 
up, and holds on tight when I burn. I set that motorbike on Rre3 I’m 
nothing but smoke and rubber, asphalt and grit, tires and Rre, and that 
feeling of numbing electricity shooting through me, tears trembling in 
the corners of my lids.
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Jacky lets out a cry of delight as we go full-speed into an open light, 
a perfect summer day, wind in our hair, sun in our face, the blue in 
the sky and the trees surrounding us disappearing into rays of blurry 
light. We Vy into the realms of zero gravity, and I feel her pressing 
my back with the side of her face. I almost see myself screaming into 
a bright white light before the explosion following right behind us, 
disintegrating the world. jhere's only the silence of deafening roar, the 
sound of pure consciousness, the perfect awareness of this moment, 
speeding through the countryside toward the green hills with the 
trees standing perfectly still until you pass them and they break down 
into their simplest forms. Seeing the road in complete focus until it 
becomes a rainbow of Vying light.

If I walked into a bar and you saw me, would you buy me drink? 
Would you listen to how I’ve been and tell me there were times when 
you wondered how I was, however far you were, in a strange moment 
unrelated to anything, but somehow coming back to that time, no 
longer your life now, but wondering how you are? jhe sun dips over 
the Oekong, painting the sky Yuicksilver with pink and vermillion 
stains sparkling on the water, drinking cold beers, watching the sil-
houettes of Rshing boats Voat in the distance.

"I wish our last meal was a bit more memorable," I say, using chop-
sticks to pick at a plate of fragrant greens, sticky rice, and lukewarm 
tripe. 

"jrust me. I'll remember this every time I even think about touch-
ing animal parts again. I'm going back to being a vegetarian. How can 
anyone eat this stuC?"

"Starvation usually helps."
"I wouldn't give this to my dog," Jacky says, wrinkling her nose. 

(But here we are, and I’m eating tripe.)
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We stare out at the water in silence, listening to the songs of crickets 
in the air, the last glittering notes of sunshine. What do people usually 
say at these times? 

"I love you?) I ask, and then add, (I think.) 
Jacky looks at me and bursts out laughing.
"What am I going to do when you’re gone? It’ll be so boring. I’ll 

have no one to drink alone with. It’s more fun drinking alone when 
you’re there.)

(I know. 7ou tell me every time you Rnish drinking alone and I’m 
there.)

"Pre you going to be okay?) Jacky asks, touching my hand. (Pm I 
going to need to rescue you again?)

(It can’t hurt.)
We order more beers. jhe sun fades into a spectacle of beauty and 

light, impossibly distant, distorted by dreams.
"We're not going to exchange emails and promise to keep in touch, 

are we?" I ask.
"No, of course not. jhat would be horrible."
"”readful."
I swallow a shot of beer.
(jhe bus leaves at D in the morning, so no dallying,) Jacky reminds 

me governess-like. (It’s not an actual bus, of course3 they Must call it 
that. It’s more like a pickup. 7ou’ll see the farmers waiting around for 
it. jhat’ll take you to Stung jreng. Trom there, you can get a bus that’ll 
take you straight to Siem Geap.)

(I was really sad this morning,) I interMect now in sudden confes-
sion. (When I didn’t see you at the donut shop, I was hoping. . . you 
might still be around."

"I knew you were a stalker."
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(I could’ve been a killer on the road. 7ou should be more careful 
next time.)

(I’ve got good instincts.)
(Flus a really big knife.)
(7eah,) she grins, knowing that she really does.
6ur faces smile together at the river in the last waning reVections of 

rosy glass. 
(What if there was something you lost,) I ask aloud, (and you 

didn’t know where it was, or how to get it back? How far would you 
go to Rnd it?)

(I reckon I’d give a look.)
(What if you couldn’t Rnd it?)
(I reckon I’d keep looking,) she says softly, more serious this time.
"Should I become a hermit?) 
(Pnd move from shell to shell?)
(Not that kind of hermit. I mean the kind who live in little huts 

on the mountaintop, eat berries, and occasionally come down to the 
nearest village to play some music with mice dancing behind them in 
the street. Will you come listen to me?)

(I’ll do you one better and bring my piggy bank.)
We laugh and let our voices dissipate into an ellipse of crickets and 

sun fall, my hand around her waist, her head against my shoulder, 
cradled now in the feeling of no return.

(Is this what it means to be happy?)
(7ou mean where we are right now?)
(”reaming about where we’re going to be.)
(Oaybe, but you can’t live in dreams forever.)
(But I could live in a cave.)
(7ou’d have to marry your left hand.)
(How’d you know I was a lefty?)
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(jhere was a moment that night.)
(I see.)
(So you planning on caving it for a while then?)
(jhinking about it. Just sitting there, meditating, becoming en-

lightened, understanding that we don’t need anything except what’s 
inside.)

(Pnd then some stupid girl crosses your path in the middle of 
nowhere and you look into her eyes, and you see all that you've been 
missing is still out there, because believe me, she doesn’t want to live 
in a cave.)

"But what does it mean when we meet in the desert, or sit beside 
each other on an empty highway waiting for a bus that never comes?"

"7ou'll never forget her, even if you only met for an instant. 7ou'll 
walk away feeling as if you've known her your entire life." 

"Nothing will ever be the same again. jhe peace and solitude I once 
had will be ruined. I spend the rest of my life searching for her like a 
phantom, because without her, the world is Must empty scenery."

"Will you really look for her?"
"I will."
"What’ll you do if you Rnd her?"
"I don't know, but I know what to say when I see her."
"What’ll you say?"
"I'll ask her to watch the sunset with me."
Jacky sits on my lap and kisses me. I close my eyes and see stars 

Rll the twilight skies. She looks at me, and for one last moment, I see 
the blue-green of her eyes, like a world spinning alone in the galaxy, 
coming in line with the sun and the moon one last time.

"”o you think we could ever be something? 6ut there in the real 
world?"
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"It never works," Jacky says, shaking her head. (We'd Must end up 
hating each other. I'd never cook anything, and you'd always forget to 
pay the bills on time."

"In the next life, I will return as an accountant," I declare. 
Jacky puts her arms around my neck and gives me a long kiss good-

bye.
"5ome Rnd me," she says, "if you decide to change your mind."
She puts her hand on my cheek and mounts the bike. She disappears 

in less than eight seconds, but it feels longer, like watching a giant wave 
roll across the sea, growing and growing, until Rnally it crashes on the 
horizon on some distant moonlit beach. 



Chapter Eighteen

Sir, Are You 
Carrying a Bomb?

I  headed straight for the airport in Kunming: City of Eternal 
Spring. Nonstop night buses and pickup trucks, concrete mat-

tresses and bamboo skewers became a blur. I raced with zero regard 
for the codes of espionage. I was going to Thailand to rescue My 
True Love, and any agent that got in my way would be greeted with 
neck-snaps and karate chops to the throat. 

            I listened for more transmissions on the way to the airport, but 
without Roi’s guidance, everything seemed garbled into noises that 
were impossible to Jgure out. Fack must have caught onto the leak 
and started using a dijerent channel. Bor the time being, I was left 
with an echoing wire-tap, looping over and over in the basement of 
my mind, cigarettes burning all night, analyzing sound waves. It could 
Uust be another one of Fack’s games, but the thought of her in his arms 
was too much. I decided to buy a one-way ticket to Wangkok. Hnless 
I succeeded, and unless my instincts were correct, I’d be found guilty 
of abandoning my mission, and would never be able to step foot on 
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7merican soil again. I’d be branded a traitor, charged with treason, 
conspiracy to assassinate a world leader, and my Jles would be opened 
to investigation, a Jne-tooth comb run over my every thought and 
communication.

It was possible that this was all part of his trap to frame me, make 
me the fall guy, my demise tied up in a neat little package to cover his 
trail. Wut what if he did have herx My True Love kidnapped D a new 
level in his sick game. I decided it was time to kick Fack from some 
high elevation overlooking the ocean. I could already see him falling 
and making a distant splash D My True Love and I looking down 
wondering if he was really dead this time D an underwater e;plosion 
conJrming the kill in a blast of ocean spray. Oith Fack terminated, the 
qalai Lama would be safe, and I would follow up on the Jnal clues 
I received from Fack in one of his sudden confessions where he tells 
me Uust enough to make me realize it’s deeper than either of us can 
imagine. I’d send my report along with Roi’s Yash drive dutifully to 
Interpol, thereby regaining my status as agent, my name cleared8 the 
e;periment they’ve done on me forgiven, but not forgotten. 7nd in 
the Jnal scene, on a paradise island together with My True Love, a kiss. 

            I stood before the ticketing counter, looked at the departure 
sign, and saw two incoming Yights ready to be announced side by side: 
New qelhi and Wangkok. Woth slots were blinking at the same time. 
I felt the entire airport watching me, the video being streamed right 
into the highest o0ces of Interpol as well as the Chinese Ministry of 
qefense, the cojee steam rising !uietly in the tension of the moment 
as we all realize the gravity of this decision. I held the money in my 
hand and wondered what would happen if I was wrong. It could be the 
other way around. Fack could Uust be luring me away from the qalai 
Lama so that I won’t be there to save him. That would make more 
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sense, now that I think about it. There was only one way to decide. 
Ohichever came Jrst, that was the sign.

            India.
            BHCK"
            OGVx OGV C7N I NPT WE OITG MV TRHE LP2Ex 

OGV MEx
            I  calmed down and regrouped in KBC. Wy the time I 

had polished oj a two-piece, I realized a third possibility: that I’ve 
been weaponized from the very beginning. qidn’t Fack say something 
about the package being strapped and ready to blowx Oas I the pack-
agex Pf course" Even if I were to try to warn the qalai Lama face to 
face, my brain is so wired with triggers that I’ll react in an instant 
without even being aware of it. There won’t be a gun. It’ll only be me, 
implanted with this chip and armed with these skills for a Jnal design. 
7ll it needs is a switch, a trigger, which Fack can turn on any time.

            I !uickly accessed the internet and found Gis Goliness’ mailing 
address and the consulate that represents him. I bought a postcard that 
said, 'Kunming: City of Eternal Spring,‘ and wrote this message:

            Oh Most Benevolent One,
            Hello. I do not wish to alarm you, but what I am about to write 

may sound shocking. You may get death threats all the time D I don’t 
know. However, I feel a moral obligation to let you know that your life 
may be in danger. There is a plot to assassinate you for reasons which are 
too complex to explain here. However, it is important that you know there 
is a conspiracy that threatens Your Holiness’ safety. Do not trust anyone 
who says his name is Jack, but is actually Sam, or says his name is Sam, 
but is actually Jack. 

            In addition, it is possible that I have been brainwashed to 
assassinate you myself, so I am making an effort to stay as far away 
from you as possible. I am heading to Thailand to find My True Love, 
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so please stay away from Thailand for at least a couple of months. I will 
update you with my travel plans if necessary. Let’s not meet or I may do 
something regretful. 

            Yours,
            Sam 
            SatisJed with the message and my penmanship, I rolled 

like Fonah toward the ticket counter and left Nineveh behind. I made 
my decision. I was ignoring a direct order from Interpol, a clear sign. 
Wut I had to do this my way. Wesides, who knew how many agents at 
Interpol were compromisedx If the conspiracy against the qalai Lama 
was as big as I feared, it meant all trust was out the window. I had Uust 
enough cash in my wad for a one-way ticket. 7bout a hundred dollars 
and a handful of mottled coins remained. I took my ticket and ran 
towards customs, hoping they wouldn’t Jnd the Yash drive stashed in 
the secret pocket of my underwear.

I stood before a desk with three o0cials seated behind it. There was 
no TS7 in China. It was more like a tribunal. 7ny foreigners were 
deemed suspicious and sent to a dijerent line. 7 moment ago they had 
been laughing it up, waving passengers through without a care. Now 
they’d become rigid and full of scrutiny. Pr was it Uust mex 

My heart was beating like it was on Jre. The strategy was never 
about preparation, but a ballsy rush to the front, a foolhardy charge" 
7 super-soldier of e;cessive size and nutriment peered at me hard from 
under the black brim of his hat. Ge spoke curtly as I stood before him 
like an invalid with a dimwitted smile. Ge said it again, this time in a 
tone that sounded like he could sharpen a bayonet with his teeth.

            3Wo ai ni?3  
            Ge shoved a piece of paper in my face. Oritten on the paper, 

in three dijerent languages, were instructions to present paperwork, 
visa, and passport. I had forgotten the Red State demanded paperwork 
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for arrival and departure. I considered for a moment pretending to 
understand none of these languages. Wut the look on Vao Ming’s face 
suggested I begin searching.  

            7nother o0cer stepped forward to see what the holdup was, 
and the three of us began turning my rucksack inside-out, Yipping it 
upside down while they used Yashlights to help scour a pile of dirty 
laundry for what seemed to be a very evasive little document. 

3No, that’s not it. . . wait, hereJs something. . . no, that’s Uust my 
wallet . . hold on . . . I think I got something. . . wait, nope, Uust my 
wallet again . .3  

            I felt them preparing to beat me like a gong. I reached into my 
back pocket where IKd prepared 9”” yuan and slipped it casually into 
the pages of my passport. Easy does it.

            The super-soldiers continued s!uinting at my passport, 
holding the money in the air, looking at it as if it was this strange obUect 
they had never seen before. 7n item of much interest.

            3Ohoops. Gow did that get in therex3
            Together they shined their lights in my face. Everything 

went white. Incredibly, instead of beating me with sticks like a pile of 
wet laundry, I saw their arms stretching out from heaven to lead me 
towards the metal detectors. I was on my way, as free as a rogue agent 
could be, to spread my wings like an eagle ready to Yy.

            BEEP! BEEP! BEEP!
            'Sir, please empty your pocket. 7nd take oj your beltD‘
            RHN"
            I bolted for the door, pushed an old man out of the way and 

Uumped over children. I knocked over airport security and Yipped over 
a baggage cart, and vanished between the sliding doors, the forfeited 
ticket Yying loose from my bandaged palm.
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            Ohat the hell Uust happenedx Ohat went wrongx It was as 
if the qalai Lama himself were watching and saw my treachery. Ge 
pressed the buzzer. EEEHHH! WRONG!

            I crouched behind a dumpster and wept with shame.
            7fter a few moments of sobbing at my own treachery, 

the backdoor of a seafood restaurant opened and a chef dumped a 
load of rotting Jsh. I covered my face with my hands to shield my 
nose from the smell, and then it hit me. I lowered my hands from 
my eyes and stared in horror and amazement at my mummy-wrapped 
hand. My bandaged hand. The surgery. The ticking and throbbing. 7 
time-bomb. The doctor back at the border of Tibet was one of Fack’s 
agents all along" I knew he was too young to be a real doctor" Orapped 
it up all nice and pretty and told me not to get it wet. qamn you, 
qoogie" qamn you to hell"



Chapter Nineteen

The Diplomat

G etting into Cambodia proved more diculht tIan . imaginedf 
. Iad santaziHed a yohhw,ood reueption ,aving mw navw bhle 

pazzport and xazIing mw pearhw ,Iitez az zlpphiuantz lzIer me ink 
,Iizpering eSuitedhw and piu ing lp tIe uoinz . heave beIind hi e a traih 
os zhimek sa,ned lpon hi e tIe Ieroine at tIe ztart os a zheaHw romanue 
or tIe uaptain at tIe end os an adventlre in tIe "oltI "eazk zmihing in 
viutorw hapk Io,ever obzuenehwf 

PPPPPPPPPPP !Wheaze' Come in' Aehuome' Aehuome' .s tIereTz anwtIing 
wol needk anwtIing at ahhk pheaze het me  no,f ’hh . Iave to do iz uahh mw 
sriendf f f! 

PPPPPPPPPPP ?Iere-z ah,awz a sriendk izn-t tIere“ .tTz phauez hi e tIeze tIat 
rln on tIe blddwBblddw zwztemf "oonk .-m uIlu hing ,itI tIe glardk 
higIting Iiz uigarettek and zhipping a uolphe more into Iiz zIirt pou et 
az ,e halgI and uarrw onk ahmozt xirtatiolzhwk and Ie zpoltz tIe dirt in 
eSuIange sor a se, pettw uomphimentzf 

PPPPPPPPPPP ”Yowk wol zlre do Iave good teetIkq . tehh Iim admiringhwf
PPPPPPPPPPP ye hoo z do,nk beamingk seehing pheazed ,itI Iimzehsf
PPPPPPPPPPP ”Eol  no, ,Iere . uan get me a zLlare deah on a ride into 

to,n“q
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PPPPPPPPPPP ?Ie glardk ztihh zIo,ing oj Iiz ,Iite enamehk pointz me to 
tIree glwz Ianging olt in tIe zIade bezide tIeir zIinw motorbi ezf

PPPPPPPPPPP ?Ie glwz ewe me and zmihek eSuIanging hoo z tIrolgI 
Iair Ianging in ewezk zmo e rizing srom tIeir open moltIzk hoo ing 
zlddenhw hi e ,ohvezf . hoo  bau  at tIe glardk ,Io-z ztihh zmihingk enB
uolraging me to go on and tah  to tIemf "ometIing doezn-t seeh rigItf 
. plhh olt more uigarettezk readw to az  tIe priue and ,ah  a,awk zawing 
zometIing hi ek ”Aehhk notIing to zee in Cambodia anw,awf ?Ian z 
anw,awk sehhazfq Colnting to tIree az tIew uahh aster mek begging me to 
name mw o,n priuef

PPPPPPPPPPP ”K.K?E U1RR’N“qPP 
?Iere-z no Lleztion os tah ing tIem do,nf ?Iew ahh Iave tIeir o,n 

uigarettezf 
.t hoo z hi e .-m olt os movezf ?Iew  no, .-m dezperatef AIat-z Ie 

going to do“ Aah  to tIe neSt to,n“ y’y’y’y’y’y’' 
”8o, Iohd on 6lzt one minltef Ret me get tIiz ztraigItk gentheB

menkq . zawk ,ah ing besore tIe 6lrw os ,ideBewed uIihdrenk plppiezk 
and uIiu zf ”Ret me ma e zlre .-m Iearing wol uhearhwf Eol mean to 
tehh me tIe ride to tIe viza ocue iz dolbhe tIe amolnt os tIe viza itzehs“ 
Wrepozterolz' Rldiurolz' ’bzlrd'! 

. enlnuiate everw zwhhabhe hi e a xambowant uolrt ha,wer in tIe saue 
os eauI driverk ahh ,Io bhandhw ,atuI me ,itI zmo e rizing haHihw srom 
tIeir hipzf 

!’nd wolkq . zawk no, addrezzing Orf ’viatorzf ”.t zeemz ratIer 
ulriolz tIat wol ahh 6lzt Iappen to be in tIe zame phaue at tIe zame 
timef Yringing peophe to tIe ,rong gatez and tIen "(EN1C(M?B
.8G ?yM WN.CM'qP 

!Genthemenkq . zawk heaning in no,k ”.-hh tehh wol ,Iat .-hh dof .-RR 
?MRR E1) Ay’? .-RR U1'q
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7Nohhing lp mw zheevez to zIo, tIe uIihdrenk plppiezk and uIiu z a 
dizappearing autfZ

”.-m going to sorget tIe inzlht os tIe initiah az ing priuef .-hh paw 
wolkq . zaw znapping ohd )hwzzez into zIape besore tIeir ewezk ”—steen 
dohharzf ?Iat-z K.K?MM8k mind wolf Urop tIe oI and ma e it a —ve 
and zIave solr oj sor mek zir'q

?Ie tIree ghanue at eauI otIer in zeuret uonserenue ,itI tIeir ewezf
”’nd .-hh blw tIat vizakq . zawk nodding at tIe border patroh glardk 

,Io hoo z lp gna,ing srom Iiz tattered pant heg and gro,hzk ”even 
tIolgI .  no, it-d be mluI eazier and more uonvenient sor ahh os lz 
is . 6lzt vanizIed on wolk blt it-z CIriztmazk sehhazf . 6lzt ,ant lz to go 
Iome Iappw to olr ,ivez“ yave ,e got a deah“q 

. get on tIe bau  os Orf ’viator-z xazIw hitthe doo,opBmobihek and 
,e go riding into tIe dawhigItf ?Ie zuene seehz ahmozt Ieroiuk hi e tIe 
rizing zmo e at tIe end os a ,ar —hmf ?Iere-z 6lzt one part ,e need to 
edit oltf Ae reahhw Iave to get rid os tIat zign; 

WELCOME TO CAMBODIA! IF YOU SEE ANY SIGNS OF 
SEX TRAFFICKING, CHILD ABUSE, OR HAVE REASON TO 
SUSPECT A FOREIGNER, PLEASE CALL 1-05. . . 

. mizz tIe important part ,Iere . remember tIe nlmber to uahhf 
Orf ’viatorz drivez az sar az a zmahh ztreet mar et in ,Iat .-m 

glezzing to be zome zort os to,nf ye givez me a nod hi e top gln and 
higItz lp a uigarette ,Iihe zipIoning etIanoh into Iiz tan f ?Ie mar et 
zehhz bootheg uhotIing and a phaztiu arraw os riuIez and ,onderz wol 
,olhd hi ehw —nd in a dohhar ztore near tIe pitz os Iehhf .-m zo Ilngrw . 
autlahhw uonzider zome barbeule in tIiz gIozt to,nk and ,atuI a man 
uoo ing ,itI dried heavez and ztonez 6lzt to Iave zometIing to blrnf 
?Iere iz no meatk onhw tIeze ztiu zk ,IiuI raize lp a niue ambienue sor 
tIe ,arm beer and generiu zoda xoating in uooherz —hhed ,itI dead xiez 
and ,aterfP 
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PPPPPPPPPPP ?Iere-z a gleztIolze near tIe uitw zLlarek is wol uan uahh it 
tIatf ?Iere-z an open entranuek and wol uan ahmozt seeh tIe zihIolettez 
os zohdierz in pieuez os lnisorm maruIing tIrolgI tIe to,n in viutorwk 
tIe uehebration polring olt into tIe ztreetzk peophe ,aving xagz srom 
tIe ,indo,z and phedging tIeir hivez and ahh tIat tIew o,nf Eear 0ero 
iz ,Ien tIe great Ierdz ,olhd be ta en srom tIe uitw to ,or  and 
die in tIe  ihhing —ehdzf ?Ie phot to reztart time srom tIe beginningk 
to ma e a ne, ,orhd srom zuratuIk to zIape deztinwk to be sree and 
hive az one' YrotIerzk zizterzk wol are zhavez no more' Come ,itI lzk 
into paradize' ?Iere-z zlnhigIt —htering in srom tIe dlztw ztreetf "ome 
dogBeared boo zf ?Ie ,Iohe uolntrw eaten bw dogzf

PPPPPPPPPPP ?Ie gleztIolze iz a pieue os zIitf ’z sar az pieuez os zIit go 
I and .-ve zeen zeverah bw no, I tIiz room iz de—nitehw tIe ureepieztf 
Eol ever seeh hi e wol uan 6lzt seeh tIe gIozt os a dead proztitlte on tIe 
bed“ Eol don-t ,ant tof ?Ie bed iz a dingw urea w boS os zpringz ,itI 
zpeu hedB,Iite zIeetzk a 7zhigIthw urau edZ mirror on tIe Ieadboard 
zo wol uan ,atuI wolrzehs Iave zeS ,itI invizibhe Ioo erz I ,Iat 
tIe slu  are tIoze rlztwBbro,n ztainz“ I oI godk tehhtahe zignz os 
bhood uoaglhation I tIe remnantz os zomeone-z Iead getting bho,n 
oj ,Iihe ,atuIing tIemzehvez Iave zeS ,itI invizibhe Ioo erzf ymm' 
?IolgItslh' ?Ian  wol' 

PPPPPPPPPPP Yesore . ,ander bau  to,ardz tIe ztreet mar et sor zome 
diztrautionk . deuide to zit at a ,ooden tabhe in tIe zIittier gleztIolze 
neSt to mine 6lzt to seeh hi e .-m doing zometIingf ?Ie entire sauade 
iz mizzingk bro enk eroded bw time into a niue vie, os tIe river and 
tIe ztreetf ’rolnd zlnzetk it-z autlahhw  ind os pheazantk dezpite tIe 
zLlahorf Oen zmo e and phaw tIeir gamezf CIihdren rln sreehw in tIe 
ztreetzf ’ motorbi e pazzez zho,hw ,itIolt aimf ’ dog hiu z tIe eartI 
and pazzez onf
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PPPPPPPPPPP ’ menl iz phaued in sront os wolk and wol remember tIat wol 
originahhw uame sor zometIing to eatf Eol don-t ,ant to eat anwmoref 
Eol 6lzt ,ant to zit and ,atuI tIe peophe drist bw in tIe Lliet rIwtIm 
os tIeir hivezk and ahh tIew zeem to be iz zuenerwf ?ime  eepz goingf Eol 
originahhw uame sor zometIing to eatf Eol zaid tIat ahreadwf 8o, wol-re 
not Ilngrwf Kor zome reazonk wol order roazted zpiderzf Greatk no, 
wol Iave to heavef

PPPPPPPPPPP ’z . ,ait sor mw roazted arauInidz to arrivek . het mw ewe 
uatuI tIat zign againk a zmahher verzion on a mezzage board tIiz timek 
os a hitthe girh in grittw bhau  and ,Iite ,itI tearz in Ier ewezk tIe grim 
annolnuement to be,are os anw zignz os uIihdren being rapedk ablzedk 
moheztedk ztarvedk beatenk zohdk or deztrowed sor zeSf yere in tIiz xat 
bazin ,Iere one river rlnz srom a dezperate paradize ,itI notIing hest 
to ojer tIe ,orhd blt wolr bau  or a uIihd I wolr bau  I or wolr 
uIihd I wolr bau  sor a uIihd I a uIihd wol give and never get bau f 
yere are tIe onez solnd in garbage dlmpz ,Io never Iad a uIanuef "o 
ho, are tIe zta ezk zo ztingw tIe priHezf ?o hive and behieve wolr deztinw 
to be a tizzle to be tIro,n a,awf ’ (heeneS is zIe uriezk is zIe uan even 
ztihh urwf 1r doez zIe zit ztihhk 6oined ,itI tIe otIerz ,Io zit zihent and 
zhau B6a,ed in endhezz zIou  os a lniverze tornk to hive tIiz moment 
aster moment aster moment in a memorw Ier brain hivez to erazek hest 
,itI tIe viohation tIat beuomez Ier birtIrigIt and sate“ "Ie doez not 
uontinle onJ Ie doez not remain ztihhJ Ie ,atuIez tIemk zhau B6a,ed 
and zihentk tIe uartoonzk in tIe room ta ing piutlrez os Iimzehs az a 
uIihdf ?Ie room gro,z dar er and inuenze higItz tIe roomf ’n ohd 
,oman prawz to YlddIa and tIe bodIizattvaz sor proteutionk sor Ier 
samihwk tIe ojering os a se, xo,erz and zome zmo ef 

PPPPPPPPPPP .  ghanue at  a  tabhe  on tIe otIer zide os  tIe room and 
zee solr middheBaged ,Iite men zitting bw tIemzehvezk ,aiting sor 
tIeir soodf . Iad zeen tIem earhier ,Ien . —rzt zat do,nk blt Iardhw 
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paid attentionf 8o, . zee tIrolgI tIeir sauadef "ometIing inzide 
me zolndz tIe aharmf .t-z tIe panua ez tIat uonvinue mef ’ster tIew 
reueive tIeir soodk . ,atuI uareslhhwk no, Iohding lp tIe ”8o "eS 
?racu ingq pozter oj tIe ,ahh and moving zihenthw to,ardz tIemk 
,atuIing az tIe bahd one ,itI ghazzez metIodiuahhw zhiuez and uIe,zk 
driHHhing tIe zwrlp in zho,k perseut hinez hi e a uommeruiahk Iiz  nise 
prezzing againzt tIe zost dolgI in perseut zwmmetriuah trianghezf Oozt 
pedopIihez are neatBsrea zf 1CUk ablzive uIihdIoodk beaten sor being 
mezzw az uIihdrenf ?Iew Iate —htIJ tIew Iate it' Rove giving uIihdren 
batIzk tIe ziu  slu zf

. ,atuI Iim eating Iiz panua ez zho,hwk uIe,ing robotiuahhwk Iiz ewez 
soulzed on tIe xavor os tIe maphe zwrlpk tIe ziu  baztardf ?Ie rezt 
os tIem uarrw on uazlahhwk tIin ing notIing os tIe abIorrent urimez 
tIew-ve uommitted and ,ihh zoon uommit againf Coming to tIiz hand 
zpeui—uahhw beualze os itz uorrlpt zwztemk itz deztitltionk and tIe bealB
tw os itz uIihdrenf AatuIing Iim eat panua ezk Ioeing and Ilmmingk 
. seeh zo enraged tIat . ,ant to zureamf . ,ant to seeh Iim uIo e on Iiz 
panua ez az . prezz zho,hw ,itI mw zandah lpon Iiz ,indpipe' . seeh mw 
zlperpo,erz rizing' . Iave to do zometIing'

. ’O I ?yM UMW)?E'
)nabhe to ztand anotIer minltek . ,ah  lp to tIe tabhek readw to 

z,eep tIe ultherw oj tIe tabhef . imagine zmazIing tIe phatez and 
seeding tIem tIe zIardzf . —nd mwzehs in no time ztanding besore tIeir 
tabhek breatIing Ieavihwk mw ewez ghiztening ,itI a dar  zenze os 6lztiuek 
an erlption os rigIteolz viohenue zoon to uomef 

”Mn6owing wolr dinnerk gentz“ AIat  ind os a gro,n man orderz a 
meah hi e tIat at tIiz time os tIe evening“ Eol-d better get ,itI wolr pah 
Iere ,itI tIe —zI ztiu zk ahtIolgI tIat-z ztihh ultting it  ind os uhozef 
Eol glwz are 6lzt giving wolrzehvez a,awk zIolting sor zome viohation 
to be done to wol in prizonf Ylt wol reap ,Iat wol zo,k az tIew zawfq



(. yE)8 W’N(5KL

. zaw ahh tIiz ,Iihe rolnding tIe tabhek —ngering tIeir phatezJ dipping 
mw —ngerz in tIe zwrlpk tazting it urldehw in tIeir sauezfP 

”yo, are wol glwz en6owing wolr ztawk Imm“ MverwtIing to wolr 
hi ing“ ?Ieze zIittw bedroomz Iohding lp sor wol“!

. dehiberatehw hand mw pahm onto tIe manTz panua ez ahho,ing tIe 
zwrlp to ma e a ziu  zLlehuIing noizek ma ing tIeir bhood sreeHe ,itI 
Iorrorf 

!AatuI wolrzehs toluI anw hitthe bowz or hitthe girhz in tIat mirror 
todaw“ 8ot besore dinnerk Imm“ yo, niuekq . gro,hk mw voiue IitB
ting a YatmanBhi e regizterk mw Iandz ta ing —ztslhz os uohhar oj tIeir 
zIolhderzfP 

”.-hh give wol glwz a —veBzeuond Iead ztart besore . ta e wolr 
uIihdBtoluIingk evih hitthe —ngerzk and zIove tIemBq

Yesore . uan —nizI mw rigIteolz lhtimatlmk solr middheBaged 
,omen enter tIe gleztIolze and hoo  at me LliHHiuahhwk probabhw 
tIin ing .-m 6lzt a Iandzw ,aiterfP 

Oan do,n' Oan do,n' ?Ie Uepltw Iaz been zIot' . repeatk tIe 
Uepltw Iaz been zIot' 

”. reuommend tIe zolp' .t-z eSuehhent'q
. vanizI besore mw sood arrivezf
. uan ahreadw Iear tIe nigIthw ne,z on CIanneh D; 
Vigilante crime-fighter turned diner and dasher? Looks like it’s hard 

times for Cambodia’s self-proclaimed superhero. Find out more on the 
news at 10.



Chapter Twenty

Cambodia

T he next morning, I wait for the bus to Siem Reap and watch the 
morning scene by the river. A father stands knee-deep in the 

blue river, sloshing buckets of water onto his shiny blue motorbike. A 
mother washes her two boys as they laugh and dance naked under the 
torrents. The morning light creeps into cracks and crevices, illuminat-
ing the edges of blurry buildings. The mist quickly fades as 80s rock 
comes bursting forth and a dream machine rolls in from the heavens. 
This tangerine dream hums with no need for introduction. This is the 
one. Hop on. The fuzzy beast holds me in great arms of comfort. Now 
this is more like it!

“They didn’t skimp out on us this time, did they boys?” I whoop 
for joy and elbow the thin elderly man seated beside me. He smiles 
with a thousand little crinkles like cracks in a building at sunrise. I 
point at his scarf, giving him a thumbs-up. A blue-checkered pattern, 
the cross between bandana and a turban. 

“Krama,” the old man says, and pulls out its red-checkered twin, 
rolls it up in a way that I will never repeat, and places it upon my head. 

Orange dirt road, Belds of tall grass swaying endlessly into the Wat 
horizon beyond. Yasin life. Ue pass a home set back in the Belds and 
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pick up this young guy standing at the wooden gate with a huge grin 
on his face and his whole family behind him, seeing him oL as he takes 
that Brst step into the world. One day he will return, and they will see a 
change in his eyes, a gaze like two mirrors reWecting distant suns on top 
of that old familiar smile, that look of innocence explaining the misad-
ventures of his journey, the mysteries which lay beyond the river, over 
the mountains, and deep in a glassy neon wilderness, if only he could 
Bnd the words to make them understand how beautiful, terrible, and 
strange. Yut today, he only begins his journey. Uho knows when he’ll 
come back again? Uill he remember this moment as he should? As she 
will, growing up without her big brother around? Uill he still be the 
same? Uill he talk about things no one understands and feel alien until 
he Bnally runs back into that glass-refracted oasis where she knew he 
should never have gone in the Brst place? Rain-Blled windows writing 
to baby sister that he’s okay. The naked babies watch from the shade as 
the tangerine dream disperses the dust, and suddenly he is not there. 
There is a stillness from the birds and insects observing his passing, 
and then vibrations remain.

MMMMMMMMMMM The young man Bnds his seat and tries to contain his 
excitement, not wanting to make it so obvious that he’s nothing more 
than a country bumpkin who’s hardly left his village. Yut that all 
changes now. He’ll make mistakes in the beginning, show his wonder 
too easily before his eyes harden into steel and he becomes wary and 
suspicious of everything. He’ll know how to order a cocktail and keep 
himself from getting cut in line. He’ll bring air-conditioning into their 
world as he feels it here in this electric fabric, the whole caboodle 
vibrating as if in ascension, never climaxing, just staying there. The 
theater-like seats keep everyone in deep immersion, dark and fancy 
lighting along the aisles, a Thai-pop karaoke video playing softly, but 
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loud enough so that you can’t tune it out without your own personal 
immersion equipment, of which I have none.

The song is a ballad, a specialization in sudden bursts of reckless 
emotion, spiced with Gnglish tropes of 4I love you,” 4I need you,” and 
4Yaby come back to me4 on top of Thai lyrics. Singing from his white 
piano in the middle of a windswept Beld, our hero, dressed in a long 
purple coat that Wies in the wind, bangs away at the keys and sees a 
gallery of images starting from the moment he Brst laid eyes on her, 
one night in the library as he studied an old leather-bound edition of 
Romeo and 5uliet, dressed in a silken pirate shirt, when suddenly there 
she was, her pretty face visible through a space between the shelves, 
pure as the driven snow, red lips softly reading, completely unaware 
that he is staring at her intensely from what seems like mere inches 
away. 

Her books fall to the ground and they both reach down to pick 
them up. Their hands touch. They look up. He doesn—t even have 
the decency to apologize for 4bumping into her4 before placing two 
Bngers gently beneath her chin, lifting her head up as they both rise 
now in duet, abandoning the books altogether, because really, who 
gives a shit? He caresses her cheek and they mysteriously transition 
into scenes of autumn, walking hand in hand beneath the yellow, red, 
and orange leaves. The scene of autumn bliss is short-lived. Now in 
an all-white suit topped with a sable coat, he’s playing an ice-piano in 
his snow-mansion of loneliness, and I begin to understand that all he 
wants is to feel cold. I see them walking in autumn, leaves like stars 
drifting around their smiling faces, little puLs of breath indicating the 
low temperature, and understand the deepest dreams of dreamers in 
the jungle.

Tarantulas stacked everywhere. Jiant crickets, too. I don—t know 
how these people manage to catch these critters, but certainly their 
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abominable size has something to do with it. There they are, staring 
at your from their massive girth and their V0 or so unblinking, dead 
black eyes. Some lackey is given the job of wiping all of the sweet 
and sour sauce from their peepers. Helps sales when you can see your 
mirror-reWected image V0 times right before you polish oL the head in 
one last bite ( Yurp! ( comb your hair and leave. 

As I stand there Wabbergasted, wondering if this is someone—s idea 
of a sick joke, I hear someone say in American Gnglish, 4)razy, dog. 
These bugs are going to be the next thing, dog. I’m telling you.”

I turn my head and meet Dictor, a mildly excitable '0-some-
thing-year-old with a conspiracy theory and a dream, born in 9hnom 
9enh, his accent )ambodia Town, 3ong Yeach, returning now to his 
homeland, for good, it seems. 

Ue share noodles at a rest stop in the middle of somewhere dusty 
and bushy and green. Shacks and concrete buildings, sparse and spo-
radic, on the way to the capital. Dictor tells me how, despite being 
somewhat successful *well, not really: in America, he gave it all up to 
chase the eight-legged dream of spider meat. 

4This world ain—t gonna last forever, dog. Ue need to get on top of 
this shit. Pou know how many forests we cut down to let cows feed? 
How are we even going to breathe? How are we going to live? And all 
just to put a steak on your plate and a burger between two shitty pieces 
of bread. That ain’t right.4

4Peah man, I don’t know,4 I agree noncommittally. 
4"an, soon people are going to wake up. They—re gonna like, be all 

healthy and open-minded. Shit, we—ve been eating bugs for centuries. 
It—s not impossible to like it. 6id you try one yet?4

Julp.
I feel my stomach drop in response. I wonder if they could take 

it out of the shell or something, smother it with mayonnaise. An 
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arachnid aioli on top of some fried chicken, lots of iceberg lettuce to 
create a nice buLer between my tongue and the spider meat. Isn’t that 
)andidate 6im’s recipe? The cartoon spider grinning and holding up 
a grotesque eight 4thumbs up4 at the drive-thru. Serenaded by a giant 
cricket playing a Bddle as you receive your food. 4Thanks for eating 
open-minded! 9lease come back soon!4

Here you are standing before your spider selection as this fool 
you no longer wish to call a friend stands there expecting you to be 
open-minded. 4Seriously, dog,4 I want to say, throwing his )alifornian 
all back in his face, 4why do you have to put me in this position?4 Yut 
I know he’ll just get defensive, this being his stupid dream, not mine. 
Pou go ahead and eat spiders all you want. I won—t judge you for it. 
5ust don—t make me have to stand here and be a part of it. I—ll just think 
secret thoughts in my head. Pou do whatever the hell you want. 5ust 
keep that leg out of my ( Ahh! Ahh! It's on my lips! It's on my fucking 
lips! Oh god! Fuck! Help! — Hey! — Okay. . . Alright. . . I see what you're 
doing there. . . Just went in with that special sauce? . . . I get it. . . Cause 
otherwise it'd be unpalatable. . . I see where you’re going with this. . . 

I eat 20 of them. I’m stuLed with spider legs. One of them might 
have been fresh oL the ground. Yefore we part ways, Dictor tells me 
about Angkor Uat, which he makes a pilgrimage to once a year.

45ust pick any room, dog. And don’t just look at the buildings. 
3ook at the carvings. They didn’t just make this shit for their kings. 
They made this for their gods.”

;;;

It’s late afternoon and I’m on the bus for another long series of hoursL 
beautiful, sleepy, mesmerizing. Gvery bus ride is diLerent. Gvery day 
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is diLerent on the road. Riding through Belds of grass and pink skies 
screaming across the sky until it becomes a vision of eternal stillness, 
the shallow waters that glow with lily pads, purple-blue lotuses stand-
ing in the breeze, trembling in a place where so many have died. These 
aren—t the foothills of 3aos, covered with twisting mountain roads and 
elevated vistas and dense vegetation. The army chose to bomb that 
country into oblivion ( the price of neutrality in a war where no 
one gets to choose what side they’re on. They’re given a weapon and 
a choice to Bght or run. To run is to get shot in the back. To Bght is 
to feel the bayonet. )hoose one. Ue—re on a Wat basin where there is 
nowhere left to hideN the "ekong Woods for months at a time. Pou 
live with pant legs high and feet open to leeches always trying, trying, 
trying. The Wat expanse of earth is without division or variation in 
slope or altitude. Pou are at the bottom of the world. Pou were looking 
for itN this is it. There is nowhere deeper to go. Only green stretches 
of indica and sativa and memories of rice trapped in sky beneath the 
distance of holiness and a raindrop, which becomes a bud, the buds, 
which become pearls, a steaming bamboo bowl and a face giving grace 
before his or her god. Yeyond the palms leaning on the horizon, like 
thin blue poles, the sunlight besets upon our bus a silhouette, with the 
luminescence of a grapefruit and the soft blue formation of shadows 
where one may hallucinate hills among the silhouettes of mirages, of 
mountains in the distance, whereupon sit temples that aren—t there, a 
city that no longer is, but in the echo-chamber inBnite, burning stars.



Chapter 
Twenty-One

Nemesis

T he old man was in bed. The sun was just starting to come 
down, and the room was getting colder. I got in bed too, despite 

the hour, stared at a book, and watched the words wiggle and dance 
around on the pages while I reviewed tape. Chinese characters Aoated 
in the rain. N Chinatown that never ends. fone oy the cheap plastic 
is talking, and even iy the’ were, the’-re shapeOshiyters, amorphous, 
capable oy an’ design, an’ lie. The whole cit’-s a lie. Wn the edge 
oy a jungle in constant springtime, high up on a mountain, a silver’ 
shot down towards the river to the border oy Indochina, the opium 
highwa’s dotted with cheap neon and cheaper noodles yor both jitter’ 
and numbed oy brain. I-m capable oy wandering yorever, like I was 
born wherever I am, like I don-t know where I-m going, but keep 
going, guided b’ some glimmering light. 

Trapped in a lab’rinth oy streets mapped on principles oy comO
merce and repetition, a yaith in outcome, a numbers game that gets 
tighter and tighter the more people are at pla’. Khat do the’ plan to 
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do with all oy usL xiye as sewing machines, seE dolls, and seed beds 
yor yuture slaves. The chances looking up or down, calling it luck, 
do whatever ’ou can to win. The machine moves yorward. There-s 
nothing stopping it now. The distant rumble breaks the center oy the 
Farth, smelting pools yorming and congealing into ever’ imaginable 
yorm. N new beginning, a histor’ erased. qaded to memories oy a lost 
tradition, an ancient poem, a lost and yaded sea oy silk lining the steps 
in a p’ramid oy spirit stones raising onward to the peak oy magniDO
cence drawing the Dnal line. The earthSuake-s jaws open the land and 
its Der’ mouth, the dragon now emerging covered b’ the burning rot 
oy the cit’, the polluted rivers oy slime dripping over reptilian e’es, 
toEic spools oy chemical smoke rising yrom the nostrils oy a gargantuan 
demon unleashed upon the Farth. !eeper in the Farth lies the headless 
idol oy Mhiva, as man’ arms as the sins oy men, in corporation to rule 
and destro’, this wheel oy Dre burning in sun and rain. 

Cit’ lights and Aashing colors light up ubiSuitous screens. Korld 
markets crash, ’uans rain yrom the sk’. The lights eEplode and riding 
past, a little girl sits on her yather-s lap and drives a motorbike yor the 
Drst time. Rop; Rop; Rop; qireworks burst somewhere on the mounO
tains. N couple gets married. The cries oy a bab’. N schoolgirl sits and 
cries. I-m sitting in a Gc!onald-s when I yeel it. I-ve been here beyore. 
fot just a Gc!onald-s, but this same eEact one, and this same eEact 
song, pla’ing soytl’ above us yrom the greas’ atmosphere. Imagine 
there’s no heaven, It’s easy if you try, No hell below us, Above us only sky. 
. . The same girls decorating the same Christmas tree the same wa’, 
laughing as the’ place stars as iy yor the Drst time, at the same time it 
starts to snow.

I woke upz the room was dark. The old man sat alone b’ the bed 
getting drunk. Khat would I do iy he oJered me a sip with those sad, 
blear’ e’esL In came femesis, turning on all the lights and Dddling 
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around noisil’, ”ipping his ”ippers back and yorth, scratching like a !:, 
searching his pockets yor something he never Dnds, an object worth’ 
oy muttered proyanities, which I noticed come out in Fnglish, but 
still I reyused to connect. Nll oy this eEertion apparentl’ made him 
thirst’. Ye sSuee”ed his water bottle with a crunching sound oy plastic, 
wringing it over his tongue like he was in the middle oy the desert. This 
inspired him to take out his laptop and bang awa’ at the ke’s like a 
monke’, running at the pace oy a speedOt’ping contest, stopping onl’ 
now and then to sniJ his bananas, making sure the’ didn-t ripen on 
him without his permission. Nn’ minute now, he would peel them. 
I merel’ had to wait. Ye picked up the whole bunch, stuck it to his 
yace, and inhaled like some potassium junkie.  I should bust him right 
now yor vagranc’,2 I thought.  1ight, old manL2 The old man looked 
at me with his blear’ e’es and smiled. 

The neEt morning, m’ sunglasses vanished.  I can-t let them see m’ 
e’es,2 I thought.  Khere could I have leyt themL2 Muddenl’ it hit me. 
femesis; That bananaOsni0ng co’ote stole m’ yrames, set me up, and 
sprinkled glass on the crime scene. I could see it all peryectl’. Khile I 
was in the bathroom, he pawed m’ 1a’Obans to place at the site oy a 
yuture doubleOsuicide. Yow Gachiavellian oy ’ou, :ack. 

I came into the room roaring his name"  fFGFMIM;2 but yound 
the old man sitting alone, drunk again beyore noon.  Khere is he, old 
manL Talk;2B 

I gave the room a good thrashing. 
 KYF1F N1F TYFUL2
I sniJed the sheets like a bloodhound searching yor the scent oy 

citrus to lead me on the trail. Khirling around now, breathing heavil’, 
I pulled out m’ dental Aoss and advanced on the old man. Ye jabbered 
something in Gandarin and held up his hands as iy to show me he 
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was innocent. qinall’ I gave in to his drunken smile and took a shot oy 
baiju. fow he had me.

Yours later, emerging yrom the dorm, a woman at the desk stopped 
me.  Momeone leyt this yor ’ou,2 she spoke in monotone.  qrom ’our 
room. xeave ’esterda’.2

 femesis leyt those yor meL Nre ’ou sureL !id he have a bunch oy 
bananas with himLE 

Mhe nodded in the a0rmative.
 Kell, I-ll be.2 
BBBBBBBBBBB I pocketed m’ sunglasses and walked down the street into 

the setting sun. I see a tree yorever trapped in autumn. I see windows 
on night buses and water drops oy rain. qar in the distance, in dreams 
where ’ou see green, a Dre. 



Chapter Twenty-Two

Angkor What?

I  meet this driver named Mac. Tells me he’ll do the job cheap as 
long as I don’t blab to any of the drivers. We shake hands on 

it, and there we go uying throOgh Bld Market. Ey this time I’m so 
enlightened that even a pile of dog shit, of which there are many, seems 
like a beaOtifOl gestOre of sacri“ce. I’m already talking foolishly aboOt 
coming back and adopting a bOnch of kids. ”very time yoO say -aww,R 
they mOltiply. ”verywhere yoO look, there’s so mOch color, so mOch 
poverty, all in the same places together like they can never be apart. 
The street vendors and their carts, saqron'robed monks walking the 
street bOrning sticks of incense, boys and men holding their bowls for 
alms, blessing the little shops with a prayer each time they receive their 
daily rice. ;abid dogs follow traSc at random, barking all frothy and 
snapping at the tires, which spit back cloOds of dOst, sitting stOnned, 
gnawing their tails and spinning aroOnd as little children stare all 
liKOid'eyed from behind their mothersH wrapped skirtsY the motherless 
saOntering freely, afraid least of all of the epic of motorbike traSc, the 
deadliest game there is. EOt here they are, Orchins in their play kitchen, 
the streets, their secret world. Uomewhere beyond the morning rOsh 
of bOrning cloves and motor oil, swallowed by the jOngle, a kingdom 
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of peace and serenity, a place once forgotten by the loving eyes of 
man and woman, somehow, bOt everyone knows how easy it is to get 
distracted, forget aboOt one of the greatest things man has ever bOilt, 
Ontil a !renchman in khakis comes aroOnd taking pictOres, eGploring 
the woods with hoots of eGcitement, while lackeys stand aroOnd giving 
each other glances like -I don’t see how this old temple is going to 
give Os more rice.R AoO get caOght Op in the “elds, the rice patties. 
Utaring at yoOr phone and getting bad service. zike, -Pello" We have 
the most beaOtifOl temple in the worldD  et yoOr ass over here nowDR 
Ferhaps they were simply waiting for the moment to capitali3e on a 
market Opswing. 4xngkor What" Bh, xngkor Wat. Aeah, weHve had 
it for a while. 0eed to bOy a ticket and rent a tuk-tuk. Pow mOch" 
!I!TA 5Bzzx;D4 EOt Ontil then, the city falls into a long, gloomy 
silence. Br perhaps not so gloomy at all. zaid to rest, in peace. Trees 
sproOting throOgh walls and uowers growing wild in the coOrtyards. 
The carved stone statOes become roosts for birds and perches for 
monkeys. Uaqron'robed monks sweep between the gnarled roots of 
the banyan tree, which spreads its “ngers throOgh the soil aroOnd the 
crOmbling city, eating away at what remains of a primordial energy, a 
granOle of dOst at a time. The jOngle eats Os, as well as oOr gods and 
places of worshipY the city itself is a metaphor of life and death. The 
uag of an empire and its descent into rOin. The rest of the world carries 
on, searching for progress, identity, indOstry. EOt when all else fails, 
rOn to the jOngle. !orget the world. Uweep the leaves.

66666666666 0ow I’m here in the back of a tuk-tuk, oScially declaring 
myself renegade to Interpol, uaOnting the risk of being locked inside a 
military prison for the rest of my life withoOt media privileges. I have 
a stamp on my hand and a coOple of dollars in my pocket. What other 
direction is there left bOt forward" Is this what they mean by faith, 
xlyosha" Why does it have to always come so close to the edge" Ferhaps 
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this is the trigger'point that’s needed before I Onleash some mystical 
sOperpower, have lights shine oOt of my eyes and “re shoot oOt of my 
ass while great cloOds of heaven and hell darken and illOminate the 
skies. Why else woOld yoO have taken me here if not to give me an 
ending" I thoOght yoO were giving me trOe love, bOt I can see now that 
yoO’ve given me lawn dOties instead. zet’s say that I come with nothing 
then. zet’s say that I join yoO. I jOst want yoO to know that I give yoO 
my heart. I can’t trOst anything now. I don’t trOst my eyesY I can’t think 
my way oOtY I’ve lost all of my skills. What more do yoO want" Where’s 
my special moment" The one where I “nd a tree growing from a stone 
wall and hear the soOnd of birds and gentle streams and “nally shOt Op 
and jOst listen. . . I’m almost in it, this moment before death when I see 
the thing that I was “nally meant to see right before I die, fall face'“rst 
into a lotOs pond. Pey 5ianeD AoO know what" It is one of those 
things yoO shoOld see before yoO dieD Hey Diane! We're goin' inside 
the temple. What?! Diane screeches. I wanna see them whatchamacallits 
before I die! 

66666666666 There’s a bridge that stretches over a moat, which forms 
a uowing blOe sKOare aroOnd the temple. In front of me is an oOter 
wall where behind and beyond rise a KOincOnG of towers reuected in 
the waters as a procession of monks in robes the color of kOmKOats 
make their way before a king. I stand in a place where long ago even 
the beggar boy got a view of the royal sedan chair, and water bOqaloes 
stood idly on the banks, staring at the green'choked lily padded waters 
“lled with lotOs uowers. xngkor Wat, that great temple rising like 
MoOnt MerO, home of the gods, from a lost city swallowed by the 
jOngle with stone walls gone limey, mossy, and moist, like dew or 
evaporated rain, an atmosphere that pervades everything and contin'
Oes like the memory of a monsoon even in the dry season. There’s 
an odd silence now that I’ve entered the inner chambers. The air is 
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cool, and the people who share the hallways seem to be nothing more 
than faint echoes as they drift by. I trace a “nger aroOnd the intricate 
carvings, the endless symmetry impossible to believe. xn empty space, 
a pond forever rippled. !rom peace and prosperity, the evil demons 
battle Nrishna on every wall, the walls seeming to never end, every inch 
of sOrface carved with coOntless soldiers, elephants, horses, chariots, 
demons, slaves, coOrtesans, drOmmers, horn'players, uag'wavers, and 
in the center of it all, at the spearpoint of battle rides Frince xrjO'
na with zord Nrishna peacefOlly loOnging at his side. ;ide into the 
faceless night and captOre as many demons within yoOrself as yoO can, 
enoOgh to battle for the rest of yoOr life. Pere in the battlegroOnd are 
not jOst soldiers, bOt every man and woman from the lowliest slave to 
god'king, riding oOt and meeting danger and evil at the head, engaging 
all their endless force in battle, becaOse the darkness will destroy yoO 
and consOme all that has been created oOt of nothingness and the void 
Onless we meet it with the face of war. -Too farDR cry the archers, who 
feel their arms breaking. -Too highDR trOmpet the elephants, whose 
stampeding feet have already begOn to bleed. EOt the cries of the front 
echo all the way to the back, so we move forward with the certainty 
at this Onperceivable distance that someone has soOnded the cryY we 
march closer and closer towards a black hole, forgotten forever as we 
uy with swords drawn into the wind with bodies as nOmeroOs as blades 
of grass, wispy and cOrved and altogether shapeless, yet individOally as 
sharp as a glowing knife. 

66666666666 -xnd that’s when I decided to pledge my life to preserving this 
place, for as long as I can, in what little capacity I have. When yoO give 
yoOr heart and soOl to something, it makes it all worth it to know that 
yoO’re helping people come and feel what yoO felt, what I continOe to 
feel each and every day.R
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66666666666 -AoO been here only three hoOr,R the woman with the sOn hat 
says with a playfOl scowl. The other caretakers laOgh as we rest beneath 
the shade of a tree, xngkor Wat standing majestically behind in the 
distance.

66666666666 -Isn’t it ama3ing how we all ended Op here"R I sigh blissfOlly.
66666666666 -AoO go see sOnset"R Mac the driver asks.
66666666666 -Is that a thing here"R I yawn and stretch. -Where’s the best 

place to see it"R
66666666666 -UOnset Temple,R they all reply in Onison.
66666666666 -That makes sense.R
66666666666 We uy past the head with foOr faces at Eayon and take a shortcOt 

past the Terrace of ”lephants. We speed throOgh Ta Frohm, where a 
giant tree sproOts from a doorway and the foOr elemental pools where 
people bathed clockwise to cOre their in“rmities. We “nd oOrselves at 
the end of a procession so large it seems as if the whole world has come 
to see the sOnset. Feople mOst have waited hoOrs ahead of time, some 
even camped oOt at the very top of the temple from 1 oHclock onwards 
in the scorching heat with their smOg sOnbOrnt faces, ignoring the 
jeers by the masses as they co3y in for the sOnset of their fOcking lives. 
xnd why not" It’s not every day yoO get to see oOr closest star descend 
Opon one of the very temples bOilt for her, inspired by her, needing 
her toOch, her grace, her beaOty to make it real and take shape. 

66666666666 We feel the tuk-tuk being rocked as if we’re in the middle of a 
riot as the sOn threatens to dip down another centigrade closer to the 
hori3on. There is a panic in the mob, and the scene becomes tinged 
with danger. 

66666666666 - et oOt of here, MacD I’ll go ahead on footD  o home to 
yoOr wife and familyDR

66666666666 Mac nods grimly and peels oOt of there, soon trapped 
and swallowed by more people. Meanwhile, I have my own problems. 
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I’m cOrrently caOght in a massive collective of —hinese toOrists in 
matching t'shirts gathered at least :?? strong. It’s like being trapped 
in a pOrple amoeba spreading across the world. There’s an elephant 
charioting a pair of 8apanese newlyweds, the bride barely keeping it 
together as they lOrch to and fro, the groom trying to hold onto his top 
hat, the elephant driver cOrsing and kicking his elephant’s ears with a 
decided vigor. xnd from every direction, masses of people from across 
the nations poOr in to sit on top of the temple'moOntain. 

66666666666 AoO only reali3e at the top that the people who had seemed 
to KOit on the stairs were secretly laOghing at yoO inside. They did 
their toOr aroOnd the tiers of the wedding cake temple only to “nd 
no place to sit. ”verywhere yoO look, people sit happily on steps, on 
statOtes, on peaks and ledges. 0o one willing to move so mOch as an 
ass'cheek to let yoO think of sKOee3ing in on their slab of stone. EOt 
who can blame them" I walk aroOnd with my eyes pointed Opwards 
and am mind'blown by the electric awe as I stare beyond and see 
forest blOrring line into night, temple silhoOettes in the sOnset like “res 
reaping the darkness, the spires pointed against the paling blOish'gold 
gradation of the sky. The sOn begins to poOr down over like a hot, 
glowing liKOid, gently seeping in with a glow, warming the eGpanse 
of jOngle and distant temples. xs I rOn aboOt, convinced this is my 
moment, searching for the perfect place to secOre its passing, a little 
raincloOd drifts by. ”verybody gets all eGcited and starts “ring oq their 
cameras. Bne gOy pre'ejacOlates and lets oOt a moan that KOickly dies 
in the resOmed KOiet. 0ow the sOn begins to align with the cloOd, 
feeling oOr respect, sending oOt rays at an angle that electri“es the 
strata like a blowing cOrtain in the window, the sky beginning to glow 
red. Uhe keeps going and going, and soon glows with the resonance 
of ecstasy and shame. ”veryone takes oOt their cameras and tries to 
captOre that which is most ueeting, the orgasm of time.
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66666666666 There’s nowhere to sit, nowhere to “nd this “nal moment 
meant to marry me to this joOrney and its happy ending, when I see 
my name written among the tree branches as a sign, to know that 
somehow I was meant to be here. The gift of knowing that the joOrney 
was not all meaningless. EOt was$

66666666666 -—are to sit down"R
66666666666 0o wayD It can’t be. . . 
66666666666 -AoOr PolinessDR
66666666666 The 5alai zama sits on a ledge with a smile, shifting over to 

make room for me on a lower, less'popOlated tier of the temple with 
the sOnset in a hOmbler view. 

66666666666 -Flease, don’t bow to me like that. 0o one knows I’m here,R 
the 5alai zama says, looking over his shoOlder, waving his hand for 
me to stop kowtowing.

66666666666 -What are yoO doing here"R I gasp.
66666666666 -I’m here to see the sOnset. xre yoO going to sit or not"R
66666666666 I move to sit, and then free3e.
66666666666 -8Ost don’t shake my hand,R I say, showing him my bandaged 

hand.
66666666666 -0o problem. zooks like it hasn’t been washed in a while,R 

the 5alai zama retorts, and gives me one of his famoOs chOckles.
66666666666 -5id yoO get my letter"R I ask him, sitting beside him now. 
66666666666 -xh, so yoO’re Uam"R the 5alai zama says. -Aes, I remember 

that letter very well. It was KOite recently, as I recall. To answer yoOr 
KOestionK 0o, I don’t get death threats every day, which made yoOr 
particOlar death threat very memorable.R

66666666666 The 5alai zama gives me a —heshire —at grin, his eyes glinting 
with amOsement beneath his gold frames.

66666666666 -Uo yoO’re not mad, right"R
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66666666666 -Why shoOld I be angry" AoO clearly have shown me a kindness 
which I am only too happy to repay in what little capacity that I have,R 
he says and winks at me, repeating my own words back to me in their 
eGact phrasing.

66666666666 Eack there, in the coOrtyard in xngkor Wat, hanging oOt with 
the caretakers. Was that him" The woman beneath the sOn hat" Was 
he wearing a wig"

66666666666 -Wait a second, did yoO follow me here"R I ask shocked and 
open'moOthed, staring at him agape now.

66666666666 -Fretty weird, isn’t it"R the 5alai zama says and chOckles.
66666666666 -AoO were spying on me" Pow did yoO “nd me" Wait a second, 

that means$4
66666666666 -8Ost becaOse I am a monk who walks aroOnd in a robe all 

day,R the 5alai zama lectOres sternly, -does not mean I do not have 
spies of my own. My secret service was able to intercept this letter jOst 
days ago in 5haramshala.R

66666666666 !rom his robe, he withdraws a postcard that says -NOnmingK 
—ity of ”ternal Upring.R 

66666666666 -xs fate woOld have it, I was already here, in —ambodia, 
on my yearly pilgrimage to this very temple where we now sit. Is 
this a coincidence" Tell me, Uam" What have yoO learned from yoOr 
eGperience"R

66666666666 -I’m going to become a caretaker for xngkor Wat"R
66666666666 -0o, yoO dOmmyDR the 5alai zama snaps, and resists hitting 

me on the head with the postcard. Pe clears his throat and says more 
gently, -0o, Uam. That is not why yoO were broOght here. Tell me why 
yoO were broOght here.R

66666666666 I walk in the dying light to the other side with the sOnset behind 
me, and at a distance. The sOn disappears over the jOngle’s smoldering 
hori3on and glimmers over the temple rOins. x monk sits on the ledge 
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in his robe, brightly colored against the onset of blOe night. I want to 
take a pictOre of him withoOt knowing why, staring at the sOnset, the 
green moOntains all blOe and shadowy in the backgroOnd. EOt I have 
no camera.

66666666666 xt night, there’s a blackoOt. I “nd myself walking throOgh 
the streets far away from Bld Market, following the river into the night 
and the darkness, jOst to see where it takes me. There’s no light from 
the moon. There are no stars or heavenly bodies as I feel my way blindly 
throOgh dense, wet darkness, gOided by the soOnds of laOghter and 
voices, kids shrieking happily, playing hide and seek in the forest. That 
evening at the chicken'rice spot, two little boys came to my table and 
asked me if I coOld bOy them something to eat. It was the older one 
who asked me with that street kid rasp in his voice. It was my last two 
dollars, bOt I coOldn’t say no. xs they sat down, I told the chicken'rice 
lady to pOt on two more chicken'rice plates and two more cokes. They 
coOldn’t hide their eGcitement at the cokes. It was a real treat for them. 
xnother boy came also, bOt I didn’t have any more money. The two 
little boys shared with the scrawniest third, who looked like he didn’t 
even have a home. The plates were cleaned. The food vanished in an 
instant. The cokes were sipped slowly, cherished in the setting of the 
sOn. !inally, the oldest asked me to bOy formOla milk in the pharmacy 
for his baby brother. -We have no money. Flease bOy milk for oOr 
brother. My brother only a baby,R he said with his little dark eyes 
looking “ercely into mine.

-I’m sorry,R I told him sadly.
Where do we go from here" Walking in the dark, the pitch'black 

darkness, darker than the darkness was the color of her eyes. I foOnd 
my way throOgh the forest and foOnd a road. There were uashes from 
motorbikes speeding past, disappearing into the night jOst as fast, as 
crickets reigned sOpreme over silence, the bewitching of frog'scOm, 
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the shadow'boGer nodding at me from the dancing uames of an oil 
drOm, in dreams where yoO see “re and green.

-There’s so mOch good in the world. Pow can we not see it"R I ask, 
remembering the eyes of the father as he held his little girl in his lap, the 
two of them jOst sitting there on the side of the road on a motorbike, 
smiling and shaking my head no when he oqered me a ride.

-xnd yet, there’s so mOch corrOption. Pow do we “ght it" Pow do 
we “ght all this darkness"R

-AoO become light. . . AoO go where darkness is and watch as it rOns 
away. . . ”ven one little bit of light can do that,R the 5alai zama says 
in his halting, thoOghtfOl manner, nodding his head. -Imagine what 
can happen when many lights come together. . . and glow at the same 
time.R

-Tell me where to go, 5oc. I’ll meet yoO there.R
-AoO mOst go home, Uam.  o back and tell the others in yoOr 

village, yoOr city, yoOr hometown. Tell aboOt the wonders and the 
horrors yoO have seen.R

-What if no one believes me" What if they say I’m cra3y"R
-Whether they do or don’t does not change yoOr mission. AoO have 

a responsibility.R
-EOt I can’t leave,R I tell the 5alai zama, hanging my head in defeat. 

-I have this plane ticket that takes oq from Eeijing tomorrow, bOt I 
don’t have any money left.R

-Flane ticket, eh" That mOst cost aboOt $ let’s see, from here to 
5.—. $R the 5alai zama does some KOick calcOlations in his head. 
-NL??, by my estimation.R

The 5alai zama pOlls oOt a hOge wad of cash clasped together with 
a golden money clip.6 

-Well, it is —hristmas,R I say falteringly. -Tickets tend to be more 
eGpensive.R
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-N:,??? shoOld do it,R the 5alai zama conclOdes, deftly licking his 
“ngertips and coOnting oOt :? crisp N:?? bills.

-AoOr Poliness, really. . . I can’t accept this,R I say as he holds the 
money oOt for me to take.

-Flease, Uam. —onsider it my pleasOre, and also, my dOty. 8Ost as yoO 
have yoOr dOty, I have mineK to freely share what is freely given,R the 
5alai zama says and winks. -Feople give me money all the time. I’m . 
. . loadedDR

Pe throws his head back and laOghs into the shadows of fading pink 
light.



Chapter 
Twenty-Three

My True Love

“A nd in that moment, I realized that gndinM yT urLe vobe, 
gndinM mT trLe fodT, none os thi. eben matter.c I maT 

neber .ee mT trLe fodT aMain, fLt I wan .till gnd a ne” lobe in thi. 
onec  

’’’’’’’’’’’ “It doe.nkt matter ”hat ToL looC liCe,  phri. aMree., whalCinM 
LD sor the gni.hinM .troCec “Itk. ho” ToL seel in.idec 

’’’’’’’’’’’ “Wonkt matter ”hat ToL looC liCe,  Won a-rm., noddinM hi. 
headc “Bhat matter i. ToL haDDT in.idec 

’’’’’’’’’’’ uhe wLe fall wlawC. an eiMht1fall into the worner DowCetc 
“uhatk. Mame,  .aT. phri. the 4rit, .milinM in biwtorTc “uhatk. 5G15E 
no”c Bekre almo.t tiedc  

’’’’’’’’’’’ Won, the haDDilT .toned ”aiter, taCe. hi. deseat ”ith a .mile, 
sold. hi. hand. in Mrawec 

’’’’’’’’’’’ Bekre hanMinM oLt in a MLe.thoL.e walled Hreen Harden.c 
uherek. a far and loLnMe ”ith a filliard. taflec uhe ”indo”. are oDen 
and itk. earlT asternoonc uhe .oLnd. os a bolleTfall Mame ewho srom 
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oLt.ide, and a CLnM1sL mobie DlaT. .ilentlT on a .wreenc Won Moe. oY 
to taCe ware os .omethinM in the Citwhenc “Oabe a MameU  phri. a.C.c

’’’’’’’’’’’ “Keel. .o ”eird Cno”inM that Ikm leabinM,  I .aT, taCinM a wLe 
and whalCinM LDc

’’’’’’’’’’’ “4awC to Ameriwa, ehU xoLkll habe DlentT to tell them ”hen 
ToL Met fawCc 

’’’’’’’’’’’ “uheT miMht CeeD me lowCed LD sor a ”hilec 
’’’’’’’’’’’ phri. laLMh. amiaflTc 
’’’’’’’’’’’ “I Cno” ”hat ToL meanc Ikm headed fawC to the qS in a se” 

”eeC.c HoinM fawC to Lnic Itk. MoinM to fe .tranMe to ”aCe LD .oon and 
fe fawC in mT mLmk. hoL.e and seelinM liCe it ”a. all a dream,  phri. 
.aT., fLMMinM hi. eTe., laLMhinMc “I mean, ho” do ToL ejDlain thi.U  

’’’’’’’’’’’ “Be fewome amfa..ador. and tell them to .ee sor them.elbe.c 
’’’’’’’’’’’ “NiMht,  he Mrin., and .et. LD the eiMht fall sor a —LiwC 

taCedo”nc “yaTfe nejt time theTkll Mibe L. fetter awwommodation.c 
’’’’’’’’’’’ Be DlaT in .ilenwec uhe wLe fall Ci..e. the eiMht fall sor the 

”inc
’’’’’’’’’’’ “uhatk. Mame, mate,  phri. .aT., .milinM and .haCinM mT 

handc “Ikbe Mot to fe oYc Is I donkt .ee ToL, habe a .ase triD fawCc 
’’’’’’’’’’’ Be .haCe hand. and phri. di.aDDear. do”n.tair.c Won wome. 

oLt os the Citwhen, ”iDinM hi. hand. on a to”elc “Ho homeU 
’’’’’’’’’’’ “2ot Tet,  I hear mT.els .aTc
’’’’’’’’’’’  ’!LddenlT,  therek.  a  fla.t  os  theme mL.iw,  .ome .triD 

wlLf hiD1hoD wome. foominM srom LnCno”n .DeaCer., soM aDDearinM 
srom oLt os no”herec u”o Mirl. in flawC, one Detite ”earinM a flawC 
one1Diewe, the taller one ”ith .hort hair ”earinM a .Lit JawCet and 
mini.Cirt, wome ”alCinM into the roomc uhe ”aT theT .et their faM. 
do”n and Met Won to rL.h ober ”ith their drinC. maCe. it wlear that 
thi. i. their farc
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’’’’’’’’’’’ I abert mT eTe. and fL.T mT.els ”ith rawCinM LD the taflec I 
taCe a wLe and freaCc

’’’’’’’’’’’ “vooC. liCe ToLkre .olid.c yind is I DlaTU  the Mirl ”ith the .hort 
hair .aT., DiwCinM LD a wLec !he ha. seatLre. os a doll1liCe .TmmetrT, 
fLt therek. .omethinM .ost and eerilT emotionle.. afoLt her 6 a tojiw 
.milec’ 

’’’’’’’’’’’ “!Lre, ”hT notU  I .aT and whalC LD mT .tiwCc
’’’’’’’’’’’ !he Mibe. me a .mirC os wontemDt and rawC. the fall. ”ith 

the mobement. os a flawC ”ido”c uhe fall. Mo .watterinM aroLnd the 
tafle and .he land. t”o .triDe. inc I ”atwh a. .he mobe. aroLnd the 
tafle ”ith a dewi.ibe .moothne.., enJoTinM the thoLMht os hLmiliatinM 
me, .ho”inM me the ri.e os her mini.Cirt a. .he .it. on the tafle or lean. 
ober to .hoot, ”hiwh I ofliMe fT notiwinMc 4Lt therek. .omethinM afoLt 
her thatk. .o diafoliwal I seel nothinM fLt a wold di.—Liet feinM nejt to 
herc I trT to gni.h the Mame ”ithoLt mLwh sL.., her .hot. timed ”ith 
that looC os .”eet benom on her liD., fitinM and .hootinM it inc uherek. 
.omethinM in her boiwe that almo.t seel. samiliarc

’’’’’’’’’’’ KinallT, .he mi..e.c I CnLwCle do”n on the selt and rLn the taflec 
I .tart .ettinM LD sor the eiMht ”hen the .oLnd os a rinMtone freaC. 
mT wonwentrationc I looC fawC and .ee Won .ettinM do”n a .teaminM 
Dlate and Lten.il. on the tafle and .ee the lonM1haired Mirl .DeaCinM in 
awwented RnMli.hc “Oello fafTVc c c BhatU uodaTU 2o, I wankt todaTc Ikm 
fL.Tc c c xe., I Cno”c c c xoL ”ant me lobe ToL lonM timeU xoL Cno” I 
lobe ToL lonM time, fafTc c c  

’’’’’’’’’’’ uhe tall Mirl ”ith .hort hair roLnd. the tafle, frL.hinM aMain.t 
mT .ide a. .he Da..e., fendinM ober her mini.Cirt in sront os me and 
JaffinM her .tiwC in mT .tomawhc “Bhatk. ”ronMU  .he a.C., looCinM 
ober her .hoLlder, .mirCinM at me in that .ost emotionle.. boiwec “xoL 
looC liCe .omeone froCe ToLr heartc 
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’’’’’’’’’’’ I looC at the old CLnM1sL mobie and hear the .oLnd. os the 
bolleTfall Mame oLt.ide, the whildren in the .treet, ewhoe. os tra-w in 
the di.tanwe, the thLnder .tartinM to roll in ober the anwient witT rLin.c 

’’’’’’’’’’’ “!he ”a. neber real,  I .aT, and ”atwh a. the tall Mirl arwhe. her 
fawC fesore wominM do”n on the wLe ”ith her sanM. rai.ed, gni.hinM 
me oY ”ith a fite to the headc

’’’’’’’’’’’ “I ”in,  .he .aT., and .mirC. ”iwCedlTc
’’’’’’’’’’’ “xoL .Lre didc Hood Mame,  I .aT, readT to hanM it LDc
’’’’’’’’’’’ “xoL need to fLT me a drinC,  .he .aT.c
’’’’’’’’’’’ “uho.e ”erenkt the .taCe., .”eetheart,  I reDlT, doinM mT fe.t 

OLmDhreT 4oMartc
’’’’’’’’’’’ “xoL lo.t,  .he .aT., flowCinM mT ”aT ”ith her hiDc “4LT me 

a drinCc  
’’’’’’’’’’’ “!orrT, I habe a 0iMht to watwhc 
’’’’’’’’’’’ “Bhatk. the matterU  .he a.C. a. I ”alC Da.t herc “2eber soLnd 

ToLr OollT”ood endinMU 
’’’’’’’’’’’ “yT ”hatU  I .aT laLMhinM, mT fodT .LddenlT tLrninM to iwec 

“Bait a .ewondV It wankt feV 
’’’’’’’’’’’ “!LrDri.edU  .he .mile. iwilT no”, 0iDDinM fawC her hair and 

Do.inM liCe a modelc
’’’’’’’’’’’ “7awCV 
’’’’’’’’’’’ A biolent .hiber rLn. throLMh mT fodTc
’’’’’’’’’’’ “xoL .on os a fitwhV I looCed at ToLr a..V 
’’’’’’’’’’’ “OeT no”, ”atwh the Mender DronoLn.,  7awC .aT. woollT a. 

.he wirwle. aroLnd me liCe a .harC afoLt to tear into it. DreTc “HLe.. 
ToLkre ”onderinM ”here I Mot thi. .moCinM hot fodTU ’’’’’ 

’’’’’’’’’’’ “I donkt ”ant the detail.,  I .aT, .haCinM mT head, looCinM 
Dalec 

’’’’’’’’’’’ “!o ho” afoLt that drinCU  
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’’’’’’’’’’’ Bhat wan I doU Is I .aT no, Ikll fe flawCfalled and marCed 
sor lisec I wan alreadT .ee Won freaCinM do”n Lnder interroMation, hi. 
.LDDort sor me wrLmflinM in the oDeninM os hi. te.timonTc’’’’’’ 

’’’’’’’’’’’ “Bhat are ToL habinMU  7awC .aT., leaninM aMain.t the far all 
.mLMc

’’’’’’’’’’’ “Pld1sa.hioned,  I tell Won, no” manninM the farc
’’’’’’’’’’’ “yaCe mine a 7awC and poCe,  .he .aT., and .mile. at me ”ith 

the ofbioL. DLnwhlinec “Ikm 7awC, and hek. poCec 
’’’’’’’’’’’ I ”ant to DLnwh her in the sawe, fLt no” in DLfliw, I donkt 

Cno”c c c 
’’’’’’’’’’’ “!o, thi. i. ToL no”U  I .aT, reweibinM mT drinC, fLt not 

drinCinM itc
’’’’’’’’’’’ “A little Mist srom the phine.e,  7awC .aT., .tirrinM the little 

Dla.tiw .tra”c “Aster that war Dlo”ed into me fawC in viJianM, mT fodT 
”a. de.troTed, DaralTzedc uhe phine.e Mobernment made me an oYer 
I woLldnkt resL.ec 

’’’’’’’’’’’ “A ne” lise a. a Do.t1oD tran..ejLal doLfle aMentU 
’’’’’’’’’’’ “Itkd fe a metaDhor is it ”a.nkt .o ironiwc 
’’’’’’’’’’’ “Bell, I MLe.. it doe.nkt reallT matter ”hat Mender or .ejLal 

orientation ToL are a. lonM a. ToL Met the Jof donec 4Lt ”ait 6 ”hatkd 
ToL do ”ith ToLr 6 oLr 6 mT fodTU 

’’’’’’’’’’’ “Ph, that old thinMU  7awC .mirC.c “I donated it to .wienwec 4T 
the ”aT, ToLr diwC i. 0oatinM in a Jar os sormaldehTde in a wabern deeD 
in :ietnamc !ewret laforatorTc HettinM DiwCled liCe a wLwLmferc 

’’’’’’’’’’’ “pankt .aT I ware,  I .aT, .hrLMMinMc “Ikbe soLnd inner Deawec 
I donkt need a diwC anTmorec 

’’’’’’’’’’’ “Ph, !amc Oo” manT time. do ”e habe to Mo throLMh thi.U 
Itk. meant to fec uhe nejt adbentLre .ome”here in the LnderMroLnd 
os :ietnam, diMMinM LD Mobernment wober1LD. srom the ‘8., all ”hile 
trTinM to rewober ToLr trLe fodT and reattawh ToLr lo.t Deni.U pome 
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onV Het ”ith the DroMram, !amV Is that doe.nkt gll the .eat., I donkt 
Cno” ”hat ”illc 

’’’’’’’’’’’ “Bhok. the 4arfie dollU Woe. .he Cno”U  I .aT, noddinM 
to”ard. the one ”ith lonM hair, .till on her Dhonec

’’’’’’’’’’’ “Ps woLr.e notc !hek. JL.t a ”orCinM Mirlc xoLkd fe .howCed 
ho” ea.T it i. sor an e.wort to Main Mobernment wlearanwec 

’’’’’’’’’’’ “2ot reallTc Ikm DrettT Jadedc 
’’’’’’’’’’’ “2ot to mention Daranoidc :erT wleber the ”aT ToL .hooC 

oLr trail thi. ”hole timec I habe to Mibe it to ToL, !amc xoLkre .marter 
than ToL looC, or lLwCier, or Drotewted srom afobec Rither ”aT, I thinC 
itk. niwe that ”ekre here no” and wan habe thi. la.t drinCc xoL wan die 
Cno”inM that ToLkbe led me .traiMht to the Walai vama, ”ho i. .oon 
to fe reinwarnated into a dLmmT ”e habe ”aitinM in the ”inM.c 

’’’’’’’’’’’ “!o itk. I”ek no”, i. itU  I .aT ”ith di.ML.tc “Bhat haDDened 
to taCinM de.tinT into ToLr o”n hand.U 

’’’’’’’’’’’ “We.tinTk. in mT hand.,  7awC reDlie. woollT, DLllinM a MLn 
srom in.ide her .Lit JawCetc “!ee ToL later, alliMatorc 

’’’’’’’’’’’ BithoLt thinCinM, I .Dla.h mT drinC in her sawe fesore .he 
wan grec

’’’’’’’’’’’ uhe eYewt i. in.tantaneoL.c 7awC, in her ne” sorm, tLrn. oLt to 
fe nothinM more than a semme1fotc !he sall. to the 0oor and feMin. 
wonbLl.inM, .DazzinM in an eDileDtiw gtc A friMht liMht .hoot. oLt os 
her eTe. and .ilentlT .wreaminM moLth, and elewtriw ”abe. srT her no” 
fadlT .inMed oLtgtc KinallT, .he lie. .tillc 

’’’’’’’’’’’ AMent !oLrJ uerminatedc
’’’’’’’’’’’ “HLe.. no onek. eber tLrned her do”n sor a drinC fesore,  I 

.aT aloLd, boiwinM the DLn no one a.Ced sorc 
’’’’’’’’’’’ “Ph mT ModV Bhat haDDenU  the .hort Mirl ”ith lonM hair wrie., 

foLnwinM ober in her .tiletto., no” Joined fT Won, all os L. .tarinM at 
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7awCk. .hort1wirwLited semme1fot sormc !moCe wontinLe. to ri.e ”hile 
.DarC. os elewtriwitT wrawCle at randomc

’’’’’’’’’’’ “Be habe to Met oLt os herec uherek. no tellinM ”hat sorm 
7awCk. won.wioL.ne.. miMht emfodT nejt,  I .aT MrimlTc

’’’’’’’’’’’ “!till alibeUV  theT wrT in Lni.onc
’’’’’’’’’’’ “Ikm not .Lrec Itk. Do..ifle 7awC ”a. nothinM fLt a DroMram 

all alonMc Bhiwh mean.,  I .aT MrabelT looCinM into their eTe., taDDinM 
the .ide os mT head, “Ikm the gnal whiDc 

’’’’’’’’’’’ “Bhat ”e do ”ith herU  Won .aT. in a manner almo.t wa.Lal, 
nLdMinM 7awCk. .tiletto ”ith hi. sootc 

’’’’’’’’’’’ “Kind pandidate Wim and dLmD the fodT in hi. hotel roomc 
uhatkll .end the foT. in Ba.hinMton the me..aMec Bekll habe to .woLr 
InterDol to gnd anT more aMent. ”orCinM sor the phine.ec veabe the 
re.t to mec 

’’’’’’’’’’’ “Bhat afoLt meU  the .hort Mirl ”ith lonM hair .aT. searsLllTc 
“xoL Cill meU 

’’’’’’’’’’’ “2oc xoL habe a diYerent mi..ionc pome ”ith meV 
’’’’’’’’’’’ I Mraf her hand, and ”e rLn into the fL.T marCet .treet. Lntil 

”e re.t fe.ide a Krenwh wolonial fridMe and watwh oLr freathc I taCe her 
.hoLlder. into mT hand. and sawe her to”ard. mec

’’’’’’’’’’’ “xoLr mi..ion, is ToL whoo.e to awweDt it6 
’’’’’’’’’’’ “Bho are ToLU BhT .he trT Cill ToLU  
’’’’’’’’’’’ I taCe a dramatiw DaL.e, eTe. .molderinMc
’’’’’’’’’’’ “4ewaL.ec c c os thi.c 
’’’’’’’’’’’ BithoLt  freaCinM  eTe  wontawt,  I  reawh  do”n  in  mT 

Lnder”ear and ”re.tle aroLnd, and gnallT ”ith the .oLnd os tearinM 
wloth, re.Lrsawe ”ith a 0a.h dribe in the tiD. os mT gnMer.c

’’’’’’’’’’’ “Bhat thatU  .he a.C., .—LintinM at the miwrowhiDc 
’’’’’’’’’’’ “uhi. i. the sLll Lndi.wlo.ed reDortc Is anTthinM .hoLld haDDen 

to me, I need ToL to Met thi. into the hand. os .omeone at InterDolc 
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7L.t hold onto thi. Lntil the time wome.c !omeone ”ill wome to Met it 
srom ToLc xoL ”onkt Cno” ”ho, and ToL ”onkt Cno” ”henc 4Lt CeeD 
thi. hidden in ToLr fra Lntil thenc uhi. i. berT imDortantV xoL habe to 
CeeD it hidden in ToLr fra .o that ”hen gnallT ToL are aDDroawhed at 
that LnCno”n moment, hoDesLllT itkll fe raininM, and hoDesLllT, itkll 
fe berT .ejTc 

’’’’’’’’’’’ “I donkt Lnder.tandc BhT theT ”ant ToLr bawation DhotoU 
BhT it need to fe .ejTU Bho are ToLU 

’’’’’’’’’’’ “Nememfer, hidden in ToLr fra,  I .aT, DlawinM the 0a.h dribe 
in her hand.c “Is I .hoLld die or fe waDtLred, theTkll Cno” ”hat to doc 

’’’’’’’’’’’ “uhe MobernmentU  .he a.C.c’’ 
’’’’’’’’’’’ “2o, the internetc 
’’’’’’’’’’’ I taCe her dramatiwallT into mT arm. and hold her in an 

emfrawe that almo.t seel. liCe lobec Bater 0o”. tran—LillT fe.ide L., 
leabe. sallinM onto the ”aterk. .Lrsawe, the lilT Dad. and the .ost DinC 
lotL. 0o”er. .tirrinM MentlT in the reberferatinM wirwle. os the sallc Be 
.tand in Mreen .hade, the 0a.hinM wolor. os motorfiCe. Da..inM fT on 
the dL.tT .treet feTondc A wri.D freeze .”irl. aroLnd oLr .ilhoLetted 
fodie. a. aLtLmn leabe. feMin to sallc


