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For Binyam Tamene





ONE


In the morning, I received a phone call and was told to board a flight. The arrangements had been made on my behalf. I packed no clothes, because my clothes had been packed for me. A car arrived to pick me up. The radio announced traffic due to an accident involving a taxicab driver, a police officer, and a woman whose occupation the dispatcher did not specify. But there was no traffic. My ticket was in the breast pocket of my jacket, which was handed to me as I exited the passenger door. Waiting in line, I felt I had no body, but by the time I reached security, I was hungry. Inside my carry-on, I found two apples and a croissant, which tasted like nothing. The security agent asked me for my name. I gave him my driver’s license, walked through the metal detector, and then my body went away.

Before takeoff, a flight attendant announced our destination. Everyone cheered. The passenger to my right asked if I was happy to be going home. He didn’t speak our destination’s national language, which had become the language of the plane. I told him that I was neither happy nor unhappy. He said he understood where I was coming from, because his work had introduced him to people like me. He said that people like me had changed his life. It was true that they needed money, but the fact that he gave it to them had nothing to do with what they meant to him.

His real life, outside of our destination, was complicated by ambivalence. Since childhood, his basic needs had been met as if by an invisible force. At first, he believed his mother and father were providing for him, but when they died, he was surprised to feel he had suffered no loss. Care, he realized, didn’t originate within his parents, whose protection remained palpable in almost everyone he encountered: waitstaff, his internist, even the prime minister. It had merely taken up residence in their bodies, which he didn’t need to visit, because the cemetery had nothing to do with the rest of his life.

He looked cautious when he mentioned that word, “cemetery,” as if he had accidentally said a slur. When he was done worrying about being offensive, he moved on to talking about his wife. Things had come to her easily. As soon as they got married, she wanted children, and then she gave birth to two. She considered recipes to be extraneous. Instead, she ordered cooking magazines, and then reproduced the food on the cover page from sight. He had no use for leftovers, because his office provided a catered lunch. Everyone he worked with had been elevated to the status of a boss. They made a lot of money but weren’t fond of discussing it, especially not with people like me. He appreciated the fact that people like me didn’t have desires. His desires felt paralyzing because they weren’t motivated by need. Everything was available to be possessed, which made it impossible to quantify an object or person’s relative allure. He wished he felt more lust for his mistress. I tried to relate to him and understand his concerns.

After takeoff, I unbuckled my seat belt. A flight attendant asked if I preferred coffee or tea. I thought about it but didn’t think I had a preference. She tried another language. When she said it like that, I realized I preferred coffee. The man to my right asked for sugar, and the flight attendant asked if I wanted sugar, too. I said no, and then she switched languages again and gave me sugar anyway. The coffee was delicious. The man to my right spit it out.

Behind me, an elderly woman was coughing. When her body gave her a break from that, she told the flight attendant her life story. As a young girl, she said, she had been very beautiful. When she was six, her classmate fell in love with her. He wrote her letters every day. One day, one of his letters was confiscated by the school principal, who loved her, too. To humiliate the classmate, the principal read the letter aloud. Everyone laughed, and the classmate never came to school again. Instead, he got very good at shooting guns. He realized that if he approached someone with a gun, even if it wasn’t loaded, he could get them to give him anything. When he turned sixteen, he fell in love with his servant. He wanted to marry her, but she got pregnant by the other servant. A few days before the birth, he saw the other servant chopping wood. His aim was really good at that point. When the other servant raised the axe above his head, the elderly woman’s classmate fired a shot between his legs and permanently damaged the other servant’s penis. Everyone in the town was sad about that, but the elderly woman’s classmate was rich, so they let him live his life.

Years later, when he was an adult, he came across a prison guard sitting outside a prison. He told the prison guard to let the prisoners go. They were political prisoners. The prison guard said he didn’t want to let them go, because it was very important to the prevailing political party that the prisoners remain imprisoned. The elderly woman’s classmate pointed a gun at the prison guard’s head and told him to do it anyway. Unfortunately, the prison guard, who was not educated in politics, continued to refuse to set the political prisoners free. He got shot in the head. Once it was clear that he was fully dead, the political prisoners went free. Their political party, the opposition party, turned the elderly woman’s classmate into a political symbol. Then the prevailing political party hanged him. That was the end of the elderly woman’s story.

After an hour, the ocean was the size of my window. I looked at the other passengers. Everyone was asleep, except the man to my right, who was watching a film on a portable DVD player. On the screen, a strange man with a bald head was standing on a street corner. A woman with a stroller walked by and he asked her to stop. She didn’t want to stop. I think she was worried for her baby, who wasn’t on the screen but who was supposed to be in the stroller. The man said to hold on a minute. The man said he had a question for her, and her face became open. He said, Do you belong to anybody? She looked flattered. I think she thought the question was specific to her, but when she walked away, he just did the same thing to the next person, who wasn’t even a woman. The next person was a teenager riding a bike. He didn’t stop, so the bald man just yelled out the question. The teenager rode away, and no one else was around to hear. Everyone was ignoring the strange bald man. He started to look lonely, and then he walked to a movie theater. He sat there and watched a movie about people having sexual relations. When it was done, he decided to walk across the city in a straight line. It didn’t matter if there were obstacles. He got to a fence and climbed it, then jumped off on the other side. He got to a building and the security guard told him to show his credentials. He said, Do you belong to anybody? The security guard didn’t answer the question but let him go through. The strange bald man climbed up to the roof, walked onto the roof of the next building, and then he fell.

I didn’t think the movie was supposed to be over, but the DVD player announced that it was going to sleep. I looked at the man to my right. I was hoping he would do something to make it wake up. His eyes were open. I said, Excuse me? No answer. To be fair, I had watched his personal movie without permission. He might not have liked that.

I decided to close my eyes, and then I fell asleep. When I woke up, the flight attendant was asking the man to my right if he preferred chicken or fish. He didn’t say anything, which I could relate to, because I also didn’t have a preference. If the fish was fresh, I would have preferred that, but I assumed it had been previously frozen and then cooked in some kind of unidentifiable oil, so comparing it with the chicken, I had no preference. I was thinking about that when the flight attendant began to scream. I couldn’t understand what she was talking about. I thought she must be having a personal problem. I turned to the man on my right, wondering if he could understand what was happening with the flight attendant. His eyes were still open, and his head was slanted to an extreme degree.

The flight attendant switched languages and told me the man to my right was dead. Another flight attendant asked me if I knew the man’s name. I told her that I knew about his problems with his desires, but to please excuse me, for I had not thought to ask for that information.

They made an announcement and asked if there were any doctors on board. Unfortunately, there were none, so a third flight attendant arrived with a first aid kit. Inside, there were bandages and medicated creams: nothing to help a dead man. I wanted to ask to move to another seat but wasn’t sure that would be the right thing to do. I stayed sitting in my seat. The flight attendants wrapped the man’s body in blankets and put a pillowcase over his head. I didn’t think that was any way to treat a dead man, but I recognized that they had no other option, just as I had no other option but to accompany him to our destination. For the rest of the flight, I couldn’t do anything but think about my life.

The flight attendants resumed their meal service. They didn’t ask for anyone’s preference, they just gave away whatever they had, and no one complained. For me, they provided both options: chicken and fish. I think the flight attendants felt that food was the only consolation they could give me. I pretended to eat it but really I just moved the food around the different compartments of the tray and then transferred it to a plastic bag so I could throw it away later. I wasn’t sure how it would look to arrive at my destination with trash, but I figured it was better than the alternative of offending the people in front of me.

I went back to thinking about my life. While I was thinking about that, a young man with very straight teeth reached over the dead man and tapped me on the shoulder. It was the pilot. He told me that once we landed, I would be given a voucher that would allow me to fly anywhere in the world that I wanted. In my head, I thought, I have no desire to get on a plane ever again. I said thank you, thinking that it was strange that he should leave the cockpit in order to give a gift to a stranger who had watched a movie, part of a movie, with a dead man.

When we landed, everyone clapped because they hadn’t died. I was basically sure I hadn’t died but didn’t think it would be right for me to clap at a dead man’s funeral. Unfortunately, because I was sitting next to the dead man, I had no choice but to be the final passenger to exit the plane. I wanted to look out the window, but the line to the exit had become a procession, and everyone wanted to stop to tell me they were sorry. I’m so sorry, said a man with a backpack. I couldn’t tell him apart from the dead man and was disturbed by that, so I looked at the next person, a woman, who said she was so sorry, too. The next man said sorry in a different language, and when he looked at me, he seemed like he was going to cry. I wondered if I knew him. I didn’t like that possibility, so I said thank you and waited for the next. I continued like that forever, at least a few minutes. I wanted to look out the window but had no choice. Outside was the country I had left twenty-six years prior, my brother, family, and everyone. And yet I had no choice but to sit and receive condolences for this dead stranger with a pillowcase on his head, who had entered my life only today, and whom I was now bound to think about so long as I lived.

Anyway, the experience was over. A group of airport workers came with a stretcher and wheeled the dead man away. I hoped he would find a doctor but had no idea what a doctor could do. I assumed resuscitation was not an option, but I prayed for that anyway.

In the terminal, everything smelled. I imagined all the smells that humans could make, and then in my head mixed them together. I decided that that was what the terminal smelled like. At immigration, they asked if I had already procured a visa. I had no idea if I had already procured a visa. I hadn’t even purchased my plane ticket. I didn’t say anything, so they switched languages and asked if I was a citizen. I was pretty sure I was not a citizen, but I said yes, because although I had become a citizen of another country, I could not, in that moment, remember if becoming a citizen of this new country had required me to revoke my status as a citizen of the country I was currently in. The immigration agents asked to see my passport, which was clearly the passport of someone who was not a citizen. They looked inside it but didn’t find any visas, because since receiving this passport I had never traveled anywhere that required me to have one. The immigration agents said that purchasing a visa on arrival would require me to pay fifty dollars. I asked if I had any other option. They said, No, you are not a citizen, you do not have a visa, and you have arrived here with the intention to leave the airport, therefore you have no option other than to get deported to where you came from. I thought about my intentions. If I didn’t have fifty dollars, it might make sense for me to agree to get deported. In my head, I thought, let me open my wallet and let the money make a decision. I opened my wallet and found fifty-five dollars. I had no idea if it was the right decision, but I handed the immigration agent fifty dollars, procured my visa, and walked into the baggage claim.

The baggage claim looked like a deserted zone. A man with a cart said that in order to get my bag, I needed to pay him. I was confused as to why I would need to pay a man with a cart for a bag that was already mine, so I said thank you and walked away. He followed me and said something, but I couldn’t understand it, because all his words sounded like they were drowning. He grabbed my arm and then tried to make his speech more formal. He told me that the bag system was such that in order to receive my bag and bring it through customs, I needed to have a cart. All the carts were controlled by him and other men with carts; therefore, the only way to use a cart was to rent it from one of the men, this man being the most reliable. He told me that unless my checked baggage happened to be a cart, that was the only way for me to leave the airport. I asked him how long it had been the case that this system was in place. He said the carts had been in effect since 1997. He might or might not have been telling the truth, but I could see that this particular cart was currently in effect, and so I had no choice but to accept my situation. I asked the man with the cart how much he charged for his service. He said five dollars. I gave him five dollars, the rest of my money, and prayed to God that there would be no more cart systems here or wherever I was going.

Outside, I saw people standing in line. When I got to the front, I realized I had been waiting for a taxicab, which I didn’t know if I needed. I asked the dispatcher how much a taxicab cost. I didn’t hear what he said, because I realized it didn’t matter what he said, on account of the fact that I had no money. I exited the line and walked back inside, toward the other place where people were, a crowd near the door of the terminal. All the people had flowers, and when they found someone they knew among the exiting passengers, they screamed and cried, because they were overwhelmingly happy to be reunited.

I saw a man with a mustache, who, like me, looked like he had nothing to do with anyone else. I walked up to him and tried to find something familiar in his face. It looked like a normal face, but it had some sad qualities, either because the man was a fundamentally sad person, or because he knew something about the circumstance of my return and had temporarily sacrificed his regular expression, friendly, stupid, etc., in order to imitate my own.

In my head I thought, this may be the man who has been sent here to pick me up. I asked him how he was doing. He told me he was doing good, and then he told me that he actually wasn’t doing good at all. Even though he was a happy person, he said, he was having a hard time not thinking about the horrible things other people had done to him. As a child, he had lived in a beautiful house. He loved the house because he had his own room, and in his room, there was a gun. Growing up, he didn’t know anyone with any problems, and everyone in his family was content. There was a drought, but it didn’t affect them, because they were rich, and they didn’t know anyone who was poor, besides the people who worked for them.

Anyway, he said, the house was beautiful. But then there was a change in the government, and the land got nationalized, and then there was another change in the government, and the land got privatized, and now he would never have his inheritance, unless he were to somehow find his gun, which had also been taken away, and kill the current residents of the house, or at least threaten to do so. The current residents of the house were diplomats. He didn’t think that was the right thing to do, so now he lived in the city and worked all day at the zoo, where he fed steak to the lions who lived there. The lions were starving and way too skinny. Unfortunately, there was nothing he could do about it, because the size of their steaks was determined by his boss, who did not care about the lions’ desired steak size.

The man was getting really animated, either because he was angry about the unfortunate situation involving the lions, or because the unfortunate situation involving the lions reminded him of his own unfortunate situation involving the house. These days, he said, he belonged to the middle class. I asked him about that, because as far as I was aware, the middle class did not exist. He told me that it did exist, and that because he belonged to the middle class, his appearance before me was evidence of its existence. I wasn’t sure about that. All the news articles I read about my home country told me that in the years since my departure, the middle class had quickly grown and then become eradicated on account of inflation, which went on and on. But I had a representative of the middle class in front of me, so I had no choice but to put my reading aside and understand the world, my home country, through my own two eyes. Here was a man of the middle class, stuck between the lions, who were starving, and his boss, who did not want to give them enough food.

However, he said, all the difficult things that had happened to him were made easier by his wife, who had figured out how to manipulate reality to suit his emotions. The world didn’t adhere to his convictions, but she nevertheless recognized them as fundamentally righteous. She had grown up in another country, far away, that had no moral culture whatsoever. Her parents didn’t have any customs, so she learned values from people she saw on TV, who taught her to buy random objects, discard them, and then buy some more. That was her life goal. But even after she accumulated things, she felt empty, and so when she became an adult, she decided to spend her time visiting places where the people had nothing. That was how they had met. He gave her an ethical code based on centuries of tradition, and in return she constructed a world to fit it. Then they fell in love.

I congratulated him on his successful marriage, and then asked if his wife had any proposed solutions to his problems with the house, his gun, and the lions’ insufficient steak portions. Unfortunately, he said, she had no means of influencing the will of the government, private landowners, or zoo managers, but she could, to some degree, force their homelife to adhere to his sense of justice, which sometimes appeared unrealistic to others, even though it wasn’t.

He had, for example, recently received an email notifying him of the death of his aunt, who had been to him like a mother. He took the notification, which was delivered impersonally, by a machine, as an affront. It went against tradition. Traditionally, he said, when someone died, their closest family members didn’t become aware of the news until they could be surrounded by other family members, who gave them the news all together. It was unreasonable to expect people to grieve without first deploying other people to demonstrate that grieving for them.

I wondered why the man felt the need to explain to me a cultural practice that belonged to us both, which had been thrust upon us by our parents, our ancestors, and, before them, probably God himself. Clearly, he felt that our way of life was under attack, either by the same forces that had encouraged his wife to value the accumulation of unnecessary objects, or by the internet, which forced people to forget their interests, habits, and historical way of life, and drove them to imitate the behavior of other people on the internet, whose motivations had no precedent. I didn’t share the man’s attachment to this particular tradition, which I sometimes found convoluted. But I could relate to his annoyance with the changing nature of life on earth, so I let him go on.

In the case of his aunt’s death, he said, there had been no ceremony. He had received the email while alone in an empty room, and so he couldn’t find anyone to show him what suffering looked like. When he told his wife about what had happened, he was not sad for his aunt, but angry at all his relatives who had outlived her, and who had sacrificed the typical conventions of mourning for something more convenient.

I told the man I was sorry about the untraditional behavior of his family. He told me that I didn’t need to be sorry about the untraditional behavior of his family, because his wife had figured out how to make the untraditional behavior of his family irrelevant. With her encouragement, he deleted the email alerting him of his aunt’s death, and then pretended he didn’t know anything about it. Meanwhile, she called his friends. She told them that she had just learned that he had suffered the loss of a very close relative and then invited them to gather at their home so that they might tell him together. His friends were gathering at their house now, while we spoke, and after he picked up his wife here, at the airport, they would drive to where the mourning party waited. After the news was delivered properly, he would be able to experience some release.

I waited for the man’s story to go on, hoping that it would eventually arrive at news of my brother. But his aunt’s life had nothing to do with my brother’s life, and even if my brother was close to death, the man’s story wasn’t about death in general, it was just about the redemptive qualities of his wife, a woman who was suddenly walking toward us, and who he began pulling into a hug. I realized we were not related, and, in fact, he had nothing to do with me. I was one hundred percent positive that he had not been sent to pick me up.

So, my journey continued. Some time passed, maybe a few hours. I wondered if I was going to have to stay in the airport overnight. I decided that that wouldn’t be the worst possibility, on account of the fact that I had grown used to the smell and the people with all their crying and hugging. I kept looking for someone among them, and they kept looking for someone among me. I felt like I didn’t know anyone. Not in the airport, not in the capital city, not in the country to which I was born or the country from which I had traveled, where I believed I had some people I knew, my wife, for example, but in that moment I was not convinced that she would know me, that if I encountered her here, in this terminal that smelled like all the human smells combined, she would not regard me as a stranger, as someone other than her husband, just a middle-aged man with two pieces of luggage: one on his shoulder, and the other one he was pulling at. I missed the old woman who used to be beautiful, I missed the flight attendants, the pilot, I even missed the dead man, who was gone from me forever, and the man with the cart, whom I hoped never to see again, but I missed him, too. It had been only one day and so many people I had lost. I was thinking about them but felt I had forgotten them already.

While that was happening, a bald man in an ugly leather jacket approached me. In another context, the jacket would not have been so ugly, but on him it looked ugly because his body was trying to escape it. I felt that everyone around me was bald today, myself included. The bald man came close, too close, until suddenly he was kissing my cheek. I said good afternoon, thinking that by then it must be night. He didn’t say good afternoon or good evening or even good morning. He didn’t say anything about the time of day, about the logistics of moving through the airport, and neither did he ask any questions about my travels, how I had experienced the flight, if I needed a cart, or a taxicab, or what had been my experience of waiting in this horrible place where the waiting continued forever. He just said, My brother.

I didn’t know what he meant by that, but in that moment, I remembered that I had not yet received the flight voucher that the pilot had promised me. After I received the voucher, I would be able to go anywhere in the world that I wanted, but where I wanted to go had no significance, since no one, no matter where I went, was going to know me. I looked at the man and said, Thank you, but I would appreciate it if you would please give the voucher to someone who has somewhere to go. There were thousands of people in the airport, at least a few hundred, and probably all of them knew someone somewhere else and would be happy to cross an ocean to find them, especially if the crossing itself were free of charge.

I was busy looking around for an alternative voucher recipient when the bald man said that thing again, My brother. At that point I thought this man might have a problem, since he was sent to speak with me for one reason only, and yet could not complete the simple task of handing me a voucher, or even following my instruction to find a replacement. On top of all that, I really hated his leather jacket, which got very close to me as he kissed my cheeks, which he was now doing, all while saying that nonsensical thing, My brother, my brother, my brother. I looked at him with alarm. Although I did not want to call security, and in fact had no idea where the security people were located or what capability they had to deal with a bald man in an ugly leather jacket who was refusing to give me, or another person, a voucher that I did not want, I felt I had no choice but to consider calling them. That was what I was thinking, but in reality, I wished to appear polite, so I allowed the man to kiss me, and when he hugged me, I hugged him, too.

Honestly, I had no idea what to do with the man. Something wasn’t clicking between us, and I was sure it never would, most likely because the man was stupid. But then he took his hands and used them to cover his forehead, so that his face was no longer obstructed by his baldness, and he became someone else.

My brother, he said. His face was clear and perfect. In that moment, I realized that this bald man with the ugly leather jacket, who referred to me not by my name, but by my status as his brother, was my cousin. He had arrived, finally, to pick me up, and would transport me to the next place where I was going.





TWO


I slept for days, at least a few hours. When I woke up, it was morning. At first, I thought that my room, the room I had been given to sleep in, was bigger than I imagined. But then I remembered that I hadn’t imagined any room at all. This was the house of my cousin and his family. Thankfully, after we arrived, he had discarded his ugly leather jacket onto a chair, where it didn’t look like anything. I forgot about its presence entirely. When I woke up, I felt like a new person, and everything that had happened the previous day was in my past.

I made the bed in my usual style. I wasn’t sure if it was the style my cousin preferred, but I thought it would suffice, especially if I was going to be sleeping in the bed for another night. In that case, I would be the only one to encounter the bed in the style in which I had made it. I thought about taking a shower. Luckily, the bathroom was attached to my room, so I didn’t have to ask my cousin or anyone else any questions. I just had to open the door. However, when I opened the door, I discovered that the bathroom was not my private bathroom at all, for on top of the toilet was a pigeon. Yes, a pigeon. I had no idea what kind of bathroom it was, available for use by guests and pigeons, or at least one pigeon, the one pigeon being the pigeon in front of me. I considered not showering but felt I had no choice, especially given my association with the dead man and the uncleanliness that might have accrued through that. Anyway, I thought, many things have probably changed since I left this country, and being open to sharing a shower with a pigeon may be one of them.

I turned on the faucet. There was no shower curtain, and, in fact, there was no barrier at all between the shower and the rest of the bathroom. There was simply a faucet and a drain beneath it, with the rest of the bathroom continuing on from there. The water splashed everywhere. I had no idea if pigeons liked water, or if this one in particular had a preference for water versus no water, so I was concerned for him, and tried my best to keep the water splashing in my personal shower zone. Anyway, he didn’t seem to mind. He just sat on top of the toilet and cleaned his feathers with his beak, or at least that was what I assumed he was doing, because I didn’t want to get too close. I was able to forget about him long enough to clean my body, and then I ran out of the bathroom and left him to whatever he was doing before I got there, I didn’t care to know.

In my luggage, I found clothes, cologne, a comb, and everything I needed to make myself presentable. I got dressed and looked in the mirror. Nothing to report, so I moved on to the next task: taking my blood pressure medication. Unfortunately, I couldn’t find my blood pressure medication anywhere, which really worried me. Without it, anything could happen, or at least my blood pressure would go up by an extremely high degree. I said to myself, let me try not to think about it, because thinking about it may in fact increase the effects of not having my blood pressure medication, in terms of raising my blood pressure, especially if thinking about it doesn’t lead to finding it, which may be the case if my blood pressure medication is nowhere to be found. I took an aspirin. It wasn’t a prescription, but my doctor thought it might be a good idea for me to take one daily, which is what I did on this day, my first day in the country I used to call home.

Finally, I was ready to present myself to the family I had not seen in twenty-six years. Actually, although I knew my cousin from childhood, I did not know his family at all. He had married only recently, and I had never spoken to his wife or their children, not even on the phone. To be honest, I was not close with this family whatsoever, but I was grateful to them for hosting me the previous night and for however many more nights I was supposed to stay. All in all, my appearance was in order, except for my beard, which I did not think it wise to shave, on account of the pigeon.

Just as I was thinking I looked good, I realized I smelled horrible. My first thought was that it might be the cologne, and I made a mental note never to choose that cologne again, even though I hadn’t chosen it in the first place. It had been packed on my behalf by someone, I wasn’t sure whom. I thought it might be possible that they had intended it as a gift, in which case, I realized, I should not judge it so harshly, given that everyone’s preferences are different, especially when it comes to cologne. I tried to imagine the kinds of people who would be pleased by this horrible smell, and wondered if my cousin and his family, whom I did not know, could be these kinds of people. But the smell was horrible, and nothing, not even my imagination or neat appearance, except for my beard, could overcome it.

I considered showering but thought that two showers and all the water associated with such showers might be too much for the pigeon, who might or might not still be present. Either way, I didn’t care to check, lest he become angry at all the intrusions and do something evil, the kind of thing only pigeons know how to do, and which I could not, never having encountered an angry pigeon, imagine. I approached the bottle of cologne, thinking that the first step to ensuring this never happened again would be to throw it away. But as I got closer, I realized that no smell was emanating from the bottle, and, in fact, when I raised it to my nostrils, it smelled amazing, not horrible at all, like something the pope would wear. Even if the pope was dead, it wouldn’t matter, for if he had a choice, I was sure he would choose to have his coffin sprayed with a cologne like this, that was how amazing it was.

So, the horrible smell was a mystery, one that might never be solved. I tried to forget it but couldn’t forget it, on account of the fact that I carried the horrible smell with me. There was nothing else for me to do to prepare myself for my presentation to the family, and yet I did not think it would be reasonable for me to present myself while the stench was still so potent. I said to myself, let me delay a little by continuing to look for my blood pressure medication, which was something else I was trying to forget, but which I thought might be worth remembering, if only to displace the memory of the horrible smell.

I looked in my carry-on luggage, which was not somewhere I had previously thought to look. Inside, it was disgusting. There was chicken and fish everywhere, so much so that the chicken and fish were indistinguishable from one another, despite belonging to entirely different categories of food. In that moment, I had to face the fact that I had created the smell and all my current problems when, instead of eating, I had decided to incorporate my two options, chicken and fish, into the group of items I carried with me through immigration, through customs, and into the home of my family, the majority of whom I had never met.

I wanted a garbage bin but had no garbage bin, and anyway it would be impossible to make sure that once I placed my garbage inside the garbage bin, it didn’t become someone else’s problem, someone else’s horrible smell, as placing it in the garbage bin would be only the first step in disposing of it completely. I felt like I had no choice but to carry this garbage with me for the rest of my life. But, I reminded myself, tomorrow would be a new day, and a new day could bring anything, including garbage bins. So, I closed my carry-on, opened the door to the bathroom, and let yesterday’s garbage live with today’s problem, the pigeon. I would deal with them both in the future, whenever that happened, and shut the door.

That was that. I looked in the mirror and saw that I looked the same as I did the last time I looked in the mirror. Unfortunately, my beard made me look old, especially in conjunction with my bald head. In fact, I was old, at least fifty-five. My skin looked gray and sagging, but that was just how aging was, and beyond it, death. Anyway, I was ready. I put a smile on my face and opened the door, prepared to greet my cousin, his wife, and their children, who had been waiting for me for twenty-six years, and in the case of the children, even before they were born. I walked through the open doorway and into the room. However, it was not a room. It was just a hallway that led somewhere, perhaps to another hallway, or, if I was lucky, to another room. Unfortunately, on account of my exhaustion the night before, I couldn’t remember anything about the house or how I had gotten to my room. I said hello, expecting to summon a guide in the form of one of my family members. No one came. No problem, I thought. The hallway leads to one place only, so no guide is necessary.

I walked down the hallway, which split in two directions, to the left and to the right. Personally, I hated hallways and didn’t understand their purpose, especially in a home where people were meant to come together, not be divided up. If my cousin’s house had been a hotel, I would have understood the presence of all the hallways, but given that it was not a hotel, there was no use for them, at least no use that I could discern. So, I had two options. I decided to go to the right. I have no idea why I decided that, but I did, and that was the direction I went in.

When that hallway was done, there was a door. I rearranged my mustache and prepared myself to greet my family. Hello, I said, opening the door. The door led to a closet. I didn’t want to think about the implications of that, so I turned around and went the other way, the way I had previously chosen not to go but that was now my only option. At the end of the hallway was a staircase. I was grateful for that, even though a staircase was, in my estimation, nothing more than a vertical hallway. I surrendered myself to the staircase and descended to wherever it went.

The staircase went down five flights to a room. In my head, I thought, all hallway journeys would be completely worth it if they ended in a room as beautiful as this one. Along the room’s periphery were three couches, all of an ornate green design and placed in such a way that they formed three sides of an open rectangle. Each was covered in a thin sheet of plastic, which detracted from the overall effect to some degree, but not enough for their appearance to be fundamentally changed. Next to the couch area was a large table, which I assumed must be used for dining. There were all kinds of things on it, including fruits, bread, and bowls filled with other things that I could not identify, because they were covered with plates. On top of the couches, table, and mysterious bowls, the ceilings went on and on, all the way up to the fifth floor of the house. I couldn’t understand it architecturally, but it was true, for I could see the empty space with my own two eyes, all five floors of it.

Anyway, that was only one section of the room. There was more than that, way more, but I had no time to assess it, for in that moment two little children came and attached themselves to my legs. Each one was small enough that they could wrap their limbs around the bottom section of my body and sit on my shoes. Actually, with the children attached to me, I realized I wasn’t wearing any shoes at all, which, I thought, might be a problem on account of the fact that it might seem rude to be a guest walking around a house and all its hallways completely barefoot, especially with two small children, neither of whom I knew, attached to my bare feet.

I looked at the kids. They were extremely cute and perfectly identical, nothing like my cousin, whom, to be honest, I could not distinguish from his ugly jacket. Clearly, these two children who had claimed residence on my bare feet were twins. They were saying something to each other. I tried to understand what they were saying but could not, probably because they were speaking in a language specific to twins, and which I could not understand, although I had one brother very close to me in age. So, I let them be, and accepted that my body, at least the lower half of my body, had been sacrificed to them. The situation was completely fine with me, because, like I said, they were extremely cute, and anyway they were my family. Whether or not they turned my body into their private property was beside the point. Our bodies, so closely related, belonged to one another already.

A woman entered the room. She didn’t say hello, which I thought was strange. She just called to the twins in their twin language and waited for them to disperse, which they did immediately upon hearing her call. I wondered how she had learned their language. Perhaps she was also a twin, which would be a strange coincidence, to meet one set of twins plus one-half of another set of twins in the span of a single morning, actually in the span of only a few minutes.

Anyway, my family members, the twins, ran toward their twin mother, who must have been my cousin’s wife. We weren’t related by blood, but that didn’t matter, because she was family, too. On her head she wore a scarf in the traditional style. It was very plain, and in fact her whole appearance was plain. Not quite what I expected from the wife of my cousin who owns a house with five floors, but then I was reminded of his ugly leather jacket and thought, better she wear something plain than something ugly. So, in the end, I decided she looked good. I didn’t pay attention to anything she was wearing below her head, because it might be taken as inappropriate. I looked at her face and said good morning. She didn’t say anything. She just smiled, then she giggled, and finally she walked away, taking the twins with her by beckoning them in their twin language.

I was alone again. My cousin’s good-looking wife and her extremely cute baby twins had gone somewhere, elsewhere, and although they hadn’t invited me to come along, I couldn’t bear to be alone for another minute, not even in this beautiful dining room. I decided to follow them. After all, I was their guest, and although it was my responsibility to let them host me in the manner that they preferred, so, too, was it my responsibility to let them know that I was grateful and available to be hosted. I said to myself, if I have to follow them to make them aware of that fact, so be it.

I walked in their general direction, which led to another room, the kitchen. This was a strange kitchen. To be honest, it looked incredibly messed up. There was no refrigerator, and although there was an oven, it was unplugged from the wall and placed in the empty space where the refrigerator was supposed to be, which made no sense whatsoever, unless one was planning to use the oven as a storage compartment to replace the missing fridge. So, nothing was being used in a way that took advantage of its proper function. I couldn’t make sense of it, but in any case, my family members were nowhere to be seen, and so I had no choice but to move on.

On the other side of the kitchen was another door. I walked through it and found myself outside. However, this was barely outside, just a tiny strip of backyard between the main house, which I had explored already, and a little impoverished-looking house, which was completely new to me. In my head, I thought, let me see what I can find in the little house, because that may be where my cousin’s wife has taken her twins. So, I stepped across the strip of backyard and walked through another door. Actually, there was no door, just an empty space where the door should have been and maybe once was.

Now I was in a new space, this new space being, basically, a closet with a stove inside. My cousin’s good-looking wife was squatting on the ground, which had no rug and in fact was just dirt. The twins were in the corner removing the shells from boiled eggs. Unfortunately, I was still barefoot. I felt bad about that, especially given the dirt floor, but then I realized my cousin’s wife was barefoot, too. She giggled at me again and then went back to what she was doing, which appeared to be stirring some kind of chicken in a bright red sauce over an open flame. I turned to my cousin’s wife and asked what she was preparing. She just looked at me and giggled, which felt appropriate, considering it should have been obvious to me, the so-called native, that she was preparing the national dish of my home country in order to celebrate my long-awaited return. I felt touched by that and told my cousin’s wife how thankful I was for her hospitality, the fact that she had opened her home to me for this one night and however many more were in my itinerary, and that she had chosen to mark my arrival with such an elaborate and patriotic dish, one I had not enjoyed in many years.

She looked at me and said something in the twin language, which I obviously could not understand. Actually, she was not looking at me, she was looking at something behind me. I turned around, unsure of who or what I would find. It was another woman. This one looked completely different from the first woman. Her head was empty. It had no scarf, just a face with some hair on top of it.

She gave me a wonderful hug and said, My brother. I looked down at my cousin’s wife, who giggled. The new woman was kissing me on the cheeks and asking me about everything, while my cousin’s wife continued to giggle and stir the food that she had so graciously prepared. Now it was obvious. My cousin’s wife was not my cousin’s wife, but a servant who prepared food for my cousin’s wife, my cousin, and the rest of the family, including guests. I asked the new woman, my cousin’s real wife, for the names of her twins. Unsurprisingly, they were not hers at all. They had been born from the servant woman, and whatever language they spoke was not a language specific to twins, or even specific to twins and their mothers, but was simply the language of another people, belonging to a region far away, maybe even another country, one I did not know.

I wanted to apologize to everyone, myself included. I wasn’t used to being a confused person, but that was how life was. Sometimes the events of the world were clear, and at other times they rearranged themselves in such a way that nothing made sense, and even if they did make sense to other people, they made no discernible sense to you. Either that, or I was jet-lagged, which was another possible explanation. Anyway, I followed my cousin’s wife’s instructions to join her in the dining area, going back the way I came, this time finally understanding the geography of my cousin’s home.

By now, the dining table had been transformed. The bowls were uncovered, and inside them were all kinds of foods. I saw a red soup, some sort of green vegetable, a brown paste made of seeds, bread soaked in a yellow sauce, and next to that, the meat: lamb, some pieces of steak, and raw minced beef. I didn’t see the patriotic chicken dish, but that didn’t matter, because there was so much delicious-looking food in front of me that I wanted to cry. However, I did not cry. I just closed my eyes and thanked God for giving me a stomach, taste, and a sense of smell, except in the case of garbage. Eventually, I stopped myself from doing that, because it occurred to me that God had nothing to do with it, unless God had that day taken the form of my cousin’s servant. It was possible, but I decided not to complicate things. So, in my head I said thank you to the servant.

When I opened my eyes, I saw my cousin. I couldn’t believe it, but he was wearing the ugly leather jacket again. Luckily, there were people around to distract from the unpleasant image: his wife, whom I previously mentioned, and two awkward people who must have been his children. I wanted to give them a big hug and moved over to do so, but when I approached, my cousin’s wife put her hands in front of their faces. I wasn’t sure why she did that, but everyone had a reason for their actions, even actions that seemed rude, so I accepted the fact that I would not hug or kiss the children, and instead offered a smile in their direction. They looked disturbed by that, but that was just how rich children were: disturbed by other, poorer people’s expressions of love. I turned to my cousin and asked if they were twins, just to get that possibility completely out of my mind. He said they weren’t and invited me to please sit and eat. I realized I had never been so hungry in all my life.

I sat down and looked at the food again. My cousin took the lion’s share, grabbing large amounts of every food available to him. When he was done, he encouraged me to do the same. I said thank you and took whatever amount was appropriate for breakfast. My cousin’s wife begged me to take more. Meanwhile, her plate was empty. I commented on that, a comment she ignored. Instead, she stood up, hovered over my plate, and dropped a big bone with huge chunks of meat on it. I swore to God I wouldn’t eat it, but of course I did eat it, because the servant had prepared it on my behalf, and anyway it was on my plate, so what could I do, just transfer it to my stomach.

To be honest, it was delicious. I felt as if each of my taste buds was picking up on something different, each of the sensations new to me, but that when combined became something familiar, something I had forgotten that was now rushing back into my body, and which would probably alter the course of my life, or at least my preferences in breakfast foods. That was how the meal continued: my cousin’s wife, who had not eaten a thing, dropping all kinds of food onto my plate, and me, cursing her for forcing me into a position of complete gluttony. Meanwhile, I quietly thanked everyone I knew, my cousin, even his wife, the servant, her twins, and beyond them my mother and father, for bringing me to the point in my life where I could experience such physical pleasure.

That was what was happening inside my body and mind. Outside of that, I was talking to my cousin, who was asking me all kinds of questions about my life in the country where I was a citizen. Unfortunately, I didn’t have much to say on that subject. I gave him some news about my wife, who was doing good, and about other miscellaneous family members, who were also doing good. Then I told him about everyone who was sick, dying, dead, etc. My cousin sighed, said something to God, and made his face look unfortunate. My cousin’s wife, who hadn’t contributed anything to the conversation, began to cry. Then he smiled, and she urged me to consume more food. That was how people, living people, dealt with the news of people who were suffering: pretending to summon the experience of dying. But it was impossible to summon the experience of dying, because the experience of dying couldn’t be controlled. Pretending that it could be controlled was just something that living people did in order to convince themselves that the real experience was something that happened only to others. I thanked my cousin and his wife for their condolences, unsure of why I was receiving them.

At that point, there was no means of pushing the conversation further down the same trajectory. I hoped we would turn to a new subject, something that was fundamentally pleasant and unchanging, and that might sustain the conversation forever, like the life achievements of Jesus Christ. That was, basically, what we did. My cousin asked me for my opinion on all sorts of things involving other people, most of whom had been elected to political office and charged with governing systems that implicated me in ways I could not discern, and which I therefore felt comfortable discussing freely. As such, we covered foreign aid, the international debt crisis, and various scandals involving former UN secretary generals. When we were done with that, I took a final bite of my cousin’s wife’s food and thanked my cousin for the wonderful discussion.

My cousin dropped his napkin onto his plate, placed his hand on top of his stomach, and closed his eyes in a gesture of satisfaction. My cousin’s wife, unfortunately, didn’t seem to pick up on that, because she simply removed the napkin from his plate, served him another bone, and then approached my plate, doing the same thing with a bone even bigger than the one she had served her husband. I thanked her for the additional serving and hoped that my gratitude would be an adequate substitute for consuming the meat.

To be honest, my body was protesting the food I had given it. Everything was trying to move back up my esophagus, and when I pushed it back down, it sank into my stomach, and beyond that, who knows where, probably the center of the earth, where it seemed like it would stay forever. However, it didn’t stay forever. It just climbed back up my esophagus until I pushed it back down again, settling there as if it would settle until the end of time, or at least the end of my life.

While I was busy negotiating the process of digestion, my cousin’s wife urged me to make matters even worse by consuming yet another serving of meat. I didn’t want to oblige that request, but I did oblige that request, because as her guest I felt it was my duty to consume the things I was given, even if they made me sick. So, I ate the piece of meat, which attached itself to all the other pieces of meat gathering force as they moved vertically throughout my body, and thanked my cousin’s wife for her hospitality, hoping I would never be subject to it again.

She seemed satisfied by that. My cousin dug a toothpick into the spaces between his teeth, and my cousin’s wife cleared the plates. While they did that, I turned my attention back toward my digestive tract, which by then had been transformed into a partially digested food elevator. I asked my cousin if he had a solution for that, either a pill or some sort of medicated liquid. He was too consumed with his own problem, food in his teeth, to address my own, or else had decided to ignore me, but when my cousin’s wife returned from the kitchen, she brought with her a cup of tea with a nice-looking herb in it, which she said would solve everything. I thanked her for that, drank the tea, and waited for its medicinal qualities to take effect.

While I waited, I hoped for some peace, but my cousin began telling a convoluted story about his recent business acquisitions. He spoke assertively and without logical transitions, most likely because he was eager to get to the portion of the conversation all about him and his success. I tried to forget my interest in the problems plaguing humanity, things like international politics, digestive issues, etc., and to feel excited about the idiosyncratic details of my cousin’s personal life, which probably had no effect on the state of the world whatsoever.

He and his wife, he said, had moved into their house only eight years ago, just after the birth of their first child. His first child straightened in her seat upon hearing her father reference her but went back to being bored when she realized the reference was passing. Before that, said my cousin, they lived where he was raised, in a riverside town whose dams provided the electrical power that sustained life in the city. Their home there had been spacious but inconvenient. Technically, it had electrical wiring, but the company that controlled the electricity had been in a yearslong battle with the local government, which refused to pay the price set by the company’s executives. So, the power that should have been allocated to the town went instead to the city, where residents used it with abandon.

At night, they lit kerosene lamps, as had his parents when he was a child, before the town had any electrical capabilities whatsoever. He didn’t mind living by candlelight but felt resentful that he had been born into a society where progress was hindered by the ineptitude of bureaucrats, who claimed to usher in a better future for their constituents but were in fact happy to leave in their laps a series of problems that should have been lost to history. A group of townspeople petitioned the federal government to depose the local officials, seize control of the dams, and nationalize the electric companies, so that people across the country could be given equal and reliable access. Initially, my cousin was compelled by their willingness to publicly characterize the government as backward and unskilled. But after attending one of their grievance sessions, which they held for the public at a local church, he realized that their complaints were so unspecific that they yielded no reasonable outcome. Their hatred of the government, which he shared, had devolved into a hatred of everyone who collaborated with the government, which he didn’t. If their petition was successful, it would penalize the private companies, who were simply trying to do their business, and restore power to the government, which, everyone agreed, was completely incompetent. He felt he had to choose one of two options: to side with the people, who had aligned themselves, against their best interest, with the government, or to side with the private companies, whose only allegiance was to better business, and, therefore, to progress.

My cousin spit his toothpick onto the table and then beckoned for his wife to throw it away. That was what she did. The petition, he said, wasn’t successful, because it hadn’t managed to articulate the root of the problem. The root of the problem wasn’t the privatization of public goods, but the fact that only one company had chosen to take advantage of it. Theoretically, he said, private companies had an incentive to provide reliable access to things like electricity, water, and housing, given that they depended on consumers to make a profit. Governments, on the other hand, could survive without the support of their constituents, given that their constituents were rarely, if ever, provided with viable alternatives. Officials could constrain access to such a high degree that they created an artificial shortage, and no one would be empowered to contest their version of reality.

Helping people, my cousin realized, wasn’t a matter of joining them in their complaints, but of competing with the powers already in place to provide them with a better livelihood, such that those complaints became null. He could either be like everyone and help no one, or be an individual and help the world. My cousin looked at me, looking as if he expected me to applaud him for his insight, or else congratulate him for entering the charitable world of business. Unfortunately for him, I didn’t have any thoughts about anything he was saying, which had nothing to do with me or my newfound primary life concern, i.e., the nature of the human esophagus. So, he continued talking about his benevolence while his wife cleared the plates.

After the petition failed, he wrote a letter to an executive at the electric company and asked if they would be interested in providing electrical access to a nearby region. The other region had the necessary infrastructure but was likewise not being serviced by the only available electric company, which was unwilling to make a deal with the local government. If they were interested, he wrote, he would be able to connect the company with the relevant local officials and broker a deal in exchange for a portion of the annual profits. Meanwhile, he wrote to the nearby region’s local officials and told them that an alternative electric company would be willing to provide the town’s electricity at a fraction of the current electric company’s stated costs. Both parties, the company and the government, agreed to meet with each other, believing that my cousin, who was just an ordinary person, was in fact a well-connected middleman with experience managing government contracts. The alternative electric company and government agreed to a fee, the town finally got electricity, and then, citing the deal as a success story, my cousin approached the first electric company, the one that had failed to provide electricity to the nearby town, and asked if they would be interested in providing electricity to his town, which was not currently being serviced by the alternative electric company that the first electric company had been replaced by. He brokered another deal, his town finally got electricity, and he continued the process for so long and in so many other towns that when electric companies, even in faraway parts of the country, became aware of a business opportunity, they believed that they needed to rely on him in order to secure it.

Eventually, said my cousin, he realized that his strategy could be used for the distribution of all sorts of human necessities. With the money he was earning from the electric companies, he purchased a warehouse, which he rented to an international aid organization responsible for giving away emergency bags of grain. According to the calculations of the organization, the region in which he lived was currently experiencing a famine. They had received an influx of funding earmarked for the delivery of shelf-stable food, but once the food had been delivered, they had no means of distributing it. For a fee, my cousin had provided them with a delivery site. For an additional fee, he had hired a fleet of trucks, which he promised would shuttle the bags of grain to the famished people who needed them. But the international aid organization, he said, had miscalculated the severity of the famine and had provided an abundance of food. He sent with the trucks only a fraction of the allocated bags and stored the rest in the warehouse. When the international aid organization declared the famine to be over, he sold them to the previously famished people at a profit.

My cousin looked at me, looking like he was waiting for me to applaud him for making money off people who were formerly declared starving. But I didn’t applaud him. I just applauded my esophagus for forcing my stomach to receive the food I was trying to send it. Some people in our family, he said, emphasizing “some people,” resented his new way of life, which they confused for a judgment of the way of life they used to share. He understood that backward people were incentivized to remain attached to their own backwardness, and that the government wanted them to believe that there was simply no alternative. But my cousin had experienced the redemptive capacities of good business, which is why he had turned the building of his new house, the house we were now sitting in, into an investment opportunity for all his family members, at least the ones who were smart enough to invest. I was confused by that and asked him what he meant. My cousin’s wife and children got up from the table and went away somewhere, probably to eat ice cream, or cake, or some other dessert that had been sent to my cousin from an international aid organization.

He explained that the cost of building the house was minuscule in comparison with the value the house would accrue once it was built, and so in an effort to increase the wealth of whoever chose to let him increase it, he made small shares of the building process available to the family, who would then receive a profit whenever the house was sold. I asked him if he had plans to sell the house. He said not imminently, no, but everything in life got sold one way or another, and anyway it would make sense to sell after some years, since the house would just increase in value exponentially as time went on. Congratulations, I said. He told me that it was all our congratulations, given that I had now returned to our home country after twenty-six years, and so also had the opportunity to invest.

I couldn’t make sense of what he was saying. I wondered why I should invest in a house that was already finished and said as much. My cousin assured me that, in fact, the fact that the house was already finished was the primary reason why it was a good investment, given that I didn’t have to speculate on whether or not it would ever be finished. Unlike my other family members, I could see the house with my own two eyes and determine the size of my investment based on how beautiful I found it.

It was true, the house was beautiful, and I was sure that it would one day sell for a lot of money, so long as the economy didn’t crash on account of war, genocide, natural disaster, or whatever other horrible thing was bound to happen. I said thank you and assured my cousin that I would think about it. Unfortunately, he said, the window for investment was very small, and luckily just so happened to overlap with my time in the house. I couldn’t follow his meaning. Given that the house was already built, it seemed to me that the window should stay open forever, at least until he decided to sell it. He said it was too complicated to explain entirely, and he didn’t want to bore me, but, essentially, he was in debt. He had taken out loans to pay for the building of the house, because although some family members had chosen to invest, not all of them were educated enough to understand the opportunity he was giving them.

So, yes, he owed money to the banks, and also some money to the government, which was money he had, of course, but which was temporarily out of his possession, given that he also had to pay for his children’s schooling, food, and all the things associated with their lifestyle. Unfortunately, if he did not pay the money he owed, the house would be repossessed, and his children and wife would lose everything. But, he assured me, none of that was anything I should be thinking about. The only thing I needed to think about was whether or not I wanted to make a huge profit in the future, which would sustain me and my beneficiaries so long as we all lived.

I told him I didn’t have any money, which was true. I had spent everything I had on immigration and the man with the cart. He laughed and said it didn’t matter. After he was done with his nap, he would drive me to the bank, where I could take out whatever amount of money I felt was appropriate. In my head, I was waiting for him to give me any news about my brother. But no news. He thanked me in advance for my contribution and told me that the family, all of them, not only the ones who had made an investment, had missed me and were grateful for my return.

So, my cousin decided to take a nap. In the meantime, he instructed, I should pack my bags. I wasn’t sure what he meant by that. After withdrawing the money from the bank, he said, I would need to go right away to the bus depot. It would be difficult to make the timing work, but he would drive me everywhere I needed to go, most important, to the bank. After that, I would take a taxicab to the depot, but I didn’t need to worry about that, for he had arranged the pickup and drop-off already.

I thought about what he was saying. This house that I was about to invest in completely against my will, which I had expected to be staying in for many nights, or at least one more, was now to become something that stretched out, endlessly, in front of me. If I was lucky, one day it would be sold, and my experience here would be replaced with some amount of money, probably not very much, but maybe enough to pay for something new, at least a new experience. I wondered if I was going to vomit. I didn’t want to think about that possibility, so I didn’t. I just packed my bags and said goodbye to the house, my cousin’s wife, and their two children, who seemed to speak no language at all. The servant and her twins were in the impoverished house out back, but in my mind, I said goodbye to them, too, and my cousin, fresh from his nap, drove me away.

We went to the bank, where I took out some cash. As instructed, I gave my cousin whatever amount of money seemed appropriate. He looked disappointed, but, to be honest, I didn’t care at all. I gave him a hug and he put me into the taxicab with my luggage. I had decided to leave him with my carry-on and all the unspeakable things in it, which by then had perhaps been consumed by the pigeon. Perhaps the pigeon would die from overconsumption. Perhaps my cousin would bury him.

I wasn’t sure if I had made the right decision, but anyway that was what I did. Through the window, my cousin passed me his ugly leather jacket. I’m sorry, he said. I wasn’t sure what he meant by that and had no idea what the jacket had to do with it. But I assumed he meant he was sorry for my brother, who was sick, and whom I was now sure I had been sent here to watch die.





THREE


The taxicab driver knew the general direction of the bus depot but kept forgetting the streets that led there. That was what he told me. Everything was in the process of being built or being demolished, and the constant construction made it such that storefronts, street vendors, and corner buildings were completely unrecognizable. As soon as they became recognizable, he said, they were replaced with other storefronts, street vendors, and corner buildings that were destined to become something other than what they were and would therefore never signify anything other than the fundamental fact of their insignificance. He looked at me through the side mirror, looking overwhelmed.

From the window, I could confirm that the city was in crisis. The roads were random and resistant to those who wished to navigate them. A railroad, he said, looking back toward the street, was being built by foreign investors. They had employed local laborers, who had built viaducts for the elevated transportation system, which would run above everything and improve everyone’s lives. Unfortunately, however, there had been an administrative error, and after the viaducts were erected, a prominent local politician, the minister of finance, determined that the railroad, if completed, would operate at a deficit. Only a small portion of the population would be able to afford the fare, and their contribution would not cover the cost of its maintenance. The government considered subsidizing the fares so that a larger portion of the population would be able to take advantage of the innovation, but the foreign investors wanted to make a profit, and so the completion of the railroad had been pushed indefinitely into the future. Everyone waited for the day when the city’s people would be able to provide for themselves. Until then, said the taxicab driver, the viaducts cast the city in shadow, enticing its inhabitants to ascend staircases that led nowhere.

The taxicab driver was a handsome young man in his twenties. I asked him about his experience of the economy. He told me he had just returned to work from a strike. Fuel was taxed to such an extreme degree that no one could afford to drive. Some people could afford to drive, but they weren’t taxicab drivers or the people who hired them, so from his perspective, no one could afford it. The taxicab drivers liked to talk to one another at taxicab depots. One day, while talking, they agreed to a strike the following week. Instead of transporting passengers, they would park their taxicabs in the middle of the city’s busiest intersection, so that all drivers, even the ones who could afford fuel, were obstructed from using their vehicles. Anyway, said the taxicab driver, that was what they did. No one could go anywhere, but people didn’t mind, because once they became stuck, they were provided with everything they needed. Supply trucks bringing vegetables to the city’s markets relinquished their stock of corn, which the taxicab drivers roasted over coals and gave out for free.

According to this taxicab driver, the taxicab drivers were still angry, but their anger had produced something happy, which gave their anger a new quality, one that could sustain their lives. At first, the government ignored the action completely. The highest officials were transported via helicopter. They observed the stoppage from above, where the traffic jam looked like it might, in time, disperse. But the stoppage did not clear. Taxicab drivers from neighboring regions heard about the strike and left their families to join it. To them, the price of fuel felt even higher, given that they had fewer customers and the same expenses.

The highest officials instructed the middle officials to shut off the internet, which didn’t matter, because only a small portion of the population used it. The lowest officials, the police, surrounded the drivers, their taxicabs, and all the cars that had gotten stuck between them. The police shot one taxicab driver and his child, who had nothing to do with it. The child died, and then the highest officials made a special announcement. They were happy to report that the country was in a financially strong position, and thus would be able to reduce fuel tariffs by one percentage point. They thanked the people for their continued support, and then they helicoptered away.

The taxicab driver’s story made me feel confused. The action was successful, and would improve the lives of all taxicab drivers, and yet a child, who wasn’t even a taxicab driver, but was nevertheless related to one, had been killed. I hadn’t expected to hear such a complicated story from a random taxicab driver, but that was how life was for taxicab drivers, which is what I had learned when I had started working as a taxicab driver in the country where I had become a citizen. That was what I told this taxicab driver. He seemed skeptical about that. From what he had heard, he said, taxicab drivers in the country where I had become a citizen had the opportunity to become extremely wealthy, given that the economy was historically robust, even if it was currently having some problems. He might have been right about that. Theoretically, I admitted, taxicab drivers in the country where I had become a citizen had a regular clientele, and even if they didn’t have a regular clientele, they could borrow money from the bank, purchase a taxicab medallion, and eventually make a huge income without having to drive anywhere, given that the value of taxicab medallions was guaranteed to increase exponentially as time went on. However, in my experience, even a guarantee was unreliable, as anything could happen between the present and the future, including death. That was what I told him.

To be honest, I didn’t want to discuss my own experience, but the taxicab driver didn’t seem to understand the general points I was making, so when he asked me to specify, I did. I tried to find a representative example. There was one evening, I said, late on a Saturday, when I was hailed by two young women, both intoxicated. I wasn’t sure that it would be a good idea to take them to their destination, for I suspected that one of them might vomit on the leather seats. But the young women were getting into the taxicab already, and anyway it was my job to take people where they wished, so I tried to forget my worry about the potential vomit situation and asked them for their destination. For some reason, they started laughing. I didn’t understand the reason for that but figured it must be due to the intoxication. I asked my question again. This time, they told me clearly where they wanted to go, a place that was located past the end of the city some miles down the highway. Okay, I said, putting the car in drive. I tried to drive fast on account of the potential vomit situation, but I was obligated to stay under the speed limit, so my position was difficult. I had no choice but to push through it.

Eventually, I told the taxicab driver, we got to a supermarket in the middle of nowhere. I told the young women we were here, not knowing where here was. I thanked them for riding with me, before reading them the fare on the meter. The meter said $20.25, which I rounded down to $20.00 for the sake of convenience. One of the young women gave me $10.00, which I was confused by. Politely, I asked for the rest. The other young woman said, Sorry, nigger, and then she got out of the car.

I was completely confused. I looked around the parking lot, trying to find the person she was talking about. But there was no one there, certainly not anyone she could be referring to by that name. I locked the door, with the second young woman still in the back seat. If they could pay only one-half of the full fare, I figured, only one-half of the two of them should be dropped off at their final destination. The other would have to be deposited back where she came from, which is where I took her, even though she screamed.

That was what I told the taxicab driver. I wasn’t sure if my story had helped him understand the fundamental unreliability of taxicab work, even in an economy with a so-called reliable clientele, or if the specific example I had provided was adequately representative of the general experience. While I was evaluating that, he asked me about the value of ten dollars. I told him that the value of ten dollars didn’t matter, because the value of ten dollars was symbolic. He asked me what the value of ten dollars symbolized. I told him it symbolized one expensive sandwich or two inexpensive ones. He seemed satisfied by that, and then, thankfully, life went on.

So, that was that: the end of our discussion involving my own experience. I asked the taxicab driver about life after the strike, hoping he would reciprocate by talking about his own personal experience. He said that business had been better since then. Eventually, he would be able to pay off the debt he owed to the government. He didn’t think it was his fault that he owed it, but occasionally it did make him feel bad. His body always felt heavy. In fact, he was very skinny. Through the rearview mirror, I noticed that his face carried the imprint of his skull. I looked at him, thinking that he would have looked a little like me if I were a handsome young man in my twenties. He told me that the debt had been accrued through a very messed-up situation. As a teenager, he was working as a driver for a private touring company. He didn’t speak the correct languages, and anyway he didn’t have a driver’s license, so he wasn’t permitted to drive the tourists, but if there were no tourists in the car, he was permitted to drive the car between destinations that the tourists liked to frequent. The journeys were long, and often required him to drive all day and night. He didn’t mind, because when he was through, he would end up somewhere he had never expected to be, usually a church, or a monastery, or some other place that someone, probably a tourist, had decided was of historical significance.

His bosses didn’t care about the historical sites. Their profit came primarily from the cars, which they imported for a reduced price, since the government, wanting to encourage tourism, gave these car importers a significant tax break. His bosses then rented out the cars to the tourists, who were surprised and delighted to encounter vehicles so familiar in a country so impoverished. But the taxicab driver wasn’t involved in all of that. He simply drove the cars where he was told to, and then he drove them back. One day, when he was driving to the battleground where the country, many years ago, had secured its independence, he fell asleep. When he woke up, he was upside down. The car had drifted and then rolled down a cliff. That was what the police told him. He lost his job and was charged with damaging government property, the government property being the car that had been imported at a reduced rate. He served two years in prison and was still paying off the associated fine.

On most days, he said, when he tried to move his lower body, it split his upper body in half. I told him I was sorry. He said it was all right. It was a bad situation, but he was used to it. I told him I could relate to that. I wanted him to know that I meant it, so I told him about my current predicament, at least the part of it that I understood. I told him that my brother had a problem with his heart. It was on the right side of his chest, the wrong side, and had become filled with some kind of liquid. His swollen heart put pressure on his lungs. In the evenings, he had trouble breathing, a problem that was exacerbated by the completely inhospitable environment in which he lived. He had always lived in the countryside, which was where we had grown up.

The taxicab driver asked if that was where the bus was taking me. I told him I had no idea where the bus was taking me. My brother had recently decided to move farther up the mountain, to a place where the air was thin and cold. In the mornings, the hills were cloaked with fog. On a nice day, the sun would turn the fog to smoke, and it would rush into the atmosphere. Otherwise, the fog lingered, moving into homes through doors and windows, imbuing every household object with the possibility that it might one day be turned to ice. No doctors lived there, and the nearest hospital was five hours away by car. My brother didn’t have a car, so if he wished to visit a doctor, he needed to ride a mule, which deposited him at a bus, which deposited him at another bus, which deposited him at the hospital. But my brother never wished to visit a doctor. He believed he could fix his misplaced, swollen heart and all the problems associated with it by buying prescriptions, which he could afford so long as I sent him one hundred dollars per month. That was what my brother told me.

The taxicab driver said he was sorry. I wasn’t sure why he said that. From my description, it was clear to me that my brother’s situation was his own fault. Even if I approved of his obsession with making elaborate and unnecessary requests, and even if I elected to fulfill them, my actions would not, ultimately, improve his overall welfare, given that the world was organized such that individuals had no hope of improvement unless they were willing to commit themselves to leading an alternative way of life, a process that involved changing their habits, desires, and natural inclinations. My brother had encouraged his body to fail him. In addition to his breathing problems, the swelling of his heart had reduced the circulation in his limbs, and so he had no feeling in his fingers and toes. When he called me to ask for money, he complained about not being able to dial my phone number. He always pressed the wrong buttons and would end up talking to strangers. They never understood him, and no one wanted to help. He wasted calling cards that way. He should have needed only one calling card to call me, but sometimes he used four or five. That was another reason my brother wanted more money from me, in addition to what I sent to cover the cost of the prescriptions.

I tried to ask the taxicab driver about his family, but by then we had reached the bus depot. Instead, I gave him a big tip, whatever I could find. He opened my door for me, which wasn’t necessary. I said goodbye and gave him a hug. It probably wasn’t the right thing to do, but my body had decided to do it for me. I walked away and didn’t want to turn around. I did turn around. The taxicab driver was gone and had been replaced with other taxicab drivers. I looked at them, wondering if they could tell we shared something.





FOUR


I tried to go inside the bus depot, but there was no inside. The depot was just a patch of dirty grass. It would have looked like any other patch of dirty grass, except for the fact that it was surrounded by a similarly dirty grouping of buses. Unsurprisingly, my cousin had been completely wrong about the departure time. The bus was leaving in two hours. There had been no need to rush. In fact, the ticketing agents wouldn’t even let me in the waiting area, which was just a sectioned-off portion of the dirty grass with some folding chairs on top of it. According to them, I had two options. Either I could sit on the ground, or I could walk back to the street entrance, outside of which was an internet café. The first option was completely out of the question, so I thanked the ticketing agents and walked in the direction of the street entrance.

I found the internet café easily, on account of the fact that it was marked with a sign that said INTERNET CAFÉ. I gave the attendant some coins and asked him for a macchiato. He said they had no macchiato, so I asked him for a plain coffee. They had no coffee either. I told him to give me whatever beverage they had, tea or juice or whatever he pleased. He told me that the café sold no beverages. It just sold access to the internet. So, I had no choice. I gave the attendant another coin, forgot about my desires, and purchased fifteen minutes on the internet.

I checked the news. Normally, I liked to read the news in my home country, the country I was currently in, but now that I was in it, I wanted to read about the country where I had become a citizen. That was the way news worked. It helped give life to places that people otherwise had difficulty understanding as real.

In a suburban town, a woman who had been missing for thirteen years, since she was a child, had been found at a rest area on the side of a highway. She had lost all her teeth but otherwise looked the same, only older and more confused. Her grandparents were very moved. They had thought they were going to lose their minds if they never saw their granddaughter again. Unfortunately, she had no idea who they were. It was hurtful, but life went on, at least until it ended.

An elderly couple in a rapidly developing city had been charged with grand larceny. They lived with eighteen cats who they had trained to break into their neighbors’ homes. Once inside, the cats would search for jewels, cash, or anything of value. If they found something, which they usually did, they would bring it back to the elderly couple, who would use the proceeds to buy more cats. The cats were very fat, because they were compensated with the highest-quality cat food, one that had been banned by the government’s food and drug administration because it contained too much protein.

In a town very close to the city in which I lived, a foreign man had gotten into some trouble with the police, who thought he was responsible for the kidnapping of a woman. No one could understand the foreign man’s motives. He didn’t know the woman, and he had no prior record, but that was just how men like him were. Everyone said the woman was lovely and beautiful. Luckily, the foreign man had been unsuccessful, primarily because he was stupid and had not thought to confiscate the phone of the woman, who was clever enough to call the police. The police found the kidnapper and kidnapped woman almost immediately. They thought they might have to chase him, but as soon as they found him on the highway, he stopped. He wasn’t a good kidnapper, and he wasn’t even speeding, but he was nevertheless a huge threat, and the police had no idea what he might do to them or other potential women once he exited the car, so when he stepped out from the door, one of the police officers began to take out his gun. However, it was unnecessary to take out his gun, because as soon as the foreign man saw that the police officer was threatening to take it out, he collapsed. The foreign man had had a heart attack. Now he was in critical condition. The doctors had no idea if he would live or die. The reporter estimated that if he did live, he probably would have a horrible life, given that he would go to prison, and anyway would have to pay thousands of dollars in legal fees, in addition to the medical debt that was accruing while he lay sick in the hospital.

I wondered why a news story that was ostensibly intended to share factual information was so obsessed with random people’s opinions. But that was life. Even when people tried to be blank slates, they wound up frenetically seeking out the perspectives of strangers, which eventually infiltrated their psyches and turned them back into regular, opinionated members of society.

Anyway, I clicked on a happier story. In the capital, the president was celebrating his forty-eighth birthday. His security team had been tasked with constructing an entire party space made of bulletproof glass. Luckily, there had been no assassination attempts, so the president could continue to do his job. He had become obsessed with developing a technology that would allow him to bomb anyone via remote control. He especially wanted to kill one man in particular, but he had so far failed in that regard.

My fifteen minutes was up. I gave the attendant another coin and checked my email. I had one new message. I opened the message. It was from my wife. She asked if I had arrived okay, how I had enjoyed my time with my cousin, and if I had found everything I needed in my luggage. She said she hoped she hadn’t forgotten anything. She said she wished she could be with me, but that there was too much to take care of at home. She said she knew I’d understand. She said she loved me very much. I hit the “reply” button and began typing a message. Thank you for your message, I typed. I arrived on schedule, had a wonderful time becoming reacquainted with my cousin and his family, and was surprised to discover that my luggage had been packed perfectly. I thanked her for that. I was wondering, I typed, if you happen to know where my blood pressure medication is. If not, please do not worry. I’m happy to give my blood pressure a vacation, just this once. That was what I typed. I read everything over, and then I pressed “send.” Unfortunately, there was an error, and the computer told me that the message could not be sent. I was confused by that, and so again I pressed “send.” Again, there was an error. I decided to leave it alone.

I opened a new message, addressing this one to my friend. Hello, I typed. You may be surprised to hear it, but after twenty-six years I’m here, in our home country. It’s a wonderful country, not much different than how I left it. I’ve only been here for twenty-four hours, but already I am busy beyond belief. Everyone is inviting me everywhere. The sun is strong, so much so that my skin is red and peeling. By the time I arrive back, I’m sure I’ll be a different person. I hit “send” without rereading the message. It wasn’t accurate, but it didn’t need to be accurate, because emails were just a mode of storytelling. In the case of the so-called immigrant returning to his home country, the story should be a good one.

I thought to log off the internet, but I still had eight minutes remaining. In my email’s search bar, I typed “Brother.” Eight emails came up, all of them already read. I opened the oldest and began reading them in chronological order.

Hello brother, it said. My wish is to extend to you my best regards and greetings. My wish is to ask you about the well-being of fellow friends and family members. It would be my pleasure to hear more about your day-to-day concerns, relationships, and health. I thought to exit the message, but I didn’t exit the message. It is a fact that the current debate on the reform of the health-care systems in America affects you, your friends, and all of us family members. As a matter of fact, the United States of America has been a global leader on health for the last two years. Billions of American dollars have been earmarked for the global health agenda, but the truth is that no country, not even a great one such as the U.S., can sustain a healthy population without taking into account the health of the family unit, which is the basic building block of any global health agenda.

My personal health has taken a turn ever since the last U.S. presidential election. If you remember, a poor lifestyle is common in my place of residence, and without reliable medical teams, there is no one to help me get better. My wish is to accept from you an invitation in the form of a U.S. entry visa. My wish is to express to you that a lack of attention to personal care and lifestyle could be fatal. With kind regards, Your Brother.

I opened the next message.

Dear Brother, it said. Thank you for your latest email. You pointed to the fact that you were not able to understand some of my points in plain terms. It is my wish to file for an immigrant visa to the U.S.A. On our last call, you promised to send me some affidavits, which you did send, but which in fact were stolen after you did so. My wish is for you to compose again all affidavits and file for sponsorship for an immigrant visa. My passport is still valid, but my wish is for you to send $150 in case I need to travel to renew it. It is also wise to consider, with your consent, if you could sponsor a short vacation in Switzerland for such things as blood, stool, and urine tests. Wishing you a happy weekend, Your Brother

Hi dear Brother, said the next one. The last time we spoke over the phone, you told me that you would be unable to provide me with an immigrant visa. If you refuse me as a guest, I respect your choice, but I ask that you kindly forward some money to see a local doctor, as my monthly pay from the state gets sucked away by tobacco companies. The tobacco companies now run the village and take all the money they can from people who rely on income from the government. People hardly eat, as they spend everything on tobacco. If you send $150, that should suffice for a routine checkup and associated pharmacy fees. Have a wonderful week, Your Brother

I wanted to end there, but my hand clicked on another one.

Hello there, brother. It has occurred to me that if you refuse to send me money for the prescription, you may instead send me the prescription in the mail. I may prefer that, given that I won’t have to deal with the local doctors and the pharmacist, who don’t understand my case in a way that befits medical personnel. Any kind of painkiller may suffice, as well as something that will help thin my blood, which often gets caught in strange and surprising parts of my body. I’ll leave the dosage to you. I’d also like to call your attention to the fact that when we last spoke, I mentioned a Swiss bank account. My wish is to have a personal account, for which I would need an initial minimum deposit of $2000 United States Dollars. My wish is to open up the bank account in full confidentiality. Wishing you a happy day, Your Brother.

I exited the internet and moved to pick up my luggage. Unfortunately, there was no luggage. Not by my feet, not under the computer desk, not at the adjacent computer desk, and certainly not anywhere in the internet café. I asked the attendant if he had seen my luggage. He asked me to describe it, and I tried to describe it, but what could I say, it just looked like luggage. He shrugged. At that point, I couldn’t remember the last time I had had it in my possession. I asked him if he had seen me pulling it when I entered the internet café. The attendant told me that he hadn’t been paying attention to my appearance. I thanked him for his service and left. I went through the street entrance and approached the ticketing agents again. I asked them if they had previously seen me with luggage, and if so, if they had any idea where it might have gone. They said sorry. They saw a lot of people, sometimes dozens within a single minute, and rarely remembered anyone. In my specific case, they did not remember me.

Once again, I walked back out through the street entrance onto the sidewalk, and approached the taxicab area. I didn’t know what I expected to find there. Maybe I expected to see my luggage sitting on the curb, waiting for me as if it would wait forever. I didn’t see anything like that. Instead, I saw the taxicab drivers, their passengers, and beyond them the city, a cloud of dust and dirt. I looked at the taxicab drivers, looking for someone who looked like me, but they all looked like me, just none in the specific way of the man who had driven my taxicab. I figured he must have taken my luggage. Either he had meant to take it, or he hadn’t, but in either case, he now possessed it. There was no chance of me finding my blood pressure medication, which by now could be anywhere in the world. I felt a pain in my chest and assumed it was my blood pressure, going up and up.

I walked back toward the bus depot with my belongings: a wallet with all kinds of identification cards, one debit card, and cash; a passport, including a visa good for three months’ stay; the clothes on my body; my cousin’s ugly leather jacket; my beard; and a bus ticket to wherever I was going. Basically, I had everything I needed, plus something I didn’t need and in fact did not even want. I walked through the street entrance for the third time and approached the ticketing agents, who told me it was still too early for me to enter the designated waiting area. I didn’t expect them to recognize me, so I didn’t say anything. I just found the least dirty portion of the dirty-looking grass, sat, and did what I was supposed to do, wait.

There were all kinds of people around me, but I didn’t know any of them. I didn’t want to hear their conversations or their stories, so I closed my eyes and pretended to sleep. In my pretend sleep, I heard all about their lives. They were speaking my language. I decided not to think about that, even as the ticketing agent announced that the bus was boarding, and I pretended to wake up.





FIVE


On the bus, the woman behind me vomited, and the woman behind her vomited, too. The bus did not seem like it had any desire to stay on the road. After we departed, it tried to roll onto its side. The driver blamed the turbulence on the wind. Outside the window, the day was calm. The city had ended abruptly. I turned around and tried to find it, but land got in the way. The roads were struggling to impose themselves, and all the concrete was crumbling or turning to mud. Soon the bus was hugging the mountains, and when I looked out the window, I saw the carcasses of other buses that had tipped over and rolled onto their backs.

We stopped in a small, pathetic-looking town so that the passengers could use the bathroom. I didn’t need to use the bathroom, so I stayed sitting on the bus. A local food vendor hauled a cart up the steps and attempted to distribute slices of an elaborate chocolate cake wrapped in plastic. When he rolled the cart up the aisle, it rolled back down. Eventually, it rolled down the aisle with so much force that the chocolate cake vendor lost control of it completely. A group of passengers had to secure it. The man across the aisle got his cake, ate it, and then started heaving into a paper bag. He thought he was going to be sick. I asked the food vendor to please keep the chocolate cake away from me.

The woman to my left asked for two slices. She didn’t look like she should have been able to speak the language, but she did speak it, extremely well. When she was done eating her two slices of cake, I asked her about that. She switched languages and asked me if I understood, which I did. She told me that she had arrived in the region as a volunteer with a foreign aid organization, whose aim was to promote mutual understanding. I had no idea what she meant by that, “mutual understanding,” but I assumed she would clarify, so I let her go on.

She said she lived among farmers. In the mornings, she surveyed their work and made suggestions for how they might improve the yield of their crops. I asked her what kinds of crops they grew. She told me that none of the crops were edible, which was part of the problem. The farmers grew mostly corn, or soy, or wheat, which were not a part of their diet, and so could not, in any direct way, contribute to their immediate satisfaction. To make money, they relied on foreign buyers, whom they did not know. They were connected to the foreign buyers through middlemen, a loose grouping of businesspeople in the city who also called themselves farmers, but who in fact made their money by exploiting the farmers who did the farm labor. So, the farmers grew crops, many of them unsuccessfully, but what they grew couldn’t be consumed, at least not by them. The meat available to the local population was expensive, and the vegetables provided hardly any nutritional benefit. Babies were born, their bellies swelled from starvation, and then they died.

In an ideal world, she said, the farmers would grow exactly what they needed. In this woman’s estimation, what they needed were things like legumes, pulses, and pumpkins. Ideally, they wouldn’t rely on the middlemen, the foreign buyers, or even aid workers like her. Ideally, she said, the world would be such that her volunteer position could be eliminated. But in reality, the lives of the farmers were filled with problems, ones she did not have the training to solve. I asked her what kind of training would be necessary to solve such problems. She told me that a degree in public health would be ideal, but that a degree in political science would suffice. Unfortunately, her degree was in anthropology, which helped her understand the problems, but did not give her the tools to fix them.

The bus driver announced that the bathroom break was over and then struggled to start the bus. Some passengers were missing, but the bus driver didn’t seem to care about that, because the engine was refusing to cooperate. The cake vendor offered to help, but his expertise, chocolate, had nothing to do with the operation of motor vehicles, so the bus driver ignored him. The woman to my left said she wished she could do something about it. Her father had been a mechanic, and she had grown up refurbishing vehicles that other people had deemed defunct. However, she said, it was in situations like these that she found it best not to intervene. That was the problem with being an outsider, she said. I asked her to specify what she meant by “the problem with being an outsider.” She looked at the driver as though she might be able to control his handling of the engine through sheer concentration. Then she continued. Any attempt to relate to others, she said, could be mistaken for a bid to make oneself known.

The bus lurched, and the woman settled back into her seat. We pulled away from the town, its bathroom facilities, and the various food vendors who had welcomed our arrival, except for the chocolate cake vendor, who had replaced one of the passengers and was still sitting on the bus. I wondered if he knew where we were going, or if he, like me, was on an unspecified journey that seemingly had no end. I wanted to ask him about that, but asking him would have involved standing up, walking down the aisle, and introducing myself. Given the bus’s problematic engine and its obsession with trying to roll over, I wasn’t sure I would survive such an introduction, so I decided to direct my attention toward the woman sitting next to me.

I asked the woman about the history of the foreign aid organization. She told me that it had been founded somewhat recently by a former president and his wife. The president had retired from politics but was still passionate about demonstrating his influence, which is why he had decided to establish a nonprofit. His wife would rather have taken his place in politics, but no one liked her, so she couldn’t, which was why she had agreed to become the nonprofit’s executive director. She ran it like a government. The organization’s volunteers acted as representatives, and the farmers, patients, and unemployed people whose grievances they arbitrated were their de facto constituents. It didn’t matter that the structure involved no voting system, because the nonprofit was run on goodwill.

I asked the woman if she liked the president and his wife. She told me she didn’t like them or dislike them, because she wasn’t interested in them as individuals, but as representative historical actors. I didn’t know what she meant by that, “representative historical actors,” so I asked her to clarify. She told me that politicians pretended to have personalities, but their idiosyncrasies were just traits they developed in order to get elected. To most voters, it was less important for a candidate to have a coherent ideology than it was for them to have a dog, a second home, or a familial sense of humor. It was necessary to cut through all that, she said, if one wished to have a grasp on one’s place in history. She seemed excited by that idea, having “a grasp on one’s place in history,” but then she sighed, so I wasn’t sure if she was excited or felt some other emotion.

Unfortunately, she said, her people had no sense of history. They believed that everything that came before them was irrelevant, except insofar as it had given them what they needed. They thought the world began with their grandparents, who had led difficult but determined lives. The older generations had suffered, but according to their descendants, they had suffered with purpose, and despite their persistent suffering, they had kept one eye trained on a hopeful future. They hoped that one day they would have babies. They hoped those babies would have babies, and that these offspring of theirs would grow into adults who would believe in hardship the way that they themselves had once believed in fairy tales.

The chocolate cake vendor had fallen asleep. The woman kept talking, raising her voice over the hum of his snoring. It was a very nice story that the people told themselves, she said, but it had tempered their political will. Because they were complacent, she continued, they lacked conviction. Elected officials were relevant to their lives only insofar as they made them feel cared for or alerted them to the fact that that care was being threatened by an outside force. People could be mobilized to rally against that outside force because it infringed upon the legacy of their elders, who they were certain had died so that their grandchildren, and their grandchildren’s grandchildren, might never be forced to contend with the past. Elected officials encouraged the people’s forgetfulness and told them that their lack of history was their greatest asset. They proclaimed other people, in older nations, to be burdened by ancient customs, resentments, and battle lines, which were what prevented them from being free. Free people, in order to secure their status as such, had to be vocal. Being vocal was their right. She said that, saying it in a fake voice designed to make her sound powerful. But she didn’t sound powerful, she just sounded funny. I thought to laugh, but I didn’t laugh, because laughing would probably not have been appropriate. Anyway, she continued speaking. If the elected officials had their way, she said, rhetoric would flow through their constituents. Talking points were issued at press conferences and disseminated on the nightly news. If everyone spoke their talking points together, the old ways of the world would be eradicated, such that no one knew they had ever existed.

I asked the woman what the former president and his wife had to do with all that. She told me that they didn’t have anything to do with all that. That was just her analysis. The president had more or less used his time in office effectively. He related to people, and people related back to him, and it didn’t matter that they didn’t relate to his wife, because she was powerful. When he left office, he used his political connections to accrue a large sum of money, which his wife planned to distribute to anyone who needed it, so long as they fit a loose set of requirements. The money was constantly replenishing itself. I asked if someone like me, a bald man of fifty-five or thereabouts, would fit the requirements. She laughed, and clarified that individuals were not qualified to receive the money, because individuals were governed by their own desires, which often contravened the project of their betterment.

I tried to evaluate to what extent I was governed by my own desires. Before I could come to a decision on that matter, the woman moved on. Anyway, she said, the money was primarily for show. The real work involved communion. Most of the organization’s volunteers had been recruited from private universities, where they had learned to analyze people, cultural practices, and world politics through the lens of relativism. Even things that seemed cruel needed to be considered in their proper context, and nothing concerning strangers was worthy of a hasty value judgment. The college campus was a protected environment. Entrance into institutional life was presumed to erase disparities in the students’ rearing. All of them, even the ones who had entered the school poor and abused, having lived through life already, emerged looking outward at the world as if they were babies preparing to take their first unaided steps. Naturally, they wanted to sprint elsewhere, toward people in countries they had encountered only in books and newspapers, whose suffering was presumed distinct from any pain they themselves had had the misfortune to endure. Giving back would bring their disaffection into sharp relief.

The aid organization, she said, had given them a destination. And it had given her one, too. When she arrived, she had felt like she would never be able to communicate with anyone. The language barrier wasn’t an issue. She spoke six languages already, and had a near-perfect memory, so could recall and imitate the speech patterns of strangers with ease. But it occurred to her that the problems of the farmers were predicaments fundamental to humanity. Hunger, greed, droughts: this was what religion was made of, and it could be survived only with the accompaniment of faith. Her problems, on the other hand, were frivolous. She wondered if she would ever be in love. She wondered if her conception of love had been so thoroughly animated by a fantasy of self-improvement that she couldn’t help but see it as a story with only two possible endings: one happy, one sad, and in both cases, she would die alone.

She had trouble saying that, “die alone,” because saying it made her cry. I had no idea why it made her cry, because no one was making her die alone, that was just a prediction of hers, which seemed to be based on nothing. I looked at the napkin on her lap, trying to suggest, without suggesting, that she use it. She picked up the napkin and brought it to her cheeks, which unfortunately left chocolate where her tears had been.

Anyway, she said, she resented her loneliness and also her fear of death. When she imagined it coming, it was symbolic. She would close her eyes and the black beneath her lids would become darker, or her heartbeat would be snatched up by a gust of wind. Either way, she said, she would be old, much older than the farmers’ children, who had felt the presence of death from the start of their short lives. What they felt was the real thing. Not a gesture or a dream, but their bodies shedding mass. They had never fully known their bodies, and already their bodies were leaving them.

The chocolate cake vendor was snoring loudly at that point. I wondered if he might accidentally choke. I tried to ask the woman if the foreign aid organization had taught her CPR or some other sort of resuscitation move, but she didn’t hear me, because she was trying to tell her story. There was one child, she said, to whom she had become attached. The child’s father was having trouble growing his wheat. His wife, whose responsibility it had been to fetch water from the well, had died during childbirth, and the cows were dying, too. When they stopped producing milk, he killed them for meat, but by then their flesh was tough and tasteless. His baby couldn’t chew the meat, so she asked the father if she could chew it for him. He had no means of feeding his baby otherwise. While he was in the fields, she stayed with his baby in the house. Chewing his baby’s food, turning it into a paste, she felt as if she were relinquishing the idea of her body as an abstraction, and giving it to something, or to someone, who could use it to draw life into his own.

I asked the woman how old she was. She said that she was twenty-seven. As an adolescent, she said, she had never expected to become a mother, but she had since given up her old fantasies about how much she should take and whom she should give back to, which anyway had been determined by outside forces before she could even claim her life as her own. When it came time for her to return to home, she felt it right that she should bring back with her a symbol of her transformation. She asked the farmer if she could legally adopt his baby. He agreed, so long as she sent him pictures by mail every month. Now her son was with her mother, and she was returning for a brief visit to the village, where she would continue to do the work, she said, of mutual understanding.

I still had no idea what she meant by that, “mutual understanding,” and I was sure I never would. She paused. I think she had forgotten she was supposed to be talking to me, rather than just saying things in my presence. I waited for her to return from wherever she had gone in her head. When she did that, she turned to look into my eyes, and then she looked past my eyes. I wasn’t looking at her eyes. I was looking at the chocolate on her face, trying to decide whether it would be ruder to tell her about it or to not tell her about it. Before I could decide, she asked if I had any children. I didn’t want to talk about that, so I told her I wasn’t sure. I think she heard me, but wanted to believe she didn’t hear me, and so she asked me again. Again, I told her I wasn’t sure. She laughed, thinking I was making a joke about being a man, but I wasn’t making a joke about being a man, I was just trying to avoid answering her question.

Anyway, I wasn’t laughing. I guess that gave her the impression that she should ask again, because she did ask again. I didn’t like to lie, but I worried she would never stop asking me her question so long as I lived, or so long as the bus was on the road, whichever lasted longer. I decided to make something up and told her I had a son. Unfortunately, I had messed up, given that that was not a lie. She asked me for his name and date of birth. I tried to come up with a random name and date of birth, but I couldn’t remember any name or date of birth besides those associated with my real-life son, so that was what I told her.

She asked if he had been a good baby. I didn’t want to tell her he had been a bad baby, so I told her that he had been a good baby, which he had. I tried to make my speech have no meaning, but she seemed interested in that word, “good,” even though she had been the one to introduce it. She asked me to say more. I tried to think of more fake things, but my mind wasn’t able to think of any fake things, so I had no choice but to abandon my imagination and tell her things that were true. On the day he was born, I said, no one died, so we named him Revolution. I thought that might be an adequate representation of “good” baby behavior, so I decided to leave it at that. But the woman, still looking past my eyes, told me to go on. I didn’t want to go on, but I did go on, because I was trapped on a failing bus with a chocolate-covered woman, and either I had to go on or I had to look at her chocolate-covered face, so, yes, I did decide to go on, even though I had no desire to do as she pleased.

After my son’s mother left the hospital, I said, she brought him to the fence. The woman asked me why there was a fence around the hospital. I said the fence wasn’t around the hospital, it was around the prison. She looked confused by that idea, “prison,” but a prison wasn’t an idea, it was just a place. Anyway, she asked, what business does a baby, a good baby, have at a prison? I didn’t have the answer to that question, so I told her to ignore the fact of the prison, which had significance only insofar as it was the place where I had been sent to die. I hadn’t died, and when I got out, I had fled to a country where I was guaranteed never to die, so it was insignificant. Anyway, I said, I introduced him to everyone in the insignificant prison, even the ones who had been executed already.

The woman looked at my eyes, my real eyes, not the space behind them, looking like she had been abducted to a place where she didn’t want to go. I think she realized she was looking unpleasant, because she put on a smile and asked about my son’s profession. I told her he didn’t have a profession. Her smile dropped, but then she picked it back up again. She asked if he had children. I told her I wasn’t sure about that. I think she thought I didn’t understand the question, because she switched languages and asked me again. Again, I told her I wasn’t sure.

Her face screwed up, and she looked at me as if she might find something in my expression, something that belonged to me but that she might use for herself. I tried to make myself completely vacant. I tried to exit my body. She told me my son must love me. I couldn’t tell if she believed what she was saying, or if she was trying to convince herself that the affection parents felt for their babies reflected back on them and turned them into saints. But my son didn’t remember being a baby or being loved, because my son couldn’t remember me outside of what I had done to him. I left him, thinking I could one day bring him back to me. But by the time I tried to find him, he had lived a life in my absence and had no desire to be found.

I didn’t tell the woman all that. I just looked out the window, at the dry, red plains, until the bus driver announced our arrival, and the bus came to a halt.





SIX


Outside, there was nothing to indicate that we were welcome. The bus had deposited us in a valley that was hung up between two mountains. The mountains were drained of color, and the station, once again, had no physical structure. It was conjured only by the existence of the bus, and, surrounding it, the passengers, myself included, disembarking. I encouraged the chocolate-covered woman to descend the stairs before me, and then I followed her, worrying that through that gesture I had accidentally made it such that our journeys would be bound together for life. We walked across the road, and I prepared myself to go wherever she led me. I tried to imagine getting used to the shape of her back, which was just a rectangle with two long things hanging from either side of it.

Just as I was beginning to accept the idea of staring at an average-looking back for the rest of my life, she turned around and gave me a hug. It didn’t feel like anything. When she was done with that, she turned around again, and I watched her rectangular body board another bus. I waited for someone, a cousin or another relative, to approach me with a ticket, but no one approached me with a ticket, so when the bus pulled away, I waved goodbye to the chocolate-covered woman, who watched me through the window. Her eyes looked like they were trying to cry, but the inside of her body wouldn’t let them.

Down the road, I saw an elderly man selling yogurt. I walked to where he sat, which was, basically, in a sad-looking shelter constructed from a pile of rocks. I tried to ask the yogurt man for directions, but he was already engaged in a conversation with the chocolate cake vendor, who was trying to exchange a cup of yogurt for a slice of the elaborate chocolate cake. To me, the proposal seemed fair, but the yogurt man was explaining to the cake vendor that it wasn’t fair, because he had no particular interest in a slice of chocolate cake. The chocolate cake vendor was trying to argue with that, but he couldn’t argue with that, because the yogurt man was just making a statement about his preferences. So, the chocolate cake vendor walked away, walking as if he had no destination.

The yogurt man was listening to a news story on the radio, but the quality of the broadcast was bad, so when he noticed me, he asked me to hold the radio up. I wondered why the yogurt man didn’t hold the radio up himself, but he was old and probably expected younger people to do things for him, even if those younger people were, like me, approaching old age. He was sitting on a stool behind a bucket of yogurt, whistling. In his hand, he held a sewing needle, which he threaded back and forth through his cheeks. I couldn’t tell if he was trying to show me a trick, or if that was just a habit he had developed to cope with the boredom of selling yogurt. Anyway, he put the needle down, and asked me again to hold the radio up. I picked the radio up off the ground and pointed the antennae toward the sky, which was having a hard time delivering its message.

The dispatcher was describing the death of a man, but every time he said the dying man’s name, the broadcast was interrupted by static. The yogurt man asked me to raise the radio higher, so I held it above my head, but even then, the static continued to confuse the dispatcher’s meaning. The yogurt man had no idea what the dispatcher was trying to communicate, because he didn’t understand the dispatcher’s language. He asked me to translate. I raised the radio as high as possible, and then told him what the dispatcher was telling me, that a criminal who was awaiting charges in the country where I had become a citizen was on life support in the hospital. His wife hadn’t been allowed to see him while he was conscious, because he was technically in police custody. But now that his body was just a body, the police allowed her to visit it. A member of the city council was brought onto the radio program to assure listeners that incidents like the one caused by the man, who was brain-dead, were statistically rare. Statistically, he said, they were almost insignificant: kidnappings were more often carried out by parents or romantic partners than they were by strangers, and even foreign people, like the dying man, were usually more concerned with supporting their families than they were with terrorizing the local community. The dispatcher thanked the city council member and then asked him about his reelection campaign, which the city council member described as an ongoing success.

Given the city council member’s assessment of the general unlikelihood of kidnappings and the small population of foreign people inclined toward terrorism, it seemed to me that the dying foreign kidnapper described by the dispatcher was the same foreign kidnapper as the hospitalized foreign kidnapper I had read about at the internet café. The yogurt man’s language, which was also my language, didn’t have a word for “kidnapper,” so when I gave him my translation of the news from the radio, I supplemented it with the news I had learned from the internet. A foreign person, I told the yogurt man, had transported a woman, who people said was lovely, completely against her will. Then, once confronted by the police, he had had a heart attack. I told the yogurt man that the amount of time it took me to go from the bus depot to wherever I was now, his yogurt stand, was the same amount of time it took the foreign kidnapper to go from critical condition to brain-dead. The yogurt man seemed disturbed by the comparison, which had probably been inappropriate. Old people didn’t like to be faced with the sudden and sometimes surprise nature of death. He asked me about the foreign man’s motivations. I told him that the foreign man’s motivations were a mystery to me, to the police, to the new reporters, and probably to everyone else on planet earth. He looked at me, looking like the foreign man’s motivations were contained within my body. Too bad for him. I gave him back the radio, and then he turned it off.

The yogurt man sighed and then asked if I wanted a cup of yogurt. Unfortunately for him, I didn’t want a cup of yogurt. I just wanted to know which way to go. That was what I told him. The yogurt man, however, mistook my question about directions for a sign of my general interest in his life. Everyone around me today seemed desperate to make a confession, but that was just how people were when they encountered other people who were more reluctant to put their personalities on display. It was impossible to extract from a stranger the information you wanted without making yourself vulnerable to all the information you didn’t want but had no choice but to receive. So, I gave up, and let the yogurt man tell me all about his personal history.

Today, he said, was the anniversary of the disappearance of his father. He looked happy when he said that, as if the disappearance of his father was a wonderful holiday celebrated worldwide, like the resurrection of Jesus Christ. I said I was sorry. He told me I didn’t need to be sorry, because before his father disappeared, their family had no meaning. Their family, he said, was no different from the idea of a family. His father was a man, his mother was a woman, and he was the child who bound them together. He couldn’t detect in his parents any outward signs of desire or disgust, and when they fed him or picked him up, he felt they did so out of obligation. Accumulating obligations was how they convinced themselves that they were experiencing love. He couldn’t experience love, because he had been turned into their obligation.

One day, his father broke away from him and from his mother, tearing into a new family, which was already complete. That was what the townspeople later told him: Out of nowhere, his father had fallen in love with a stranger, and it was this twisted form of love, which relied on neither duty nor tradition, that compelled him to relinquish their shared life. His father became a collection of impulses. He slept and ate as much as he wanted, and when the interference of his wife became an insurmountable hinderance, he slipped poison into her dinner, so that she died in her sleep. Then his father fled.

The yogurt man looked really happy when he said that. Again, I told him I was sorry. He told me he was grateful to grow up without parents, because growing up without parents meant that his childhood wasn’t a childhood. It had no conventions. I congratulated him on his achievement of leading a conventionless life. Meanwhile, I prayed that his description of his murderous father and unmourned mother would somehow lead to a clear description of the direction I should walk in. I encouraged him to go on.

By the time his father disappeared, he said, he was in secondary school. Most of the teachers had no training. They were themselves recent secondary school graduates, who were able to masquerade as teachers only because they were completing the national service requirements that had been introduced by the federal government. The line between teacher and student felt thin and arbitrary, but was treated as rigid and compulsory. He was disturbed by his classmates’ willingness to accept their teachers as vessels of authority, and became altogether skeptical of formal education, which felt to him like a system designed to replicate the binding abstractions of family life.

He developed an interest in conspiracy theories, which he read about at night. He didn’t believe the conspiracy theory about evolution, because it seemed completely implausible that humans had descended from fish. But he did believe in the existence of a parallel universe that pressed against our own. This other universe was governed by opposites. In our universe, the movement of one’s life was determined by choices. Every day, all day, people were provided with two options, from which they picked one. Although people believed their choices to be governed by free will, they were in fact socially incentivized in order to ensure that people adhered to the status quo. Eventually, these incentivized choices accumulated and grew to form a pattern, which would in turn influence future decisions and give people a sense of what they liked. What they liked determined their relationships, habits, etc., and ultimately produced a specific narrative quality that they came to regard as their identity, but which was more often a reflection of the community in which they lived.

Anyway, said the yogurt man, in the parallel universe, we were presented with the same two options, but always chose the opposite of what we had chosen in our present universe, regardless of what was considered socially acceptable. If we were one day presented with who we had become in the parallel universe, we would regard ourselves as strangers, because it would be impossible to incorporate all the choices we could have made, but had not made, into a stable and singular ego. That was why people sometimes dissociated when looking in the mirror. The parallel universe, he said, liked to hide behind glass.

I asked him about the logistics of that, hoping that the logistics of the parallel universe would somehow lead to the logistics of getting to the town where I was expected. He said that what the hijackers had done was a tragedy, but that he didn’t think anyone was flying the planes. I didn’t understand how that related to my question, but I let him go on. From his calculations, he said, the planes had hit the buildings right in their center, which a human wouldn’t have been able to do, unless that human were flying the plane via remote control. So, yes, it was a tragedy, especially given that everyone had entrusted political officials with disseminating the truth, when, in fact, the political officials had gotten the details all wrong. He always wondered if the passengers had caught a glimpse of themselves in the parallel universe, where they survived, before they died. The buildings that killed them were made of glass.

The yogurt man said that he always wondered what people thought about in the moments before they died, because the moments before they died were the only moments when they could think their thoughts without the pressure of society bearing down on them. He hoped he would one day talk with a dead person about the process of dying. He looked at me when he said that. I waited for him to tell me more about his aspirational conversations with a dead person, whom he planned to treat as a diplomat for all dead people. But he had reached the end of his story, so he just stopped talking.

The yogurt man went back to threading the needle through his cheek. I thanked him for sharing his perspective about evolution, the existence of an alternate universe, and the physical science of hijacking a plane, and then asked him once again for directions, wondering what kind of directions I was likely to get from a self-identified conspiracy theorist with an exceptionally high pain tolerance. He looked at me, looking as if he was deciding whether or not to give me that information. To the left, he said, putting down the needle, was a town that sat atop a grouping of rocks. He said that the town was beautiful but extremely difficult to inhabit. People built houses and storefronts with pieces broken from the rocks, but the rocks didn’t want to be houses and storefronts. They wanted to be rocks. Eventually, they fell apart. It was a big problem for the townspeople, he said, and one that would likely never be solved. Even the buildings made from modern materials eventually collapsed, sometimes killing their inhabitants in the process.

I was trying to think about what the yogurt man was telling me. The issue he was describing seemed ridiculous and had nothing whatsoever to do with the principles of physical science. People had been living in houses made from stone, wood, and clay since the dawn of time, and, as far as I knew, no one in this specific town had been killed or even harmed by the sudden collapse of a built structure. But I was desperate for any excuse not to go to the town he was describing, a town that I had once lived in and believed I still knew very well. I thought that potential death might serve as an adequate excuse.

I asked the yogurt man how often it was that people were killed because of these sudden collapses. He thanked me for my question and told me that the answer didn’t concern me. To me, it seemed that the prospect of death concerned all people who were still living, which is what I told the yogurt man when I asked him my question again. Unfortunately, he didn’t seem to have anything else to say on the subject, most likely because his description was an elaborate conspiracy invented to justify the potential collapse of his own poorly constructed yogurt shelter.

I thanked the yogurt man for his help and gave him some change, whatever amount seemed appropriate for a cup of yogurt plus an unasked-for and completely useless description of a town that was already familiar to me. He reached out his hand, and when he touched mine, he closed his eyes. I didn’t understand the meaning of his gesture, but I figured he might be expressing his gratitude, so I was happy to give him temporary possession of my hand, even though, at this rate, our expressions of gratitude might go back and forth until forever.

However, they didn’t go back and forth until forever. Eventually, the yogurt man opened his eyes, removed his hand from our miniature embrace, and gave me a cup of yogurt. I thanked him, being sure to express only a verbal thanks. I crossed the street again, and when the yogurt man wasn’t looking, I threw the cup of yogurt away.

Anyway, it was night. I was sure that somewhere, some family member was waiting for me, probably in the place that I least expected. I tried to imagine the experience of being surprised, but I didn’t want to be surprised, so I decided to move on with my life before I was forced to endure that experience. To the left, I was now sure, was the place where my brother lay dying. To the right, there was nothing. I decided to walk in the direction of that.





SEVEN


While I slept, my mind was black and heavy. The moon was swollen. There was no sun, no stars. I had walked until I no longer felt my legs, and then I had slept in a field of something, either wheat or corn or some other crop that the chocolate-covered woman on the bus had determined to be useless. The stalks had trapped the moonlight. In the breeze, they passed it around, so that their surface took on the methodical churning of waves. But the waves were not waves. When I entered them, I did not drown, and when I lowered my body, they bent beneath it.

In the morning, the stalks were stalks. Under the sun, they looked dry and lifeless. In the distance, smoke was rising from the town. As I approached it, the land became rockier and the road more inclined. At the top of the hill, the road leveled and burst open. There were no traffic patterns. Cars moved wherever they wanted. Drivers yelled at other drivers, trying to hold one another accountable for a problem that they made collectively. Walking alongside the cars were herders, who trailed cows with sticks. Goats ran through all that, seeming to belong to no one.

I wandered onto the sideline, a strip of concrete where the road met a series of unmarked storefronts. Young men were eating their breakfasts, squatting as if sitting on tiny stools. But there were no tiny stools. Everything was balanced precariously: the tea, threatening to overflow, in one hand; the bread, crumbling, in another; and the men’s weight, concentrated in the balls of the feet, heels suspended a few inches above the ground. When the waitresses brought out bowls of sugar, the men reached their arms up to receive the spoons, which they brought down to their cups with easy precision. From a distance, everyone seemed to be sitting alone, but when I approached, I could hear that they were talking.

Two men, one good-looking, the other average, were arguing about the nature of history. The good-looking man was adamant that it was fundamentally repetitive. Almost everyone, he said, flicking bread crumbs into the air, liked to indulge the idea that progress was the exclusive purview of societies that organized themselves around the accumulation of profit. Political leaders who struggled to secure for their countries a basic level of wealth were said to thrust upon their constituents a series of problems that should otherwise have been lost to the past. But even societies that claimed to be founded on a righteous capacity for improvement failed to escape the cyclical nature of human behavior, which vacillated between mutual destruction, a superficial restoration of justice, and complete disregard for the natural environment.

A waitress approached the two men and asked to clear their plates. But the average-looking man was busy mounting his rebuttal. History, he said, ignoring her question, inevitably tended toward change. Even if those who claimed political power shared a predisposition to violence, and would always, eventually, if given the opportunity, indulge their desire for cruelty, their inclinations did not constitute the events by which history was defined. History, he said, setting down his tea, was defined by the creative solutions of ordinary people who learned to recognize themselves as oppressed. Oppressed people, when they banded together, were forced to invent strategies to keep on living. Those strategies, he said, were highly specific and dependent on the immediate circumstances that had conditioned them. Although they could never completely relieve an entire society of its oppressive qualities, and could not be replicated in other circumstances, which demanded unique creative solutions, they did, in time, chip away at the worldwide narrative that endowed ordinary people with powerlessness and world leaders with political might.

I wasn’t sure which of the two men I agreed with, or why I was so interested in listening to a random conversation between two strangers, who were not directly addressing me and in fact seemed to be speaking past each other. Initially, I felt I was predisposed to agree with the first, but then realized I might have been predisposed to agree with him because he was comparatively good-looking. In some ways, I could relate to his points about the unchanging qualities of human beings, who seemed universally obsessed with securing their status as individuals. On the other hand, individualism was a relatively recent trend in history, and passed as universal and unchanging only because people were constantly invoking it as such in order to excuse their own selfish behavior. So, perhaps I agreed with the average-looking man after all. At the same time, he and the good-looking man, who were probably graduate students, were having the exact same debate that my friends and I had had when we were graduate students, so perhaps history was, in fact, fated to repeat itself.

Anyway, I kept my thoughts to myself and stood by the curb, glancing back over my shoulder toward the street, as if I were waiting for someone to pick me up. The good-looking man signaled for the waitress, ordered another piece of bread, and then continued speaking. He could understand, he said, the temptation to believe that the dominant political narrative, no matter how convincing, was destined to be overturned by the counternarratives it suppressed. It was true, he said, that revolution was not democratic by nature. Social change didn’t depend on consensus, or even on the desires of the majority, but on the will of those who believed it inevitable. But the world was experiencing such an extreme consolidation and sequestering of wealth that it had become almost impossible to compete with agents of exploitation. Global corporations, everyone knew, were antithetical to human flourishing, but they were so omnipresent in our everyday experiences that it had become almost impossible to envision a better quality of life in their absence.

I looked around for signs of the omnipresence of global corporations and saw a goat eating some trash. The waitress approached the good-looking man with a piece of bread and held it above his head. The problem with revolutionaries, he said, reaching his hand up to receive it, is that they had no control over the immediate present. They spoke convincingly of a glorious future, and sometimes their hopeful rhetoric was enough to galvanize a critical mass of support, but in the end, their aspirations always maintained a sheen of unreality. The waitress stooped to pick his old plate up off the concrete, and then hovered in the air above him, as if she expected him to say thank you. But he didn’t say thank you. He just kept his eyes locked on the average-looking man and continued to describe the deficiencies of people trying to effect comprehensive social change, so the waitress went away.

The process of revolution was uncomfortable, he said, and almost completely antithetical to the postrevolutionary life it promised. There was no inherent joy in disavowing the comforts of complicity, in being tortured, or imprisoned, or separated from one’s family. The sacrifices people made achieved significance only when viewed retrospectively, from a position of success. And so, committing oneself to the cause required a willingness to suspend disbelief and indulge in utopian thinking, such that when people were persecuted, they could believe their suffering to be righteous, the mark of a world that was sure to come, as opposed to an extension of the cruelty native to the current one. But with distance, he said, it was easy to see that almost all suffering people had suffered in vain.

I tried to think about whether or not I had suffered in vain, or if the good-looking man’s proclamation about suffering people in general had implications for every individual suffering person. I wanted to believe that their argument had nothing to do with the arguments I had with myself, and that I was content to listen to them express their ideas about life, politics, and the natural inclinations of human beings, which had no effect on me. But their argument was, in fact, having an effect on me, either because the things they were saying reminded me of things I had once said, or because I felt as if they were talking about me, or about people like me, without addressing us specifically. But that was just how so-called smart people got away with advancing their ill-founded points: speaking confidently on behalf of people who did not feel equipped to speak for themselves.

The good-looking man took a bite of his bread. The average-looking one drained his tea. Their argument, he said, was impossible to resolve, because the conclusions they were inclined to draw depended entirely on the assumptions they had made from the very beginning. The good-looking man, he said, was able to argue that suffering had no meaning only because he had already established that history did not progress. He, on the other hand, maintained an unwavering belief in the possibility of change, and therefore had no trouble imagining some future point at which the struggles of all persecuted people would be redeemed. Their disagreement, he said, was one of pessimism versus optimism. They spoke from oppositional perspectives that were not worth trying to resolve.

I considered walking away, but chose to not walk away, even though the various points being made were becoming so abstract as to lose their political function. I prayed that one of the graduate students, the good-looking one or the average-looking one, would bring up the fate of a specific suffering person or group of suffering people. Otherwise, I would probably go out of my mind, and be forced to find some other self-indulgent group of people to listen in on. I chose to do what I was good at, listen, and tried to look like I was paying attention to something else.

Unfortunately, the good-looking man seemed obsessed with establishing the relative sanctity of his intellect. Hopefulness, he said, gesturing as if summoning his words from thin air, wasn’t a disposition. It was just a problematic coping mechanism that people developed in order to live through the unrelenting harshness of everyday life. Education was partly to blame. Children were introduced to the discipline of history, a mode of storytelling propelled by tragic climaxes, and then told to interpret those climaxes as if they contained affirming life lessons. A student of literature would never read a novel and then expect it to end differently upon subsequent rereadings. But those who claimed to be experts on world historical events were always creating the illusion that their outcomes, though documented already, might rematerialize anew. These experts were no different from fanatics waiting for the Messiah, he said, accidentally dropping and shattering his glass of tea.

The waitress emerged from behind the storefront and crouched to pick up the tiny shards of broken glass. The average-looking man moved to help her, but immediately pricked his finger and became occupied by his injury, a tiny bead of blood. If that was how the good-looking man felt, he said, sucking on the tip of his finger, there was no chance of their conversation progressing past the assumptions the good-looking man had proceeded from. Intellectual growth didn’t depend on consensus, but it did depend on a willingness to recognize one’s inclinations as malleable, or perhaps even misleading. If their debate was about whose preformed judgments were correct, he said, it would probably continue until the end of time. And even if one of them emerged as the clear winner, whose assessment of world historical human relations was proved to be a closer approximation of the truth, it would be the loser, ultimately, who could claim for himself the experience of advancement.

The good-looking man smiled. The possibility of advancement, he said, gesturing above the waitress, who was still collecting the shards of glass, was anyway an illusion. I couldn’t tell if he believed what he was saying, or if he was simply exaggerating a suspicion he had in order to bolster his initial points about the unchanging nature of history. In any case, it was becoming increasingly clear to me that after two days of encountering benign people with ultimately misguided opinions, I had now stumbled upon the two most frustrating graduate students on earth, who were happy to get nowhere, conversationally.

Thankfully, the good-looking man, who seemed completely unwilling to drop his argument about the cyclical and sinister nature of human behavior, decided to change tactics and talk about his father. His father, he said, reminded him of the average-looking man, to the extent that both had been duped by idealism, which had imbued them with a false confidence in their own political agency. The average-looking man excused the waitress, who had not finished picking up the shards of glass. I wondered if he felt the good-looking man’s characterization to be fair or unfair, but he gave no outward signs of judgment and did not contest it.

The good-looking man said that his father had been born in a nearby town to a landlord who furnished his family’s lifestyle by skimming profits from the peasants who tilled their crops on his land. Like all footsoldiers of the ruling class, his grandfather assumed his position to be natural and its continuance a matter of fate. Thinking that his sons would one day assume his title as proprietor, he indoctrinated them in the fundaments of hierarchical leadership, teaching them to think of themselves first as subjects and next as kin. This lack of imagination was his greatest weakness. By constructing his family in the image of the state, he had primed his children well for the revolutionary doctrine that politics begin at home. His eldest son, the good-looking man’s father, confused his relational commitments. As a teenager, he identified less with his father, whom he experienced as a tyrant, than with the peasants, who were likewise subject to his father’s discipline. When the emperor was deposed by the military, and the good-looking man’s grandfather, like almost all officials of the old government, was shot and killed, the good-looking man’s father mourned him in the way one might mourn a difficult but necessary sacrifice. He felt as if he were experiencing the end of a chapter in history.

The military, said the good-looking man, nationalized his grandfather’s land, and then the good-looking man’s father, alongside his comrades, a group of secondary school and university students who had fashioned themselves into intellectuals, fought for that land to be returned to the peasants. At first, they had the support of the peasants, who manufactured faith in the eventual self-determination that the intellectuals promised them. But that promise was speculative. The military retained a tight grip on the present, and so could offer the peasants meager consolation prizes that satisfied their need for immediate relief. The peasants who sided with the military were given renewable leases on the land and in exchange were expected to sell their crops back to the national government below market value. The peasants who sided with the intellectuals were given the promise of an inevitable future in which they retained their profits in full.

The good-looking man’s father lost his ability to win the support of the peasants, who had lost faith in the righteousness of the intellectuals. In order to prove that they were advancing a revolutionary politics and not just sharing a nice idea, the intellectuals decided to arm themselves. The good-looking man’s father traveled to the northern part of the country, where the intellectuals had set up a training camp. There, they were instructed by intellectuals in other countries, who were further along in convincing the world’s reigning regimes that their respective movements, which were really one movement, should be seen as a legitimate threat. The native intellectuals were given guns and taught to use them in order to intimidate, injure, and, if necessary, kill their political enemies. So, finally, the good-looking man’s father was doing something illegal: defending an alternative, still speculative, but supposedly inevitable, way of life.

The average-looking man sighed. He was familiar, he said, with his country’s recent attempts at revolution, and didn’t need to be educated in the failures of intellectuals to grip the imagination of the peasant class. Like he had said, he said, those failures would eventually be redeemed. The good-looking man rolled his eyes at that. Anyway, said the good-looking man, the portion of the story involving the intellectuals and peasants was over. The rest of the story was about the specific failures of his father, and how his attempts to be a good revolutionary had overtaken his responsibilities to his son.

By then it was clear: the graduate students really were dedicated to being unoriginal. I thought to ask God to help me, but before I could ask God to help me, the good-looking man went on. His father, he said, had derived so much fulfillment from the fantasy of communal life that it had warped his attachment to the private security of romantic love. I wondered why the good-looking man felt so confident in his evaluation of his father’s emotions, but that was just how children were: completely ready and willing to create a logic for their parents’ actions, even if that logic demanded that they make a series of unfounded claims about their parents’ interiority, sexual motivations, and whatever other personal things it was best for children not to think about. Even sex, said the good-looking man, fed his father’s illusion that his political aspirations were bringing him pleasure. Climaxing felt revolutionary. When his girlfriend became pregnant, he confused her belly for the world, and when the world gave birth to their son, he received his son’s body as the strike that would change it. But his son, said the good-looking man, hadn’t grown up to be a sign or a symbol; he was just a graduate student who, most days, appeared to himself and to others as stubborn and pessimistic. So, the good-looking graduate student had some self-awareness after all. In my head, I applauded him for that, even if I found his willingness to speculate about his father’s sexual experiences inappropriate.

The average-looking man, who was previously argumentative, seemed content to listen to the good-looking man’s made-up stories about his father’s romantic life. That was how people, even so-called political people, became when they started getting mixed up in things having to do with sex: completely uncritical. He asked the good-looking man to go on. I didn’t want him to go on or not go on, because the conversation, at that point, had almost completely exited the realm of reality. So, the good-looking man did as he pleased, which was, apparently, to go on.

While his mother was pregnant, he said, his father was arrested for assassinating, or attempting to assassinate, a military official, who survived his attempt. He had been born while his father was in prison. Because his mother was still so young, she gave him to her mother, who convinced the rest of the world that he was hers. His real mother, who treated him like a brother, applied for a scholarship to study in another country, where she stayed, even after she graduated, although she wasn’t able to find work. She never came to collect him. She returned only when she was desperate, with a religious group she had met abroad that employed her as their maid. By then, he was a teenager. Everyone had been relieved of their responsibility to him.

The average-looking man asked the good-looking man what had happened to his father. He knew of his father, he said, only what his mother’s mother had told him. He was arrested, and then he was imprisoned, and when he escaped from prison, he fled. He had assumed that being a father would cement his status as a revolutionary. When the revolution failed him, he failed his family. Now, presumably, he was elsewhere, being an individual.

The average-looking man handed the good-looking man a tissue. The good-looking man stared at it, confused, and then realized his cheek was damp. He took the tissue and crushed it within his palm, as if having it in his possession was just as good as using it to wipe his face. I wondered if I should say I was sorry. I felt sad for the good-looking man and could relate to his criticisms of his father, even if I believed they were misguided. People, especially men, had responsibilities in life that they couldn’t be absolved of, even if their previous life experiences were so traumatic that they came to be viewed by the broader public as a traumatized man. Everyone, including traumatized men, had to live with themselves, unless what they had experienced was so bad that it had gotten them killed. Even then, they would have to deal with their legacy, or maybe only other people would, depending on the existence or nonexistence of an afterlife. Either way, it was an unfortunate scenario and ultimately a wrongheaded way to go about one’s life and, potentially, afterlife.

Luckily, the average-looking man said sorry to the good-looking man for me. The good-looking man smiled, and then he stood up. His father, he said, was useless to him, except insofar as he had provided him with an example of the fundamentally self-serving motivations for all human action. The average-looking man tried to argue with that, but he couldn’t argue with that, because the good-looking man had walked away. It was impossible, he said, directing his gaze at the remaining shards of broken glass, to make the insufficiencies of one man into an emblem of the insufficiencies of all men. The waitress, thinking he was calling for her, ran out from behind the storefront, and asked him to repeat his request.

I thought about the average-looking man’s proclamation. While I was thinking about that, he excused the waitress, and then stared at the vacant space on the sidewalk as if trying to find a way to fill it. I said good morning. He looked up at me, and back at the sidewalk, and in a flick of his wrist, motioned for me to sit. I decided whether or not to do that. I tried to imagine approaching him. Honestly, it was difficult to imagine. Once I did approach him, I would have to begin the long descent toward the invisible stool, which seemed to require a balance that I was almost positive I did not have. On top of that, I realized that the man wasn’t average-looking at all, he was just ugly.

So, I ignored his invitation to sit, which was something he couldn’t understand, given that I didn’t walk away, I just stayed standing. The ugly-looking man urged me to accept, and, in addition to flicking his wrist, actually verbalized the fact that he wanted me to join him. Again, I politely declined. But the ugly-looking man insisted I sit, and even called the waitress to bring out a stool. So, there was a stool and an ugly-looking man begging me to sit on it. However, even if I did sit and sat securely, there was the issue of conversation, the details of which neither I nor the ugly-looking man could fully predict, given that it would require both of our participation.

Anyway, he really was ugly looking. I didn’t even want to imagine what kinds of unfortunate questions he would ask me, such as how long it had been since I returned home, what were the conditions of my leaving, what had been my experience as a so-called intellectual during the revolution, my assessment of life in prison, etc. I was always happy to describe my life, but too many people took that idea, “my life,” as license to ask about everything from birth to death, when most of the things that happened in that period, even the ones that were bad, were insignificant conversationally, except insofar as they made other people feel better about the bad things in their own life period. So, yes, I would have been happy to talk with this ugly-looking man about my life, assuming he asked me questions about my tastes, preferences, or opinions on current events, such as my understanding of the world economy in relation to the economy of the country where I had become a citizen. But I had no doubt that this ugly-looking man, who was obsessed with his graduate studies, would ask me for all sorts of details about my personal life experience, which he would then use to further prove his theories about the hopeful nature of politics.

So, the ugly-looking man motioned for me to sit, and I ignored him. I walked away, and he called out to me, throwing in my direction either another invitation or an insult. If I had turned around, I would have heard him clearly, but as it was, I stayed facing the direction of wherever I was going. I didn’t care to know, and I had no means of knowing.





EIGHT


I tried to think about the good-looking man’s father’s suffering in relation to my suffering. Personally, I was fairly certain that I was done with the trauma portion of my life. I didn’t know if God, the self-obsessed graduate students, or my relatives would agree with that assessment, but it seemed to me that everything I was going through or was about to go through was something someone else had gone through before. I would never be alone in it, spiritually, even if I felt alone in it now. I congratulated myself on that, and then life went on.

I turned around and walked away from the traffic, toward a church I could not see but knew existed. I passed a fruit stand and asked the fruit vendor for a piece of fruit. He handed me a large green thing, which was, unbelievably, both rotten and underripe. It was my assumption that food was designed, by God or whomever else, to be delicious, but it seemed clear that in this country, food had plans of its own. Either it would make you full or it would make you sick, and sometimes even things that looked delicious were in fact inedible, which was something that you would discover only if you tried to eat them. In the case of the green thing, I decided not to try that. I gave the fruit vendor some change, rounded the corner, and then threw the rotting so-called fruit into a puddle.

Beyond the fruit stand was a structure made from wood. Yet another knock against the yogurt man’s assessment. It looked like a building, but it was missing some essential building qualities: for example, windows, a door, and a sign describing its function, i.e., FRUIT STAND, POST OFFICE, or MEDICAL CLINIC. Outside the building was a truck. The truck was up-front about its function. It was a bank truck, used for receiving and delivering all kinds of money to the bank, a fact clearly described by some text painted on its side.

I waved hello to the bank truck driver before realizing he was asleep. Then I walked through the doorway of the wooden structure. To my right was a person. He was sitting behind a desk wearing a nice but outdated suit. He looked to me to be a bank teller, which is what I confirmed when I approached him and asked him about the title of his role. I think I must have seemed interested in that, because he decided to give me the details of his job, even though I hadn’t asked.

He said that his job consisted primarily of doing things that people do at any kind of job: for example, waiting for the job to end. In the morning, he had all kinds of hopes for what this particular job could bring him, particularly in terms of his own psychology. He was always trying to get his brain to feel organized, and when he arrived to open the bank, that eventual organization felt not only possible but very likely. The rest of the day consisted of doing addition and subtraction, which were very reliable means of making one’s thoughts feel clear. Unfortunately, addition and subtraction were incredibly boring, which is something he usually remembered by about 11:00 a.m. But he was able to carry on with it, at least until lunch, which is when his mind started to get attracted to all sorts of interesting things beyond his control.

At that point, the bank teller was getting hyper, presumably because his mind was doing the thing he was describing, getting drawn to other interesting things, things that existed beyond our conversation. I asked him what kinds of things he was attracted to. He looked at me, looking for a length of time that seemed to me too long for a bank teller to be looking at his customer. Anyway, he snapped out of it, and kept talking, this time sounding not hyper at all, but kind of depressed. His problem, he said, was that he could never remember the things that interested him. They were just distractions, and even if he felt in the moment that they were exciting or new, his thoughts were ultimately meaningless and led his brain psychology nowhere. That was always the realization he had after lunch. At that point, there was no hope for him, his brain psychology, or his day. He just sat there, his mind running through things that were imperceptible to him, increasingly convinced that the day would continue on forever, and even if it didn’t, the next day was guaranteed to begin again.

The bank teller said he hated the days of the week. I asked him which days of the week he hated in particular. He said he didn’t hate any days of the week in particular, he just hated the fact that there were days of the week in general, and that the days repeated on a seven-day cycle. I asked if he had any alternative cycle to suggest. If he did, he didn’t tell me. He just explained that the days repeated on a seven-day cycle, which got called a week, the weeks repeated on a four-week cycle, which got called a month, and the months repeated on a twelve-month cycle, which got called a year. I didn’t need the bank teller to tell me the basic structure of time, but he seemed interested in telling it to me, so I let him keep doing it.

Anyway, he said, he really hated the fact that every day, he could identify the events of the day as belonging to one day, Monday through Friday, which in turn belonged to one month, January through December, which in turn belonged to one year, from A.D. 1 until however long the world lasted, probably forever. So, no matter what happened to him, no matter what advances he felt he had made in his personal brain psychology, it would always be happening on a day that was destined to be repeated, at an hour he was bound to live through once again, even if he felt, in that particular moment, that he had made a breakthrough that would fundamentally alter his life, the world, or at least the organizing principle of his brain.

I tried to figure out if I was interested in what he was saying. In some ways, I could relate to his frustrations with life. But that was just the way life was: frustrating and at the same time incredibly boring. I tried to say something positive, but I didn’t have anything positive, so I just asked for the time. He looked at his watch and told me it was 1:00 p.m. At this point, he said, the day was sure to go on forever. If that was the case, I felt bad for us both. He looked at me, looking like he believed we were done with life.

The bank teller was in an unfortunate situation, and he had pulled me into it. Although I couldn’t offer a solution to his, now our, problems with having to live through the passing of time, I thought that, as the customer, it might be my responsibility to give us something to do in the specific moment we were currently in. I told him I wanted to make a deposit. He seemed surprised by that, so much so that I wondered if I was confused and had in fact not walked into a bank but into some other kind of decrepit establishment with a bored man sitting at a desk.

But I wasn’t confused. The bank teller was just bad at his job, which is what I learned when he stopped being surprised and began trying to facilitate my deposit. He asked me for my name, and I gave him my brother’s name. Unfortunately, he told me, no one by my brother’s name had an account at the bank. He asked if I would like to open one. I asked him what would be necessary to do such a thing. He told me I would need to provide him with an identification card, proof of address, and an initial deposit. I gave him my wallet. He took out my identification card, which clearly belonged to me, someone who was not my brother. The bank teller looked confused, and then told me he was not authorized to open accounts on behalf of people who were not present. He asked if instead I would like to open an account in my name, but the question of whether I would have liked to open an account in my name was irrelevant, given that I had no use for a bank account in this country, since I was visiting for only a few days’ time. I told him I didn’t want to open an account under my name; I wanted to open an account under my brother’s name, and if I couldn’t open an account under my brother’s name, I just wanted to deposit some money. Unfortunately, he said, a deposit necessitated the existence of an account for the deposit to go into, otherwise the money would just float around without a destination, which was a situation the bank was not equipped to accommodate.

It turned out the bank teller had been right: his brain psychology really was messed up. My situation was clear to me, just as it should have been clear to anyone witnessing it, especially someone as supposedly well versed in financial matters as a bank teller. I had some money in my possession, which I wished to deposit in another place, either a box or a safe or some other person’s possession, so long as it no longer had anything to do with me. But I didn’t explain all that to the bank teller. I just left him with my wallet, including my cash, identification cards, debit card, and whatever else I had in there, and walked out, leaving him to do his job.

That was that. I continued on to the church, which, as far as I knew, was just a few minutes up the road. The town’s architecture was regular architecture. Nothing special was happening with the stones, which anyway were overwhelmed by wood, concrete, plastic, tile, and tin. I tried to forget about the yogurt man’s observations, which probably had nothing to do with reality, and were instead based on the parallel reality in his head. In the meantime, I chastised myself for trusting a random yogurt man’s judgment of a place I once lived and believed I still knew very well. It was tempting to indulge in other people’s fantasies, especially ones having to do with the certainty of accidental death. But most people lived on and on, even in unfortunate conditions, which was what I tried to remind myself of as I approached the church.

So, I ascended the church steps newly convinced of my own spiritual longevity, which is something that churches, in general, were helpful in affirming. A priest came out of the doorway and offered me his cross. I bowed my head and pressed my lips to its four corners, hoping that he had sanitized it or otherwise followed whatever standard cleaning procedures existed for oversize crosses available for public kissing. The priest whispered something I couldn’t understand, most likely because he was saying it in the church language, a very old and convoluted language with an unclear resemblance to the national language, even though the national language had been derived from it. I thought to ask him about the cleaning procedure, but instead I responded in the expected church phrases, hardly able to understand myself. The priest seemed satisfied by that.

He gave me a tap on the shoulder, indicating that our ritual was complete, but by the time I stood up, he had walked away and been replaced with another man, who was clearly not a priest or any person who had any kind of association with God. The man wore a military uniform and had a little cap on his head. I tried to say hello, but before I could say hello, he asked me to please give him my admission fee. I had no idea what he meant by that, “admission fee,” or why a soldier would be charged with collecting admission to a church. That was what I said. He told me that the church had come under possession of the federal government, and thus was treated as a site of revenue, toward which tourists were obligated to contribute. I appreciated his explanation, but, unfortunately, it had nothing to do with me. I thanked him and started to walk through the door of the church.

However, before I could get through the doorway or even see what was beyond the church door, the soldier blocked my body with his arm and again asked me to give him my admission fee. So, it was clear: the soldier was confused, but that was just how soldiers were. They liked to enforce directions, and if they mixed those directions up in their heads such that they no longer made sense, they liked to enforce them anyway. I told him I appreciated his role. Soldiers liked to hear that, appreciation. I told him that I admired the efforts of the government to encourage tourists to aid the local economy. In fact, I neither admired nor did not admire those efforts, given that I was just hearing about them and so had not had an opportunity to form an opinion. Anyway, I repeated that I admired the efforts of the government, and I clarified the fact that I was not a tourist. The soldier asked to see my passport. I had no choice. I gave him my passport, which, as I said, was clearly the passport of another country, containing within it a tourist visa good for three months’ stay.

At that point, I realized the passport, the visa, and probably everything about my appearance could be used as evidence against me. I tried to give the soldier some helpful context: for example, my place of birth in a town a few hours’ drive away, but he told me that none of that was relevant, given that I had chosen to move to another country, to become a citizen of that other country, and to return now for just a short period. Actually, I hadn’t chosen any of that, but, unfortunately, the question of choice was irrelevant when it came to admission fees, which is what the soldier told me while asking once again for my admission.

Unfortunately for him, there was no chance of me paying the admission fee, given that my money had by now been deposited elsewhere. I considered the possibility that the bank teller might have, by chance, deposited my money into some account associated with either the church, the federal government, or this specific soldier, but I thought that bringing up such a possibility might make matters worse, so I decided to reiterate my appreciation, offer the soldier a farewell handshake, and return to the street that I knew from memory, even if my status was technically that of a tourist.

Once again, my journey continued, a fact that I had tried to ignore but could not ignore, because, as the bank teller pointed out, that was just how time was: it went on. The sun had reached its peak. Clouds were gathering at its edges, trying to block the light, but when they approached it, the light just burned them away.

I turned to face the rest of the world, where the road curved downward toward the valley. I considered going back to my place in the fields of whatever, the supposedly useless crops that had sheltered me for one strange night. It was a nice idea, the idea of escaping, but the reality was that I had no means of moving from the idea of escaping to the actual escape, which contained within it promises of finality, resolution, peace, and the like. No matter where I went, even if I went somewhere I felt I could stay forever, it would be only one stop on my journey, a journey with its own specific and predetermined chronology, which would override my individual choices, even if I wished my life and the various forces orchestrating it to be otherwise. I considered retreating to the valley, but by the time I had finished considering it, the retreat seemed absolutely pointless. I decided to stay where I was, even though my decision-making had no influence on my life, the world, or the state of its current events.





NINE


So, I stood where I stood, waiting for my life to happen. However, no one seemed interested in talking with me, which is how important life events usually began: with strangers imposing themselves in pleasant or unpleasant ways, forcing another person to react, regardless of whether or not they were prepared for the interaction. Sometimes life events would occur one right after the other, and sometimes years and years would go by without any life event, such that a person would begin to forget that they were an individual at all. That was how people became naive. They started to believe that they existed in the world in an anonymous, supportive capacity, providing the means by which other people could feel their lives coming into focus. But no one was so lucky as to live a life that was completely indistinguishable, even if they had already lived through so many universal life events, birth, death, oppression, whatever, as to have fulfilled what they wished to be their life allotment.

I wondered to what extent my theory had been gleaned from experiences in my own life versus what I had observed in the lives of others. In some ways, I really had become a supportive figure, fielding my brother’s requests for money, medicine, and the like, which had surely pushed him toward positive interactions with strangers, i.e., unknown but potentially knowledgeable doctors, who in turn pushed him toward similarly positive life events, i.e., healing. But I just as often denied my brother’s requests for money, medicine, etc., which might have made me seem to him a cruel stranger, given that the brother he knew, or claimed to know, would have done anything for a brother in need, even if it constituted a financial burden. If that had been the case, if my brother viewed me as an unsympathetic person despite our close biological relation, my refusal to fulfill his requests might have constituted an imposition of the unwelcome variety, inducing in his days a series of negative life events, i.e., getting sicker.

Unfortunately, I didn’t have much time to think on that front, because another life event was heading my way, this time taking the form of another official-seeming man. I waited for him to ask for my name, admission fee, identification documents, or some other meaningless but supposedly essential thing. But he didn’t do anything like that. Instead, he just said hello, smiling as if it was completely normal to greet strangers with kindness, even ones who had completely lost their influence on the world, their family, and their own personal life. I said hello, trying to make my face match his expression. These days, I couldn’t make my face do anything. It just did what it wanted: smiled, frowned, dangled around, whatever.

The man wasn’t wearing a uniform or any kind of hat. In fact, his head was completely bald, even more so than my own. He looked to be about seventy-five and was dressed in a shirt and pants almost identical to the ones I was wearing. They were of a refined quality, but they had been neglected by the man, who had spilled something, maybe coffee or tea or something else brown and unfortunate, all over both items. He didn’t seem to feel too bad about it, though, or if he did, he hid those feelings from his expression, which was still pleasant as he encouraged me to follow him down the street and through a gate. I thanked him for his encouragement and continued on, having no idea what kind of situation I was continuing on to, or why I had developed a sudden curiosity about a nice-looking man in a stained outfit.

I walked through the gate, an action that clarified absolutely nothing. Behind it was a pile of dirty clothes. I started to exit back through the gate, but before I could exit back through the gate, the nice-looking dirty man encouraged me to pick from the pile. I looked at the pile. Nothing to see there, and anyway I had no desire to purchase dirty clothes, which is what I told the dirty man before motioning to leave. He smiled, his whole face sacrificing itself to the expression, and told me that the clothes were not available for purchase. The clothes had been donated by people in a foreign country. Although these people were ashamed of their old possessions, they were nevertheless attached to the idea of their possessions being used to their full extent. So, he said, picking up a pink shirt, they gave them to a local charity, which promised to deliver them to people who needed them, people like us. People like us helped people like them feel assured that nothing was going to waste. I looked at the man, wondering what he thought we had to do with each other. Anyway, he was still talking, so I let him go on.

In exchange for reduced tariffs on imports, things like coffee, oil, and tea, the government had agreed to receive these unwashed fashions in quantities so large they occupied entire municipal buildings. When deliveries were especially large, he said, they rationed them out immediately, sending them to the countryside in lieu of things the local government had asked for, and which might have sustained its constituents forever. The nice-looking man smoothed the pink shirt and brown pants between his palms and then hung them over his forearm, which he held out with the dignity of a rack.

I thanked him for his explanation and kindly asked him to describe his role in all this. He told me that as a young man, he had wanted to become a member of the clergy and had organized his life according to the principles of goodness under God’s approval, or at least what he assumed to be goodness under God’s approval, given that he had never had the opportunity to convene with God. I had no idea what God had to do with foreign people and their dirty clothes, or why the nice-looking man needed to retreat all the way back into his childhood to describe our present moment, but I assumed he would eventually answer my question, so I let him go on, hoping that all the backstory, conversation, etc., would constitute a life event so significant that my patience would have been worth it.

He said he tried to tread lightly in the lives of others and to view their behaviors, even ones that caused him pain, as the strange expressions of problematic and beautiful interior lives. He felt he had a gift for seeing people outside of who they were to him. Eventually, he began to feel his gift as a calling, and he tried to use it in everyday life. His mother had died in childbirth, and his father, who had loved his mother, was worried his son might contain something of the devil. And so, when the nice-looking man, then a child, told his father he wished to lead a religious life, his father was more than happy to send his son to church school, where he would live among priests, deacons, and all the small children who felt it their destiny to become one of them.

When he left for school, the nice-looking man had expected to find a community of empathetic people, but what he found was that the people were the same as people he had encountered anywhere else, they just had a particular interest in God. The other children were kind, polite, and deferential, but were altogether too eager to exercise their future duties as religious leaders. Because he was the youngest among them, and physically quite small, they often tried to simulate with him the mechanics of confession.

His smile slackened as he said that, but then he stretched it back up. In their eyes, he said, his vulnerability was clear, and they projected onto him what they didn’t want to recognize in themselves. Although they imagined the ritual to be therapeutic, with this nice-looking dirty man as the needful recipient of their generous embrace, they simply attributed to him the problems that he was later asked to resolve in them. The ritual, which didn’t require his participation, instilled in them the fantasy of closeness. He clapped his hands together when he said that, “closeness,” letting them linger there for a moment before pulling them back apart.

I told the man I was sorry. His smile grew a little bigger, and he asked me what I was sorry for. I thought about that. It seemed clear to me that what he was describing, the process of seeing other people for who they were but being seen only as a projection, was lonely, or at least had the potential to become so if it continued on and on. Subconsciously, I was also probably saying sorry for myself, given that I had once again gotten into a long exchange about a stranger’s life story, whose relation to my own was either unclear or completely nonexistent. Anyway, I didn’t feel like talking about my subconscious, so I just told him that his previous circumstance sounded lonely making. He thanked me for my apology. Unfortunately, he didn’t clarify whether or not his previous circumstance was lonely making. He just went on describing it.

After some years, he said, he was ordained as a deacon. His father was happy about that, given that it seemed to indicate once and for all that his son did not, in fact, belong to the devil. While he talked about his father, the nice-looking man didn’t sound judgmental or resentful, which was how most people, in my experience, tended to sound when they talked about their parents. He just stated the trajectory of his father’s feelings as if they were objective and unavoidable facts that had no bearing on his own interior life, sense of self, or other relationships.

I guess he was telling the truth: he really could see people outside of who they were to him. I wondered how much I could relate to that, but it was hard to wonder that for too long, given that I wanted to hear what the nice-looking dirty man was going to say next. He was ordained as a deacon, he said, and if all had gone well, he would have applied to become a priest, and beyond that a monk, whose responsibilities were greater than those of a typical clergy member, and would have required becoming an expert in poetry, astrology, and fortune-telling. However, he said, all had not gone well.

I was waiting for the nice-looking dirty man to tell me what had gone wrong in his life, but he didn’t tell me what had gone wrong in his life. He just continued smiling. I wanted to ask him to go on but wasn’t sure that would be the right thing to do. When someone indicates that they’ve suffered, it’s tempting to ask them to elaborate. But the fact of their suffering is often knowledge enough, and the details serve only to satisfy a selfish curiosity. Once that curiosity is satisfied, the horrible details stick with you, and get folded into your personal life and perception of the rest of the world, even if they have nothing to do with you. So, sometimes it’s best to end the conversation abruptly. In this particular case, it didn’t matter what was best, because after his initial pause, the nice-looking man went on.

One day, some years after he had become a deacon, the other deacons in his life started to look at him with alarm. They asked him why he was being the way he was being, but he didn’t know what they meant by that, because he was just being himself. They told him to stop that. They told him he was really scaring them. He couldn’t identify what in his behavior was causing their distress, but they, not just the deacons, but also everyone in the church around him, regarded him as if he was acting strangely. They stopped addressing him directly but were constantly talking about him in his presence. They said he couldn’t hear them, but he could hear them, or at least he thought he could. If he was hearing them correctly, the church people were saying that something had made its way inside of him, and that if he had any chance of eradicating it, something drastic would need to be done. He tried to feel inside of his body, but he couldn’t feel inside of his body, because his body was just a continuation of the thing that was trying to feel it. He tried to articulate that idea, the idea of a continuous self, but the church people said he was speaking the wrong language. His words were clear to him, but when other people heard them, they said he was incomprehensible and evil. He was pretty sure he wasn’t evil, but anyway he couldn’t be entirely sure, because everyone around him, people he knew as good and whom he therefore had learned to trust, believed him to be so.

While he said all this, the nice-looking man kept his body still and smiled whenever he could, between words, phrases, and images. Everything happened so quickly, he said, that it wasn’t until he had been gagged, strapped down, and blindfolded that he realized he was undergoing an exorcism. He paused to smile. Then he continued. He said he believed priests in general but was having a hard time believing these particular priests, who insisted that something was inside of him. He tried to believe them, scrutinizing his insides, but when he returned to the outside of his body, he felt he had found nothing but himself. He tried to say all that, but again the priests called his language evil and directed him to stop speaking it. He obeyed their order and was so committed to obeying their order that even when they pressed hot coals to his bare skin, he kept silent, and agreed, once the priests declared the exorcism over, that he had felt no pain at all.

I tried to decide whether or not it had been worth it to hear about the nice-looking man’s suffering. It made me think about the suffering in my life, which made it not worth it, but it also probably had some positive effect on him, if he had been keeping the suffering compressed within his own mind, which made it worth it. So, I tried to stop my own suffering from emerging, while also trying to show the nice-looking man that he was welcome to release his. He seemed to want to do that, because he started to give me more information, primarily around the consequences that the exorcism had had for the rest of his life.

It might have been true, he said, that the exorcism had saved him from something evil, something that had either originated in him or possessed him unexpectedly. If that was the case, if he had in fact been saved, he was grateful. But his gratitude didn’t diminish the fact that the exorcism had taken from him his ability to understand people apart from the harm they might cause him. Every interaction now carried with it an undercurrent of fear, such that his capacity for empathy froze before it could be practiced. He looked at me, smiling with his whole body.

I asked the nice-looking man if he felt fearful of me. Smiling, he said no. I felt good about that. I wanted to ask him what about me, in particular, made him feel safe. I thought perhaps he understood that his suffering related somehow to my suffering and could see that we had similar problems in trying to release it. I considered trying to demonstrate that similarity by telling him the story about my sick brother and my experience with torture, including hot coals, in the prison where I was a political prisoner, the memory of which was only partially accessible to me, given that time, geography, and my changing legal status as a citizen, refugee, tourist, etc., had conspired to dislocate me from it. I considered releasing that story, but I didn’t want to release it, and anyway releasing it might not have been necessary, because the effects of those events had surely spread beyond my internal psychology and were probably visible to the nice-looking man through my mannerisms, speech, and general appearance. So, yes, he was probably already aware of the similarity, which served as the basis for his lack of fear. Either that or he liked the fact that I was also relatively good-looking.

Anyway, my time was up for wondering about the impression I made because before I could ask the nice-looking man any questions, he told me that he never felt fearful among the people he met at work. I had no idea what his work had to do with it and said as much. He told me that when he had signaled to his fellow members of the clergy that he wished to leave the church, they encouraged him to stay close by. Honestly, he said, he had thought they would probably be happy to have him out of the general vicinity. Although they liked to reassure him of his unique capabilities, perspective, and holiness, he knew that no one liked to be in the presence of someone who had communed with the devil, even if the devil had been willed away. So, he left, and no one protested, but they asked that he take care of distributing the clothes in the pile on the weekends so that they might not expand beyond their designated area within the gate. He was content, he said, to find people who needed the clothes, because the interaction went only one way. He gave as much as he wished, expecting nothing, and so there was no one he met that he had the capacity to fear, and when the people walked away, he forgot about them altogether.

So, that was that: the explanation I was looking for. The nice-looking, suffering man was just a worker doing his job. I thanked him for his story, his explanation, and everything else, and offered my hand for him to shake. That was a stupid thing to do, or at least I assumed it was, because the man just smiled at me, leaving my hand to do whatever it was doing. I looked at it, my hand, and then I pulled it away. The smiling man pulled it back. I was waiting for him to shake it so that I might, once and for all, get on with my day, but instead he turned up my palm and deposited the pink shirt and brown pants into it.

I thanked him for the gesture, whatever it was, and explained that I didn’t need these clothes or any clothes from the pile. He didn’t seem to care about that, my perception of my own need, because he encouraged me to take the clothes, and, in fact, insisted that I put them on now, in front of him, so that he might see how I inhabited the outfit that he had picked out on my behalf. I didn’t have time to consider the proposition, because my body just did what he said. I took the clothes, and under the cover of the nice-looking man’s body, which he spread around me so that I was sheltered from the street and all the potential nosy people on it, I took off the clothes that had been picked out for me by my wife and replaced them with the ones that had been picked out for me by this stranger, who might or might not have had the devil still in him. When I was done with that, I looked myself up and down. My pants were the color of dirt, and my shirt advertised an event called a “family reunion.” I thought to thank the man, but I didn’t thank the man, because, to be honest, I had no idea how to feel about what he had done to me, conversationally. I said goodbye. He said goodbye, and then I turned around, walking back through the gate and onto the street, putting an end to that confusing interaction once and for all.

Big surprise: once again God or the devil had plans for the interaction to last longer than I had intended. The man ran after me, and, before I had time to run away from him, he threw onto my shoulders my cousin’s ugly leather jacket, which, he said, smiling, he couldn’t let me leave behind. One thing was for sure: I looked like a corpse, and I smelled like one, too.





TEN


I walked somewhere, who knows where. While I did that, I tried to assess my situation. There were things that I knew and wished I didn’t know, things having to do with my own life experience, and then there were also things that I didn’t know but that at this point in my journey I had some desire to know, for example the state of my brother’s illness and whether or not I had had any effect on it, either positive or negative. I wondered if the fact that I wanted that information but had not yet received it meant that I was now “in need.” That might have been what the nice-looking, formerly possessed man was getting at by giving me the horrible clothing I was now wearing, even though what he provided for me did nothing to fill the informational hole that now constituted my primary life problem. That was just how strangers acted when they saw someone they thought was in need: they gave them whatever they had, even if what they had was completely useless to the person they were trying to help, because helping someone else was usually just as much about helping oneself feel better about one’s personality, likability, and so on.

As I was thinking about that, a young woman in a business suit approached me and held out her hand. She was incredibly tall, much taller than me, a middle-aged man of average height, so much so that I wondered if she was a giant, or otherwise had been born with some kind of deformity. I felt sorry for her, and considered saying something, but then I realized that she wasn’t tall, I was just sitting on the ground. So, the businesswoman was trying to help me up. I thanked her for that, grabbed her hand, and used it to stand to my full height, which was, in fact, only a few inches shorter than hers. She smiled at me, and I smiled back. I didn’t understand the meaning of our facial expressions, but the experience was pleasant overall, so I let myself stand there, even though being next to her made me feel short.

When the interaction had reached a natural conclusion, I tried to let go of her hand, but she grabbed my hand with her other hand and turned it over so that I held toward her my open palm. She reached her hand inside her pocket, withdrawing a few coins of insignificant value. Then she placed the coins inside my open palm, using her fingers to wrap my fingers around the money she hoped I would accept as my own. Before I could decide to accept or not accept it, or even evaluate if the insignificant coins had anything to do with my life, the woman walked away and down the street, disappearing into an office-looking building some blocks away.

It seemed that God had heard my ongoing questions about my potential status as a needy person and had instrumentalized the unusually tall businesswoman to deliver to me my final results: I looked like a beggar, and whether or not I was one didn’t matter, given that how people treated one another depended primarily on appearances. I liked to think that my thoughts were private, even from God, but clearly they belonged to some pattern, i.e., humanity, and would affect the physical realm, even if I articulated them to myself only as “thought experiments.” I vowed to ask myself no more questions of consequence and moved to follow the businesswoman so that I could return to her the money that I did not want, even if God believed I needed it.

On the ground floor of the office-looking building, I saw an open door, and through it a collection of computers scattered across the floor. The space seemed to have no organizing principle, and there were no customers or businesspeople for it to organize around. I walked through the doorway and said hello, expecting a response from the businesswoman or one of her associates. Unfortunately, no one said anything in return. I tried again, this time inquiring specifically about the presence of an abnormally tall businesswoman. Again, I heard nothing. The computers seemed to be off, but I approached one anyway. Hello, I said, kneeling to face the screen, obviously not expecting it to say anything. The computer went from black to green and made a sound like a greeting, or the greeting I assumed a computer would make if computers had language. I held the mouse and clicked on it randomly, wondering if it could somehow maneuver me toward the internet. Clearly, I was distracted from the project of finding the businesswoman and returning to her the money she had mistakenly given to me, but that was the effect that computers had on people: distraction. A box appeared and alerted me to the fact that I could go wherever I wanted.

Apparently, where I wanted to go was to my email, because that was where I went. I had one new message, which was an error message. It appeared that the note to my friend, like the note to my wife, had not been delivered. I opened a new message, addressed it to my wife, and began typing. Hello, I typed. By now you probably know I have made it to the countryside. I am doing extraordinarily well and am very happy to be here, but I would appreciate it if you could please tell me what is going on. Everyone is treating me like a king, for which I am grateful, but I am confused as to my purpose here, and would like that to be clarified at your earliest convenience. I am telling everyone you say hi, and they are telling you hi, too.

Once again, I had deployed an inaccurate description of my own life circumstance in order to reassure my wife about the general state of our home country while simultaneously trying to subtly indicate that I was having some problems. I pressed “send.” Again, I got the error message, so again I pressed “send.” The error message appeared again, and then again, and so many more times that I began to wonder if the error message itself was the product of an error. I decided that that was the case, and then I left it alone. I typed “Br” into the search bar, and then I deleted it. I typed “Br” again, and then my hands typed “other.”

Hi there brother, I read. It was great to hear that you are fine and O.K. My health and physical conditions seem to be at their most questionable, under the U.S. presidency of the First Black Man. My wish is to ask you for some money this month, in addition to the usual prescription, which seems to be lost in the mail. $300 would be fine. May you have an amazing day, Your Grateful Brother.

Dear Brother, I read. Kindly accept my greetings and best wishes. My wish is to express to you my interest in purchasing a studio apartment in Egypt for the reasonable price of 200,000 Egyptian pounds. It could be good for when the pain becomes insufferable and the need for a vacation arises. In addition, it could be a wonderful place for you and other loved ones to visit. My wish is that you buy it for me. The details are as follows: Tel 0800 224 8062. Kindly yours, Brother

My brother. Breaks in communication are fatal to any individual. Let us come to a common understanding. As I have mentioned, the need for medical treatment is out of control. Kindly yours, your Brother. PS My wish is that you note my request for $100 or $150. My wish is that you not ignore it.

I clicked on the most recent message.

Dear Brother. Still no prescription or money and I fear it’s too late for that. My wish is that you send me food. You may forward all food items to my address via international postal services. You may consider energy bars, powder drinks, and high-calorie products as fit for mail delivery. Kindly yours, Brother.

I didn’t know what was wrong with my brother’s body, or why he felt so confident charging me with the authority to fix it. Clearly, he had a talent for evoking guilt, even in people who were familiar with his tendency to lie, exaggerate, and misallocate resources meant to sustain his own well-being. I didn’t know why I was so compelled by his account of his own ailments, or why I believed that his ailments had been exacerbated by his environment. My brother did not enjoy being sick, but he did enjoy being dependent on me in order to get better. He believed that his reliance on me was what maintained our bond as family. To me, family was a series of relations you were born with. They endured regardless of whether or not you chose to maintain them.

Thankfully, that was the end of my thought process. I checked the news in the country where I had become a citizen. Everyone seemed to be having a crisis. In a remote town, a woman had won the lottery and forgotten all about everyone, including her children. Her granddaughter was baptized, and she didn’t even show up for that. That was how busy she was spending her money. Her family and friends were sad because they missed her, but ultimately, they hadn’t been worried about her, given that she was so rich. They worried only about her absence from their lives. But eventually, she grew so addicted to spending money that she became bankrupt. Now she had no home, no car, and was living in a homeless shelter, despite the fact that she had plenty of family with tons of spare bedrooms. No one could forget how quick she had been to forget them, so now they claimed not to remember her. The writer reporting the story was trying to decide whether the lottery was good or bad. When she was done talking about the rich homeless woman, she said that it was her opinion that the lottery was ultimately good. The government couldn’t control how people spent their money, and so although what had happened to this specific woman was horrible, it was only one example of the many outcomes that could occur if someone won the lottery, most of them very positive.

Unfortunately, since I last checked the news, more people had continued to die. In a large city on the coast, one very famous celebrity had passed away tragically. No one knew exactly what had happened to him, but most experts agreed that his death could have been prevented via some sort of intervention by either his doctors, his family members, his fans, or a combination thereof. However, the experts were torn on one key factor: his race. When he was alive, he claimed to have some sort of condition that had permanently altered the color of his skin. Now that he was dead, no one could agree whether the skin condition had been real or if the answer to that question had anything to do with how he should be mourned by the public. I looked at his picture, trying to figure out which experts I agreed with. To me he didn’t look like he had a race, he just looked dead.

The next dead man that the news was talking about was definitely black. No one had a picture of him, so I couldn’t see his race for myself, but that was how all the people consulted for the news story described him: “a dead black man.” Actually, he wasn’t dead. Everyone was just eager to declare him as such. He had lost the capacity to think and breathe, and now machines were doing that work for him. In fact, I was already familiar with this particular so-called dead man because he was the foreign kidnapper about whose heart attack I had read/heard the day before. Some people thought his dying was a good thing, and other people thought it was bad, but anyway it was happening, and now his wife, who had accepted the fact that her husband was no longer alive, even if he was not yet officially dead, was trying to mourn him. She didn’t think it mattered that he had been a criminal. She just wanted the police, who were responsible for his dying, to pay the cost to send his body, once it was fully dead, back to whatever country it had come from. But the police didn’t want to do that. They said they weren’t responsible for his dying, and that in fact he, the dying man, was responsible for it, given that he had decided to commit a crime and anyway had a preexisting condition. He was dying, so no expert could conclude whether or not he had decided it, or if he even knew the law such that he was aware of the fact that he was committing a crime. It really was a messy issue, one that the news people seemed completely divided on, and I myself had none of the crucial details, i.e., the dying man’s name, country of birth, place of death, etc., to form a judgment.

As usual, reading the news got boring. I considered waiting until there was more news, but even that news would get boring. I decided to type my brother’s name into the news site’s search bar. Obviously, nothing came up, which is what I expected, even if I was hoping to encounter some unexpected scenario in which I might be surprised. But that was how the news was. It had nothing to do with ordinary people, even if information about those ordinary people was very important to the individual browsing the news. It was just about entertainment.

The news people had once again failed in that regard, because I was no longer entertained by anything they had to say. I clicked out of the window and moved the mouse to a zone on the screen where I believed it would shut off the computer. Instead, the thing I clicked initiated a horrible noise, like a telephone in crisis, which went on and on. I said hello, wondering if I could get the attention of the missing businesswoman or one of her associates. No one came, not even a non-businessperson such as myself. The sound continued. I wondered if the computer might be suffering a stroke or whatever stroke equivalent applied to machines. I tried to lift it, to take it to either the businesswoman or some other person more equipped than me at handling a machine with a life of its own, but it was so hot that I was worried it had begun the process of self-detonation. So, I just unplugged it, hoping that the solution might be to induce in the computer a temporary death. Then I exited the building.

I walked onto the street, back toward the blur of cars, cows, and goats, and took stock of my belongings: my passport, including a tourist visa good for three months’ stay; the clothes on my body, including the horrible-smelling pants, a shirt, and my cousin’s ugly leather jacket; the shoes on my feet; and my beard, poking through my skin. I let my feet carry me to where I was going. While they did that, the upper half of my body began to feel constrained. My lungs were pressed against my chest, and my heart was reaching toward my ribs. It had a designated place but was for some reason choosing to fall from it. I could see it pulsing through my shirt, and with my free hand I gripped it, trying to urge it back into its place.

My heart needed help. Usually, I gave it that help in the form of my blood pressure medication, which I didn’t have. I thought an aspirin would suffice, but I didn’t have that either, so I walked to where I knew there would be a pharmacy. When I got there, I asked the pharmacist for blood pressure medication. She was a young woman with a purposeless face. She told me she couldn’t give me blood pressure medication unless I had a prescription. I told her I did have a prescription. She asked to see that prescription, but I didn’t have that prescription, so I gave her my passport. Her mouth moved, but when she talked, I just heard my blood churning through my veins. I said, What? She said, Your passport has nothing to do with a prescription. I told her I was aware of that fact, but that I did not currently have a prescription with me, because I was simply a tourist, as was indicated by the country of my passport. She didn’t seem to like the sound of that, because she just turned her lips down and looked at me as if I had a problem, which I did, the problem being my lack of blood pressure medication. My heart was sinking toward the bottom of my chest. I asked her if she could give me an aspirin. She said they didn’t have that. I asked her what they did have that she could give me. She excused herself, took my passport, and went to a place far away from the counter, one I couldn’t see. When she returned, she offered me a large pill filled with liquid. I asked her what it was. She said, What? I raised my voice to be louder than my blood pressure and said, What is it? She made her speech slow, as if I were stupid, and told me it was a nasal decongestant. She handed me a glass of water. I swallowed the pill and then handed her the insignificant change gifted to me by the businesswoman, which seemed an appropriate amount of money for a medicine that would not help me whatsoever.

My heart kept doing whatever it was doing. The sun was drooping. On the sidewalk, businesses were closing up their windows in preparation for lunch. Men and women and all kinds of people were shuffling out of storefronts, hailing taxicabs and boarding buses that would carry them home. I felt my heart pulse in my chest and my lungs swell rapidly to cushion it.





ELEVEN


I looked at my surroundings, trying to understand their meaning. I was beginning to get sick of being an ignorant person. I tried to think about how much control I had on that front. Some situations in life really were confusing and couldn’t be appreciated without prior knowledge about local customs, current events, and other people’s personal lives. However, that information was usually discernible, even if it wasn’t explained in a straightforward manner. Even invisible histories had their physical manifestations. People just chose to ignore those manifestations, because being ignorant gave them an excuse to do whatever they wanted, regardless of how other, less-ignorant people felt about it.

I wondered to what extent my choices had led me to the situation I was now living through. Practically, I had played no role in recent events. As I said, my plane ticket had been purchased for me, and my bag had been packed on my behalf. Someone had arranged my itinerary, either my wife, who had packed my bag and purchased my ticket, or some combination of people who cared about my life trajectory. Surely, they had a destination in mind, most likely my brother’s sickbed, even if that destination was not yet entirely perceptible to me. That was the way things were in our culture. Death was a communal process, even if you wanted to experience it alone.

So, that was that. I hadn’t chosen my ignorance. It had simply been thrust upon me by tradition, which preceded everything I knew in life, even my birth, dating back to God knows when. The only choice I had was to comply or not comply, but even that was not a choice I could make in isolation, because I had all my ancestors behind me, urging me to go along with their customs. It was difficult to know whether customs had survived because they were good and helpful to those who practiced them, or because people were rewarded, socially, for going along with the status quo.

Best of luck to my ancestors and all the other so-called good-willed people who claimed to care about my life trajectory. I hoped they knew what they were doing, and that whatever sad and unfortunate thing was ahead of me would be worth the confusion I was now living through. Now that my brother was close to death, his illness was a fact that I was willing to acknowledge. However, now that I was willing to acknowledge it, the rest of the world had arranged itself such that no one else was willing to acknowledge it. That was the problem with timing. It was always bad, and even if you thought it was good, your timing would just continue on, eventually coming into conflict with someone else’s timing. There was no such thing as coincidence. Tradition had too much control over reality to allow for chance encounters.

While I was thinking about all the problems in my past, present, and future, a woman walked up to me and offered me salvation. Clothing covered her whole body. She was wearing a suit jacket, which was ugly, and a skirt, which was also ugly. She had a squished-up nose and no torso. Her legs just stretched up to her face, and at the end of her face, her yellow hair pulled her back down. She was white. I thanked her for her offer, not sure if she was offering immediate salvation, relieving me of my high blood pressure; or more general salvation, relieving me of my culture, family members, and the control they exerted over every aspect of my life. I asked for clarification on that front. Unfortunately, she was not prepared to offer clarification. That was what she said. If I wanted to learn more, I would need to follow her to her residence, which was where information about the logistics of salvation was made available to the public.

I thought about going to her residence. I didn’t usually accept invitations from random women, on account of the fact that it could seem inappropriate. However, I had just determined that nothing in life was random. If the woman had sexual intentions, so be it. I would either accept them or reject them, and as a consequence of that acceptance or rejection, more things would happen to me, sexual or otherwise. In the end, I would live or die, just like everyone else. Also, I wasn’t even sure the woman had a body, that was how thorough her clothing was. So, I decided to follow her to her residence, which was, apparently, a few minutes down the street.

While we walked, I focused on the woman, trying to decide whether she herself was ugly, or if her ugliness was limited to her ugly clothes. Unfortunately, before I could make a judgment about her level of attractiveness, she welcomed me to her residence, a nice-looking bungalow with a well-maintained front yard. But it wasn’t her residence. It was my residence, or maybe it wasn’t my residence, but it had, at the very least, once belonged to me. The residence she was trying to lead me to, the residence where I would supposedly learn about my potential salvation, was the bungalow I used to reside in, which had been handed down to me from my father, and before him my father’s father, and before him, probably God himself. I tried to ask the woman whom the residence now belonged to, but she thought I was talking about spiritual belonging, not the ownership of private property. I tried to clarify my position as a former owner of the residence, relaying the year I had come into possession of the bungalow, the various repairs I had made once I’d moved in, the year I had departed, etc. She switched languages and told me she didn’t understand what I meant by that. Her face lost its characteristics, which were minimal to begin with, and her smile didn’t convey happiness or encouragement. It was just a default expression. It seemed like she had lost her grasp on the language entirely, so I switched languages again and thanked her for her hospitality, hoping that her offer of salvation was still on the table.

My ancestors really were enjoying themselves, because my decision had led me straight into the very thing I had just determined did not exist: coincidence. I congratulated them on that one, and then I walked up the porch steps, which were my porch steps, onto the porch, which no longer belonged to me. The porch was flanked by banana trees, which were my banana trees, but which under my ownership did not produce bananas that ever became ripe. I looked at the bananas. They were, yes, ripe. I think the woman saw me looking at them, because she asked me if I was hungry. But I wasn’t hungry. I was just admiring her accomplishment in defying the self-destructive tendencies of the natural landscape, which I myself had been unable to defy. In my head, I was also admiring my own accomplishment in coming across a woman who seemed to have a legitimate capacity for facilitating the process of salvation, at least when it came to bananas. So, I told her I wasn’t hungry, and then we moved on.

She led me through the front door, which was propped open by a metal replica of the King James Bible. Inside, all the bungalow’s natural surfaces had been made soft. The walls were draped with fabric, and the floors were wrapped with pink carpet. I tried to look out the window, but the windows were covered with blinds that had been painted with various portraits of Jesus Christ. So, it was clear: my former home was being used to facilitate religious, not sexual, experiences. I made the sign of the cross and took off my shoes. Then the woman carried them away.

I waited for her to return, hoping for a pair of slippers, but it seemed that she had left me to go through the process of salvation on my own and completely barefoot. I walked down some stairs and into a living room, which used to be my living room, where the couches and chairs, which I had once arranged in a circle, had been rearranged in a straight line. For a moment, I thought about pushing everything around and returning it to its original placement. But the couches and chairs were not my couches and chairs, and even if I tried to force them into the position of my couches and chairs, they would not feel like my couches and chairs, given that the people who used to sit on my couches and chairs were probably sick, dying, or dead already. Plus, I had a legitimate interest in the offer of salvation, which was likely dependent on my willingness to sit and wait for the arrival of a priest, minister, or the Messiah himself. So, I resigned myself to forgetting the project of forcing the bungalow’s interior design to conform to my own previous preferences and sat. However, once I sat, my soul’s desire to be redeemed started competing with my bowels’ desire to be relieved. I was forced to temporarily cede control of my actions and wait for my soul and bowels to battle it out. In the end, I left the site of my potential salvation and walked toward the dining area, my dining area, which led to a hallway, my hallway, which led to the toilet.

Sadly for my bowels, my journey to the toilet got interrupted, for the dining area was filled with all sorts of people praying at a table. The people looked like nothing. All of them paused their praying to look up at me. I think they were waiting for me to say something, most likely something that would answer their prayers. Politely, I asked if they would excuse me, for I was on my way to the toilet. However, they didn’t excuse me. They just stood up, and then they were approaching me, and then they were hugging me. The yellow-haired woman entered the room and was hugging me, too. I thought I might be expected to hug them back, but I didn’t hug them back, because the pressure in my bowels prevented me from taking any action other than an action that would relieve it.

Finally, the formerly praying, nothing-looking people’s welcoming ceremony was over. A man, pulling away from me, motioned for the other men to do the same. Then they sat. All the nothing-looking people were men, except for the woman, who stayed standing. Again, I excused myself, mentioning that I was on my way to the toilet. Finally, a man, seemingly the leader of all the men, smiled and then instructed me to walk down the hallway, my hallway, which ended in the bathroom, my bathroom. The door, he said, would be on my right. I thanked him for his instructions. Then I left.

I sat on the toilet and prepared to relieve myself. However, when I tried to relieve myself, my bowels had nothing to relieve myself of. So, I had pain in my pelvis, and absolutely no means of fixing it. I pulled up my pants and looked at the window, which had been replaced with a stained-glass portrait of Jesus’s crucified body from behind. I felt I could relate to his distress. I walked back to the dining area, feeling completely constipated, but closer to the experience of Christ.

I returned to the table, and the main man gestured for me to sit. I sat, waiting for one of the men to say something. But none of the men said anything. They just looked down at their laps and smiled, as if they were completely content and had never experienced anything bad in their lives whatsoever, including constipation. I tried to think of something that would break the silence. I asked them where they were from. The man looked around the table, trying to obtain permission to speak for all the men. The woman was still standing, and he made eye contact with her, too. Then he went on. He told me that they were lucky to have been born in a country that had within it everything of importance, for example, the Garden of Eden, New Jerusalem, and the site of the restoration of True Faith. I congratulated them on that achievement, the achievement of being born in the right place. He thanked me for my congratulations. But in a more general sense, he said, they were also from here, to the extent that “here” was representative of all places that could be redeemed through association with their home country and the spirituality contained there. I wasn’t sure if he was referring to the house, which used to be my house, or to the general vicinity, which technically belonged to the general population vis-à-vis the federal government and wasn’t associated with private ownership whatsoever. I asked him to clarify. He told me that the house was just a house. It was where they rose, ate, studied, and prayed, but the real work happened outside of it, among people who considered him, who considered all of them, strangers, but who would, if that work was successful, come to describe them as family.

He said he felt like he could speak for everyone when he said that their expectations for the country had been exceeded. As he said that, “speak for everyone,” he glanced around the table. All the nothing-looking people nodded and smiled with their mouths open. The man seemed satisfied by that. They had been sent here, he said, to offer an official invitation. In my head, I thought they had so far failed in that regard, given that they had invited me into their house, my house, but had yet to offer me a meal, cup of coffee, glass of water, anything. I let the man, speaking for all the men, go on.

The invitation, he said, was open to everyone. Although it had previously been restricted to individuals from countries like theirs, the church had determined that the invitation should be extended to everyone, and, in fact, individuals from countries like mine could benefit from it the most. I asked him how people who were from countries like mine but had attained citizenship in countries like theirs fell into that category. He smiled and told me it didn’t matter, because that method of categorization belonged to the past. As I said, he said, now the invitation is extended to everyone, even people like you. By “you,” I assumed he meant me, but he was looking beyond me, toward some history he thought I might contain. It isn’t their fault, he said, that they were born with the sins of others inside of them. In fact, he said, that sinfulness makes them worthy of salvation. I asked him whom he meant by “them.” He told me my question was beside the point. They, he said, I mean you, he said, are welcome.

To be honest, I had no idea what I was welcome to, given that neither the man nor any of the other people associated with him had offered me anything, so far as I could tell, except for a place to sit and the opportunity to view an over-the-top renovation of a home that was once mine. I thanked him for that and asked him how he had come into possession of the house. He looked around the room, and then told me that in a spiritual sense, the house didn’t belong to him, or to any of them, because it belonged to God. I thanked him for that explanation, and then asked him whom it belonged to in a practical sense. In a practical sense, he said, the house had been purchased from the state using money from the church. I asked the man how the state had acquired the house in the first place. Unfortunately, he said, he had no idea about local politics or recent history, because those were two topics that didn’t concern him, the church, or any of the people who volunteered on its behalf. I looked around the table, wondering if any of the other people might have a different opinion they wished to share. But they all seemed united on that front, their ignorance, which meant that I, too, would live on in that ignorance so long as I was held captive in their presence.

I tried to think about that, whether or not I was captive. If I tried to leave the house, I would probably not be barred from doing so. But the conventions of visitation, communing, and general human decency made it such that the possibility of leaving was negated by the injury that actually leaving might cause. Plus, the prospect of salvation was still attractive, even if the logistics were completely unclear to me.

My body continued to stay, so I chose to believe that I had decided to keep it there. I looked around the table, which was the size of the room. All the people besides the woman were the same. I thought to ask them for their names, but then I realized they were wearing little tags that contained that information. Unfortunately, their names didn’t tell me anything about their situation, who they were, or what they were doing in the house I used to own. It was difficult to determine what the nothing-looking people meant by all of it: the smiles, the tags, and the extension of an unspecified invitation that was historically barred from me. The main man glanced around at the other men and woman before asking me if I would like to accept. I thought about whether or not I would like to do that. I wasn’t hungry or thirsty, and anyway I had no idea if the unspecified invitation had anything to do with food or drink. I politely asked the main man for clarification. He closed his eyes and told me that the extent of the invitation could not be understood until it was accepted, and even then, acceptance was a lifelong process. My commitment, he said, would need to be affirmed every day, at every hour of the day.

I wasn’t sure if I had time for all that, which is what I said to the main man. He opened his eyes and told me, smiling, that once one accepted the invitation, time tended to open up, such that the idea of not having enough of it no longer had meaning. That was how things were among brothers and sisters. Life, for them, wasn’t so bounded by the framework of birth and death, which situated individuals within an unrealistically fixed sense of time and place. Accepting that one’s soul was the accumulation of good deeds, in the case of people like them, or sins, in the case of people like me, allowed one to commune with things typically barred from secular life, things like virtue, veneration, and spiritual wealth.

All that sounded good to me, but nevertheless did nothing to address my primary question, which was how all these people had come to possess the house that was not mine, but could have been mine, and, in a parallel life, would have been. Given that the nothing-looking people had no concept of history, local politics, or organized time, I began to realize it might take them forever to give me the information I wanted. I didn’t understand their relationship to me or to my house, and none of the explanations they were compelled to give had anything to do with the explanations I desired. It was frustrating to know that people contained within them the information you needed, but to be unable to detect in their outward appearance the knowledge that their bodies sheltered. I considered posing my questions explicitly, but I wasn’t sure that the people would understand me, even if I spoke their language. So, I decided to live in ignorance and wait for whatever other unhelpful thing was going to come next.

The woman told the main man, whom she called her brother, to take a break from his proselytizing so that we might eat. She instructed her other brother, another one of the men, to alert the servants that a guest had arrived, so that they might begin bringing out some food. The other brother nodded and thanked his sister for her instructions. She thanked him for thanking her, and then motioned to another set of brothers, whom she asked to please set the table. That was what they did. There was one man, I assumed another brother, whom she didn’t address. He just sat there, looking at me. He wasn’t smiling and his eyes were green. I said hello. He opened his mouth and then closed his mouth. Without opening it again, he told me that he believed my sins were still inside of me. I thanked him for his message and then tried to look away, toward the family of other brothers and one sister who had occupied my house and were now preparing a meal for my eventual redemption.

The table was set, and the servants, presumably, were alerted to my presence. After all that, the brothers sat down, and the sister stayed standing. I heard the servant enter the room through the kitchen door behind me. The people welcomed her, and the main man instructed her to serve me first. Onto my plate she placed a slice of pie made from meat and a spoonful of fluffy white paste. It looked disgusting. I turned my head from the plate and glanced at the servant in a gesture of thanks.

The servant who returned my gaze was the mother of my son. I didn’t need to look at her, because I could see her in my mind already. She looked like everything, and she didn’t resemble anyone else. I looked at her face, trying to avoid the way she looked to me in my memory. Her hair was cut short, and her mouth was stretched into a gaping smile. She said hello, saying it as if “hello” were the punch line to an incredibly funny joke. I didn’t find “hello” to be funny or not funny. It was a neutral greeting, which is why I tried to say it neutrally, even though I was completely disturbed by the appearance of my son’s mother as a servant in my home, my old home, the home we once shared.

I said hello, and she served the people their food. The sister thanked my son’s mother for her service and instructed her to return in twenty minutes to distribute dessert. My son’s mother nodded, performed a little bow, and then exited through the dining room door into the kitchen, the yard, and then finally the servants’ quarters, which I couldn’t see but knew existed. The people closed their eyes, joined hands, except for the sister, and began to pray. Unfortunately, my hands got roped into all that, so I had no choice but to pretend I was praying with them, and I closed my eyes, too. The main brother talked about gratitude and spirituality, and said he was excited for the Second Coming, which he knew was going to come soon. I wondered how he knew that, but the prayer didn’t have logic, it was just a list of good things that the main brother attributed to God, including food, health, supreme knowledge, and the existence of previously sinful people willing to be saved. In this specific case, I assumed he meant me. I opened my eyes when he said that, in case the main brother expected me to confirm or deny my willingness. But he just moved on from that point and continued thanking God for everything on earth.

I looked around the room. Everyone had closed their eyes except for the green-eyed brother, who had them open and was looking in my direction. I didn’t like that, so I closed my eyes again, and when the prayer was over, I opened them as if I were opening them for the first time.

The main brother squeezed my hand, and then he released it. My arms were my arms, and I used them to situate on my fork an appropriate-sized bite of white paste, which I put into my mouth. Unsurprisingly, it tasted horrible. I excused myself, telling the main brother I needed to use the toilet, knowing that my bowels, which were full, would continue acting like they were empty.





TWELVE


I walked through the kitchen, which was no longer my kitchen, and out through the yard, which had been decorated with statues of an ugly-looking man, who I assumed to be some sort of prophet. I left him as fast as I could, hoping that whatever information he wanted to deliver was trapped in the stone from which he had been constructed. I congratulated myself on navigating that situation, and then entered the servants’ quarters, a disheveled concrete rectangle where my son’s mother, I had no choice but to believe, now lived.

To the left of the open door was a table. That was where my son’s mother sat, looking at me as if she had been waiting her entire life for my body to fill the empty space. To the right of the door was her brother. I said hello, and he began to cry. I thought to cry, too, but my son’s mother said it wasn’t time for that. My son’s mother’s brother drew in his emotions with a single breath, put on a smile, and from behind the shadow of the door, extended first his hand, then an entire forearm, and pulled me into an embrace. My cheek pressed against his cheek, which was smooth, and then against his other cheek, which was tough and mangled with scars. I hugged him for a long time, until I thought my body was his body. When we separated, I felt I had lost part of myself and gained part of him. His face looked like it had been divided into two.

My son’s mother approached, standing behind me. In order to greet her, I had to turn around to face the door. I kissed her on one cheek and then the other, seeing the ugly-looking prophet statues, and beyond them, coal smoke rushing overhead. Her cheeks were dry, and when our faces parted, her eyes looked at me. I tried to make mine look elsewhere, anywhere, so that my cheeks would stay dry, too.

My son’s mother put some effort into her face and turned her mouth into a smile. Laughing, she asked me how I had liked my time with the missionaries. I didn’t see what was funny about that, the fact that I had been subjected to a conversion attempt within my own home, or what used to be my home, but that was just how my son’s mother was: wrongheaded and incredibly rude. I thanked her, wondering if the missionaries’ offer of salvation included salvation from other people’s mean-spirited sense of humor.

My son’s mother led me through the kitchen area, which had been my servants’ kitchen area, into the sleeping area, which had been my servants’ sleeping area, and onto a bed, which had been my servants’ bed, but was now being used as some kind of communal seating situation. We sat down. My son’s mother’s brother looked like he was going to cry again, but instead he sucked air into his lungs and asked if I was hungry. I said yes, despite the fact that I felt that the insides of my body belonged to someone else. My heart was beating in my stomach, and my stomach had fled elsewhere. Meanwhile, my bowels swelled with air. My son’s mother was still vacant, so her brother did the work of hosting for her. He stood up to pour me a glass of water and then went back toward the kitchen area. When he returned, he placed a ceramic dish on the table, which contained within it some kind of yellow stew. I investigated the stew, looking for meat or some other thing that might signify excess income. But I didn’t see anything like that, just a thin yellow sauce with some strips of onion moving through it. My son’s mother’s brother asked if I wanted any of the yellow stew. My answer didn’t matter, so I said yes, trying to be polite.

While I ate, or pretended to eat, I asked about my brother. My son’s mother’s brother began to speak, but my son’s mother told him it wasn’t time yet. She told me I would see my brother tomorrow. I waited for her to give me more information on that front, but she didn’t say anything, so I moved on, accepting the fact that whatever she and everyone else had planned along with my ancestors was going to bear fruit eventually. Next, I wanted to ask about my son, but I couldn’t ask about my son, so I asked my son’s mother’s brother for news of his son, who had been born a few years after ours. He told me that his son was fine. He was an adult, and he lived very far away, but he called every once in a while. My son’s mother’s brother thought his son did so only out of obligation, but wanted to believe otherwise, so that was what he did. He looked at his food, trying to persuade himself to take a bite of the yellow stew. When they spoke on the phone, he said, cueing up his spoon, he asked his son all about his childhood, which my son’s mother’s brother hadn’t been there for. I told him I could relate to that.

My son’s mother’s brother placed his spoon into the yellow stew, and then he seemed to forget about it entirely. I watched the spoon sink below the stew’s surface and thought of saying something, but what could I say? He was getting sucked into the past. I wasn’t sure if I wanted to go along with that, but I had no choice, because he was bringing me with him. He looked into the yellow stew and then asked me if I remembered his son’s mother. I told him that I did, which was true. He squinted at the yellow stew, which had swallowed his spoon, and when he looked back up at me, he began to cry. My son’s mother told him it wasn’t time for that, and then she disappeared to prepare the nothing-looking people’s dessert. I asked my son’s mother’s brother if his wife was dead. I didn’t mean to ask my question so explicitly, but I didn’t know how else to phrase that concept of a permanent and irreversible loss. When I said that, “dead,” my son’s mother’s brother looked at me, looking as if he saw in me the spirit of his dead wife. That answered that. I told my son’s mother’s brother that I was sorry for his experience, and for the experience his wife had gone through, too.

My son’s mother’s brother didn’t thank me or not thank me. He just continued talking, telling the story of his relationship with his wife, which I assumed would eventually lead into the story about her death. I didn’t think I wanted to hear about that, but I thought it might be helpful for my son’s mother’s brother to let the story out of his system. So, he did that, let it out, and while I listened, I tried not to receive it.

A few months before his son was born, he said, looking again at the yellow stew, his wife had received a letter from a relative in the military notifying her that she and her husband, my son’s mother’s brother, were wanted for arrest. They devised a plan to disguise themselves and walk by foot to a neighboring country, from which they would fly elsewhere, anywhere. But on the night they were meant to depart, he felt his body turn to stone. Unable to leave, he let his wife, who was pregnant, leave without him. When the military came to their house to arrest him the next morning, he was staring vacantly out the doorway. They brought him to prison, where a soldier beat his ear with a piece of iron pipe. The soldier did it again, and again, and again, until my son’s mother’s brother lost all connection to his right ear and could hear only sounds that came to him from his left. The right side of his face became useless, and his whole body positioned itself against it. He sat and stood and slept so that he was always positioned to the left, and from his tilted posture, he waited patiently to hear news of his disappeared wife.

Unfortunately, he never heard of her whereabouts, and she never sent him a letter. When he was released, he wanted to go wherever she had gone, but he had no idea where she had gone, so he went to wherever he could. He falsified some documents, a passport, a birth certificate, and an acceptance letter to a university far away, and then he bought himself a plane ticket, which took him to another country. I told him I could relate to that, given that I had also been released from prison, falsified some documents, and gone away to another country. He told me that he was already aware of the relation. Then he continued talking into the yellow stew. Anyway, he said, he got to the other country, and although he wasn’t sure if his wife had fled to that country, or even to that continent, he had no choice but to spend his days looking for her. At night, he slept on trains between cities, and during the day, he wandered around the streets, looking for anyone who might resemble his wife or their son. Unfortunately, he said, still looking at the stew, his son would probably seem to him a stranger, given that he had never actually seen him outside of his wife’s pregnant belly. But he had the idea of a son in his head, and so he used that idea as a framework for evaluating the little boys he passed on the street, even the ones who were attached to the arms of mothers who he was one hundred percent positive were not his wife.

I told my mother’s son’s brother that he was wise to separate the image of his son from the image of his son’s mother, given that mothers sometimes gave their sons away. He looked at me when I said that, knowing, I assume, that I was making a reference to my own situation. I wasn’t sure that that was the right thing to say, but anyway my son’s mother was busy being a servant, so I said it. My son’s mother’s brother thanked me for that observation, looking at me as if he were being forced to witness suffering, but had been given no means of stopping it. If that was how my son’s mother’s brother felt, I felt a little bad about it, but it was impossible not to think of his situation in relation to my own, and even if I wanted to keep that relation private, it was becoming increasingly difficult to do so, given all the related things that were happening around me. I looked at his pained look, forcing myself to receive it. After that, I tried to look happy, and encouraged him to go on.

It seemed as if my son’s mother’s brother had finished examining his stew, because he started making eye contact with me like a normal person. He told me that there wasn’t much else to go on about. The cities he’d lived in were cold and ugly, and everyone he encountered was a stranger to him, even the boys who looked like the image of the son he had in his head. So, he decided to stop moving around and be a normal refugee. He settled in one city, used his falsified documents to get a job, lost his job, and then resettled again. He did that until he felt old, and in fact was old. Then he traveled to another country, where he hoped to take a vacation. On his vacation, he visited some friends. One of his friends took him to a restaurant, and when he ordered, he realized that the woman he was looking at was his wife.

It took his wife a moment to recognize him, he said, and when she did, her eyes went blank. My son’s mother’s brother made his eyes blank, either intentionally, to demonstrate, or completely unwillingly, I wasn’t sure which. He told me that he stood up to hug her, and she hugged him, too. He tried hard not to say he loved her. She looked at her feet and told him about her husband and two children, who were beautiful. At the end of all that, she mentioned their son, whom she wasn’t close to, but she assured him that he had grown up to be beautiful, too. He thanked her for that, and at the end of his vacation, he felt ready to die. Instead of dying, he returned home and bought the house in which she had left him. He lived there now, he said, gesturing out the window. His house was down the street.

I thought to ask my son’s mother’s brother if by “the house” he meant “the servants’ quarters behind the house,” but the question didn’t relate to what he was trying to tell me, even if I felt that it would clarify my understanding of his general quality of life. I moved to give him a hug, but he brushed it off. I said I was very sorry, and he said nothing. I told him I understood, and he looked away, probably because he knew I didn’t understand at all, even if I myself had, as I previously stated, left my son with my son’s mother, falsified documents, fled to another country, and been granted official status as a so-called refugee. That was all in the past. It didn’t matter that we had been political prisoners, neglectful fathers, exiles, and so on, because now we were just two people, two tourists, returned to a country that might as well have been any country in the world. That was how insignificant our personal experience was, even if that personal experience had derailed the events of everyday life. I waited to see if my son’s mother’s brother’s story was going to continue on to describe how his dead wife had died. But she hadn’t died, she had just become a stranger. My son’s mother’s brother’s story was about love, something I had experience in, but was not prepared to discuss.

I saw my son’s mother’s brother’s mind wander away, out the window, toward either his house or the servants’ quarters behind his house, and back into the past. I called to him and said, My brother, feeling that my son’s mother’s brother was my brother, too. I said, My brother, my brother, my brother, trying to pull him back, but by then I assumed he was lost to me. I said, My brother, and he said nothing. I thought that was the end of everything, but then he turned to face me and said, What? He said he was sorry. He said he hadn’t been able to hear me, because I was sitting to his right.

I tried to eat my thin yellow stew, which had turned cold, but stopped when I realized no one cared what I was doing. My son’s mother’s brother asked how I had enjoyed the meal, seeming not to notice that neither of us had taken a single bite. I told him it had been delicious. I told him thank you. He stood up to gather up the dishes, and my son’s mother, returning from her show of doing the work of a servant, chastised him for taking on the role of a woman in her very own home. But it wasn’t her home. It was the nothing-looking people’s home, and before that, it had been my home, even if she, too, had lived in it. I thought to remind her of that, but from outside the door, the sister called my son’s mother’s name, which I figured was reminder enough.

When everything was cleared, I was encouraged to continue sitting on the bed, which my son’s mother’s brother began transforming into a sofa. He put a little pillow behind my back and tried to turn on the TV but couldn’t figure out how to get the satellite to work. He asked my son’s mother about that, but she was elsewhere, probably scraping disgusting white paste from the nothing-looking people’s plates. My son’s mother’s brother played with the satellite himself, flipping through channels until he settled on a foreign news station. The news was about the country I had traveled from. I didn’t want to watch that, but everyone was obsessed with the news of that country, so we did.

On the TV, people were having a hard time. A lot of them didn’t have anywhere to live, but according to the news anchor, that was okay, because the president still found ways to make them feel special. He had given them phones so that they could call anywhere for free. That was what the headline said: “President gives people phones so they can call anywhere for free.” On the screen, the president was talking to someone who had received a phone. The president and the phone recipient were, geographically, far away from each other, and in fact had never met, but the phone recipient was very happy about having received the phone and was demonstrating her gratitude by agreeing to do the televised call. The president was pleased by her gratitude, which was meant to be a stand-in for the gratitude of all the phone recipients. The news anchor said it was so sweet. Everyone was hopeful the phones would somehow help with the housing situation. The news anchor was sure that they would.

She then introduced another news anchor, who talked about the weather. Luckily, he said, the weather was perfect, and was going to remain so for as long as he could see. The program returned to the first news anchor, who made a joke about the second news anchor’s tie. Someone behind the camera laughed at that, and then her face got serious.

She introduced another news anchor who said he had a sad story to tell. I wasn’t in the mood to hear a sad story, but anyway he was telling it. A man had traveled from far away to a very popular and congested city. Once there, he married a local woman, and together they had a child. The child was three, and everyone loved her, especially her father, or at least that was what people thought. The news anchor frowned, and then the screen showed a photograph of the father. The child was sitting on the father’s shoulders, looking like a regular child. The news anchor said that the child’s mother was a scientist who had dedicated her life to figuring out new medicines that could save people’s lives. It was her job to inject things into mice, and it was her husband’s job to put the mice into the trash once they died. That was how they had met. One day, neither of them came to work. When someone went to check on them at their apartment, all three of them were dead. The photo of the father and his child disappeared and was replaced by an ugly block of text. “Foreign man decapitates wife and child,” it said. Afterward, he had locked himself in a closet and tried to decapitate himself, too.

The news anchor scrunched up his face like he was crying, but he wasn’t crying, he was just trying to figure out how to transition to the next segment. He sneezed, and then he said, Excuse me, and then he said that the country was unfortunately having a lot of problems with men who had come from far away. He apologized for how sad the news was today, but that was just how things were.

The news anchor welcomed a guest, the chief of police. He was dressed in regular clothing. The chief of police smiled, thanked the news anchor, and then described the recent arrest of a kidnapper. Actually, although I thought it was a new news story, it was a story that was already familiar to me, albeit from a new perspective. The kidnapper was the same dying kidnapper from the news earlier today and yesterday. People really seemed to be obsessed with his actions and all the fallout, including the loss of his bodily functions. The police officer said that viewers might feel sad about that, but they shouldn’t feel sad about that, because the kidnapper was no angel. The police officer who threatened him with the gun had been doing his job. He was acting in accordance with official policy. Luckily, once the kidnapper was fully dead, his body would be sent back to wherever it had come from. His wife, who was refusing to take him off life support until the police force agreed to pay for the transport of his body, had been so far unsuccessful in that regard, so taxpayers didn’t need to worry about their money supporting the afterlife of a criminal.

The news anchor congratulated the police chief on a job well done, and then the kidnapped woman called in to the news station to do a telephone interview. She said she had been scared for her life and was so grateful to the police officers for returning it to her. The news anchor thanked her. The kidnapped woman said it was a happy story, and that she hoped everyone felt uplifted upon hearing it.

The program transitioned back to the first news anchor, who thanked the second news anchor and said she was so happy when her job could be happy. Luckily, she had more happy things to report, namely, that a young woman who had had a severe brain injury on account of a boulder that fell on her head had made a full recovery. She had dedicated her life to helping stray dogs. The dogs came to her with messed-up fur and boils all over their skin, and she made sure they got the best dog care in the world, because she had been given a second chance at life and so wanted to show dogs that they could also have a second chance at life, so long as they obeyed her instructions. Sometimes the dogs had to get their limbs cut off, but they didn’t feel anything, and she knew they knew it was worth it. The news anchor said she was a gift to the earth. If the young woman were ever to die, which the news anchor hoped she wouldn’t, the world would be a better place, given that she had designed her will such that all her family’s wealth, of which there was a lot, would go to the dogs, whom she thought of as children.

My son’s mother’s brother shut off the program, and then he began to cry. I had no idea why he would cry at such a happy story, but I assumed he was touched. Seeing sick animals helped people access their emotions. When I looked up, I saw my son’s mother in the doorframe and realized that she had cried a tear, too. She let the tear drop down her face. After it fell from her chin and onto her foot, she told her brother that enough was enough. They would cry as much as was necessary at a later date. For now, it was time to be happy and continue catching up on everything we had missed.

I asked my son’s mother how the nothing-looking people had come into possession of my house, unsure if that topic of conversation would fall under the category of “catching up about everything we had missed.” Apparently, it didn’t, because my son’s mother ignored it. I asked her why she was their servant. She told me that being a servant was just a job. But being a servant wasn’t just a job. Being a servant meant taking on a new identity, one that would warp your relationships, even the ones formed early in life, and force them into a new, rigid structure, such that in any social encounter, one party would be seen as disempowered and the other as capable of alleviating that disempowerment. I kept that thought to myself, wondering if I could relieve my son’s mother of her disempowerment, or if she was meant to relieve me of mine. But the house wasn’t my house, and she wasn’t my servant, even though she slept in my old servants’ quarters.

I waited for my son’s mother to elaborate. It seemed like we were done being happy and had caught up on everything we had missed, because no one asked anyone else any questions about how life had passed in one another’s absence. I wondered if I should ask how my son’s mother’s life had passed in my absence, but I didn’t want to ask how her life had passed in my absence, because it was clear that her life had been bad, most likely for reasons that she attributed to me.

My son’s mother’s brother asked if we wanted tea. I didn’t want it or not want it, but he boiled hot water, so when he offered me a cup, I accepted it. We were silent for a while. At the end of that, I asked about my brother. My son’s mother said I would see him tomorrow. I asked her if he was dead or alive. My son’s mother’s brother looked at my son’s mother, who looked at her wrist again, trying to summon an invisible clock, and said it was time to go.





THIRTEEN


My son’s mother led me out of the servants’ quarters and back through the house. In the living area, my living area, the nothing-looking missionaries were draped over the chairs and couches, their bellies swollen, under a giant portrait of an emaciated Jesus Christ. I turned to my son’s mother and joked that perhaps her cooking had been so bad that it had killed them. However, it hadn’t killed them, it had just made them fall asleep, which is what I learned when the nothing-looking yellow-haired woman woke up, looking confused and disturbed to see the object of her potential nonsexual salvation with another woman. She collected her body and then approached us, climbing carefully over the other missionaries so as not to disturb their sleep. Ignoring my son’s mother, her servant; and my son’s mother’s brother, her servant’s brother, she spoke directly to me, asking if I had decided against her offer of salvation. I told her that I hadn’t decided for it or against it. Although her brother had made a compelling argument about the life-altering possibilities of redemption, I said, it was ultimately an inconvenient time for me to even think about beginning the process of being saved.

She didn’t seem to have any idea where I was coming from, most likely because the concept of time and therefore of inconvenience was something that eluded her, her brother, and all the other nothing-looking missionaries, who were content to gorge themselves on disgusting food until they were so full that, like Jesus, they needed to be resurrected. The yellow-haired woman looked rejected. Religion and sex were the same, after all: someone was always left wanting more. I asked her to please bring me my shoes. Her eyes hardened, and she instructed my son’s mother, her servant, to bring them to me for her.

The yellow-haired woman returned to the chair, and then she fell back asleep. My son’s mother went to another room, and when she returned, she handed me a pair of sandals. Actually, they weren’t sandals. They were just two thick pieces of foam with strips of plastic stapled to them. I told my son’s mother that they weren’t my shoes. She laughed, and then told me that now they were.

I walked outside, past the banana trees, heavy with fruit, and through the front gate. My son’s mother walked in front of me, and my son’s mother’s brother trailed behind. On the street was a car, apparently my son’s mother’s car, though it had, unlike the shirt, pants, shoes, and ugly leather jacket I was now wearing, originally belonged to me. So, nothing that I had was mine, and everything that was formerly mine, including my house and car, now belonged to someone else. My son’s mother motioned for me to sit in the passenger seat. I didn’t think I should be a passenger in my own car, so I asked my son’s mother for the keys. She laughed, so I decided that what I said had been a joke, and I laughed, too. My son’s mother’s brother cried at that, so I got into the passenger seat and reached behind my son’s mother to lend him my hand. He held it, which made him cry harder. I couldn’t understand if he was upset or if he was happy, or if any category of emotion applied to what he was feeling. I squeezed his hand, trying to sense if in his crying he was trying to tell me something about my brother. He didn’t like my brother, because no one liked my brother, but that was how sickness was, and death beyond it. No matter who was suffering, anyone could feel something for them, even people who didn’t know them, even people who found them abhorrent, because even abhorrent people reminded us of ourselves and all the things we had gone through or assumed we one day would. So, I tried to get some meaning from my son’s mother’s brother’s hand, but in the end, I didn’t sense anything, because his hand was just a hand.

We drove away from the nothing-looking people, the house, and beyond it, the city. By the time I thought to look for it, it was gone. I couldn’t hear the traffic, the cows, or the goats, and I didn’t see any men eating their breakfasts, sitting behind desks, guarding churches, or distributing dirty clothing. The road was just a road, continuing forward in one straight line. On either side of it were plains where grass struggled to push itself through dirt. Everything around the car looked trampled. We passed a donkey that had fallen over and was lying on its side. A few meters farther on, another one was doing the same thing. I wondered if they were happy to be doing that, but when I saw a third donkey, I realized that they were dead. I tried to think of the parallel universe, the one in which they were alive, but I didn’t believe in anything the yogurt man had told me, so it didn’t work. In my head, I mourned them, and tried not to think about my heart, which had fallen so far from its designated location that I had no idea where it was at all.

I thought the road would continue on forever. When I was done looking at it, I decided to look at the inside of the car, which I knew was no longer my car, even though I wanted to believe that it was. I had bought it from a foreign man who had bought it for his fiancée, who was also foreign. He had been in the country on political business. His job was to wear a uniform and drive around in an armored vehicle. The vehicle was painted with the symbol of his employer, the employer being so powerful and recognizable that even its symbolic presence would keep people from being violent with one another, which was a big problem in our country, at least according to the employer.

After he relocated, he had invited his fiancée to join him, and she said she would come only if he bought for her the kind of car her family owned in their home country. He had agreed to that, so long as she agreed to marry him, which she agreed to do, so long as he agreed to purchase the car. Everyone was going to get what they wanted, and it all worked out until the day of the wedding, when he gave her the keys to her desired car, and she informed him that she didn’t know how to drive it. She said she just liked the idea of having the car in her possession. When she sat in it, even if it wasn’t moving, she could pretend she was back at home, married to a man who hadn’t insisted on taking her so far away. His employer didn’t pay him enough money to fund other people’s fantasies, a fact that his wife now learned and felt betrayed by. Their marriage was doomed, basically, and the least he could do was try to break even, which is why he was willing to sell the car to me. He didn’t break even, because I didn’t have enough money for him to break even, but by then his wife had left him, and he was lonely and desperate to be rid of any reminders of her, even if he was forced to sell those reminders at a fraction of their original cost.

So, the car was mine, and I planned for it to be mine forever, until I was forced to flee the country and had no choice but to sell it. A man came to buy it, a stranger, but when he asked me how much it was, I said it didn’t cost anything, because money had nothing to do with its value, and I didn’t want anyone to think of the car in those terms. I wanted the car to be mine, but it couldn’t be mine, so I gave it to the man for free, making him promise that he would never sell it, even if something horrible happened to him, God forbid, and he believed he needed the money. I told him that I would give him the car, but only if he agreed that money had nothing to do with it. He seemed happy to agree to that. I gave him the keys, he drove back to his house, and the next day I flew away from the car, my country, toward a place where I hoped I would never be killed.

I asked my son’s mother how she had found my car. She laughed, but I wasn’t telling a joke, so I stayed not laughing. She stuck her elbow into my ribs and said, It’s my car, placing an emphasis on “my.” Then she laughed some more. She told me that in the months after I left, the man I had given the car to had run into some problems of his own making. He had slept with a woman who had given birth to a baby girl, who he believed was his baby girl, and whom he was happy to treat as such. The baby girl was special and looked just like him, so he spent all his money giving her everything that she needed, in addition to the things that she didn’t need but that her mother said she wanted. After the baby girl had all those things, the mother told him that she was sorry, but there had been some confusion, and actually the baby girl was not his baby girl at all.

He was upset about that, but her timing was actually convenient, because on that same day he got a call from another woman he had slept with, who told him that she had also given birth to a baby, this one being a baby boy who she was one hundred percent sure belonged to him. So, he had lost one baby girl and gained one baby boy, which meant that he actually hadn’t lost anything except his money, which the baby boy, his baby boy, now needed. So, he approached my son’s mother and offered to give her back the car, so long as she agreed to pay a fee, given that he had watched it and kept it safe in the time that I had been away. She had always wanted the car for herself, ever since I had bought it, so she was happy to do it, and she did do it, giving him all the money that he asked for, even though the car had nothing to do with money at all.

When she told me all that, I realized that the car wasn’t mine and probably never had been. It had just been something I kept in my possession while she waited to take her turn. I told her, Congratulations. She said, Thank you, kept laughing, and then she drove the car into a giant puddle of mud, where we got stuck along with everyone else who was driving, seemingly everyone on earth.

Apparently, while we were pretending to eat our lunch, it had rained, and the rain had been so heavy that it had saturated the dirt road with moisture, such that it transformed the road into a horrible, dirty pit. No one could move. All the cars were sinking, and even the donkeys refused to walk through it. My son’s mother’s brother started to cry. I didn’t see a reason for that. I asked if we should get out of the car, but my son’s mother just laughed and said she refused to do that. Basically, I was with two people who were completely useless. But when I looked out the window, I realized that everyone was useless. People who had shovels were trying to dig their cars out, and people who didn’t have shovels were using their hands. As soon as mud was vacated from the area around the tires, the cars just sank deeper, and the mud crept back in.

I was watching all that when a group of little boys approached my window. They looked to be about eight. When they got outside my window, they asked me to roll it down, which I did. The smallest one stepped in front of the other ones and explained that they lived in the area, which made them experts in dealing with this kind of situation, given that it happened all the time. Unfortunately, people who didn’t live in the area often got stuck, because they didn’t know what to do. It was very complicated to get the cars out of the mud, but if you knew the right way to do it, which these little boys did, it was quick. He said that they would be honored to lend us their experience in order to get us unstuck. His proposition sounded good to me, and I began to get out my wallet, but then I remembered I didn’t have my wallet. My son’s mother cursed at the little boys and told them to go away. They followed her instructions. I turned my head and watched them approach the next car, which in a parallel life could have been ours.

In the sky, the sun was beginning to sink, and the situation seemed only to be getting worse. In front of us was a bus that was half-full of passengers. The other half had gotten out and had devised a strategy for unearthing the bus that involved rocking it from side to side. Some of them lined up on one side of the bus and the others lined up on the other side. On the count of three, the first set of lined-up passengers pushed the bus to the other side, at which point the second set of lined-up passengers received the weight of the bus and pushed it back to the first side. They continued like that until the passengers still on the bus started complaining. At first, the passengers moving the bus ignored the passengers inside of it, because they believed what they were doing was working. But then the passengers on the first side pushed the bus so hard that the passengers on the second side couldn’t support it, and the bus turned all the way over onto the ground, leaving just enough time for the passengers on the side of the falling bus to run away toward safety. The passengers still on the bus crawled out through the windows. Now no one had anywhere to go, including us.

My son’s mother looked at her invisible watch and said that we were going to be late. I asked her what we were going to be late for, but she ignored me. She looked impatient, but she wasn’t doing anything to try to move the car, and in fact didn’t seem to be at all aware of the fact that we were in an unchanging situation. She just looked at the cars stuck in the mud as if they would clear up with the inevitability of rush hour traffic and tapped her wrist, waiting for the world to reorganize itself around her unspecified plans.

I didn’t know if I wanted to go to the place where we were going, but even if I didn’t want to get there and chose to do nothing about the predicament we were currently in, someone, probably my ancestors, would conspire with whoever controlled the weather, either God or another group of ancestors, to make it such that the sun dried up the mud, and we were forced to continue. So, my destination was inevitable, and the only thing I could choose was how long to remain stuck in the mud with a selfish woman and her emotional brother. I tried to think about the extent of my tolerance, but my tolerance was apparently limited, because it wore itself out before I could finish measuring it. I decided to take matters into my own hands, to the extent that that idea, “my own hands,” still belonged to me. The people who had started digging were still digging, and the little boys who had offered to fix the situation for us were nowhere to be seen. I got out of the car and opened the trunk, where I found two sets of chains. Either I had left the chains there twenty-six years ago or someone else, yet another ancestor or so-called loved one, had placed them there for this very instance, but in any case, I knew how to use them. I wrapped them around the rear tires and instructed my son’s mother to push on the gas. She didn’t want to push on the gas, but she did, and when the car started moving, she drove away until I was almost certain she was gone. By the time I found her at the end of the problematic portion of the road, my clothes were covered in mud. Given the fact that I had helped our situation, I thought she might give me the keys, but she just looked at me, laughed, and then told me to get back in.

We were silent after that. I was worried my clothes would smell even worse than they had originally, but they didn’t smell even worse than they had originally, and no one reacted. I had left my cousin’s ugly leather jacket hanging behind my seat, so it was fine. I probably would have preferred it if it hadn’t been fine, but it was fine. My pants were already the color of dirt, so not much had changed there. I thanked God for that. My shirt was completely messed up, as were my so-called shoes, which had exposed my feet to the mud and in fact encouraged them to become incredibly dirty. There wasn’t much I could do about that besides pray for the existence of a laundry machine and shower wherever we were going, so that was what I did. I checked my pocket, looking for my passport, but there was no passport. I asked my son’s mother if she, in addition to taking my car, had taken my passport, and my son’s mother’s brother, ignoring my son’s mother’s instructions to ignore me, began searching the back seat. But my passport wasn’t in the back seat, or in the car, or anywhere along the road, because it had never been returned to me by the pharmacist, who, in addition to giving me a pill that would not alleviate my suffering, had taken from me my last remaining form of identity.

I tried to look at my face in the rearview mirror, but it was positioned such that I could see only the corner of my son’s mother’s eye, and beyond it, the edge of my son’s mother’s brother’s ear. I looked at my hands, which were caked in mud, and then I ran them over my face, trying to get a sense of my features. Everything seemed to be in the same old place. With one hand, I lifted the corners of my lips into a smile, and with the other, I brushed the top of my head, which was still bald beyond belief. I let my smile go, and made my hands into a basket, which I used to cover my baldness. I turned toward my son’s mother and asked her if I looked younger. She looked at me but didn’t laugh at that. I told her it was a joke I had learned from my cousin. She asked which cousin, but I couldn’t remember his name, so she just kept driving.

After I was done checking the outside of my body, I did an assessment of the inside. I didn’t like what I found. My lungs were doing their job, but if I thought of my heart, I realized it didn’t exist. The place where it was supposed to be was empty, and when I tried to feel for it, the emptiness sucked my attempts right through it. I looked at my chest through the neck of my shirt, but whatever was happening inside of me didn’t make any impression on my skin.

My doctor had warned me about situations like this. When he gave me my diagnosis, he said that if I was committed to avoiding a premature death, everything in my life would need to change. He said my body had grown used to the poor treatment I had given it. It had grown reliant on that poor treatment, even though that treatment made it suffer. My body was addicted to the bad choices I had made for it and was ultimately cursed. He said I needed to do away with that old body and treat myself as if I had a new one. I wouldn’t have a new one, and the bad body had been fed for so long that I would probably still die, but it was better to act now, when I could at least retrain my mind. He gave me instructions for all that, including foods to avoid, such as sugar, salt, and oily stuff. Luckily, he said, I wasn’t completely alone in how bad I had made my body, because this kind of thing was always happening to people like me. He said he didn’t have the training to fix the overall problem, which was a sociological and evolutionary problem, but he could help my specific case, so long as my insurance agreed to cover the costs. At the end of the appointment, his secretary asked me for $50 and gave me a bottle of pills. I finished those pills and then paid for another, and another, and another, until the price went up to $450, and I paid that, too. I tried to ask the secretary about the increase, but she just said that was how it was. I weighed the price against the value of my new, better body, and decided to pay it.

Anyway, my doctor was right. I had spent three days without my pills and already my body was getting worse. I wondered how long it would take for it to reach its bad state. At this rate, I assumed it would take one more day or maybe two. I didn’t want my body to go back there, and my doctor had warned against it, but I tried to remind myself that I had lived in that body before and could do it again. I consoled myself with that, closed my eyes, and tried to fall asleep.





FOURTEEN


When I woke up, the town we had left was still behind us, and wherever we were going was somewhere up ahead. The plains were nonexistent. We were in the mountains now, but only at their base, where the roads curved lazily and were quick to disappear. I looked up ahead, seeing a knot of green and nothing going through it. But when we got to where I had been looking, the knot was just a forest thick with trees. The leaves created a canopy overhead, and the trunks spread outward to accommodate the pavement. We didn’t pass any towns, because there were no towns. There were just houses, scattered randomly, and people passing through them. Some of them were cooking or collecting water, but most of them were just standing around, happy to pause their days and watch a strange car full of strange people go up the mountain. I waved to them, but they didn’t wave back, because by then the road had curved, and we had moved on to somewhere new.

Up ahead, a man was walking alongside the road. From a distance, he looked like the idea of a man. His face was flat, no front and no back, a thing coming toward us or moving away. He was no one. I wanted him to stay no one, even if it meant that my son’s mother was forced to take an alternate route. But there was no alternate route. I asked her to stop. Instead, she sped up. The man, no longer the idea of a man, was walking toward us. His body had movement. His movements were gestures. They carried his emotions.

My son’s mother slowed down and then she stopped. We were so close to the man that I could reach out my window and shake his hand. That was what I did. His hand was a hand. Warm and strong, it held mine impersonally, as if it had no meaning. I looked at his face, which was still becoming a face. It took me a moment to recognize it. He kissed my cheek, and then I kissed his cheek, completely confused as to why I was kissing the good-looking graduate student from the coffee shop, who was not a stranger to me, but who should have seen me as a stranger to him. He left me for my son’s mother. He approached the driver’s-side door and held her, kissing her cheeks as if they were his cheeks. Then he walked away.

I had no idea what to think about anything. My son’s mother drove us away, and in the rearview mirror I watched the man, the good-looking graduate student, whom I was trying to turn back into the idea of a man. But his body, which had touched my body, was now attached to me. My son’s mother turned to me and asked how it felt to be a father unable to recognize his son. She wanted me to be ashamed. I wasn’t ashamed. I was empty. I wanted to die. Yes, I did die inside me.





FIFTEEN


The road had leveled, the trees had shrunk into shrubs, and the air had lost its moisture. At first the town didn’t exist, but then it was everywhere around us. I saw a building, but by the time I realized it was my secondary school, I was looking at another building, which was my father’s brother’s grocery shop. We were passing by everything at a high speed, and all my memories were getting mixed together, such that I couldn’t see anything for what it was. As soon as I registered the fields, they became a church, and as soon as I registered the church, it became a bank. I was thinking about the peasants, about the priests, about my parents, whom I couldn’t remember, but none of my thoughts made sense, because they entered my mind only as isolated images, and without some kind of narrative thread, they just floated around, accruing no meaning whatsoever. I wanted to ask my son’s mother to turn around, but I knew she wouldn’t turn around, so I asked her to take me to the pharmacy. She said there was no pharmacy. She said that I had all that I needed. It occurred to me that she had no idea what I needed, so I started talking, trying to demonstrate my need. I told her that my lungs were very heavy, and that my heart was missing. I told her that from the outside my body seemed normal, but on the inside, it was becoming something it shouldn’t. I told her it was returning to its prior state, one my doctor had warned me about, and which I needed to fight against. I told her I needed blood pressure medication. I told her I needed her to take me to the pharmacy, any pharmacy, even one that was very far away, and that once I received my prescription and my insides returned to their proper place, continuing their proper function, I would need her to return me here, to my home, and I would need her to take me to the place where I could see my brother.

I said all that, and in response she told me we were here. I looked out the window, hoping to see a pharmacy, but I didn’t see a pharmacy, I just saw a house. At this point in the journey, everything was destined to be familiar to me, this house included. It had belonged to my mother’s sister, and now I assumed it belonged to her son, because he was walking out of it toward me, looking for an embrace. If it belonged to him, she was probably dead, and as I watched him approach the car, I prepared for that possibility, saying a prayer for my mother’s sister, whom I remembered and used to love. He opened my door, and I hugged him, hoping that hugging him would help me find my heart. While I was doing that, he opened his mouth and let out a cough. His cough turned into horrible song, composed of a single groan that went on and on. I realized he was trying to make himself cry, and that he was successful at making himself cry, because his cheek, pressed up against my cheek, became wet. A woman yelled at him from somewhere inside the house. She told him it wasn’t time yet, and then she came out. I pulled away from my mother’s sister’s son, who hadn’t helped my heart, and saw that the woman was his sister, my cousin. She gave me a little hug, smiling, and said she was so happy to see me and to welcome me back home. I said thank you for that. She led me to the doorway, and then she turned around and waved at something behind me. I glanced in the direction of her wave and saw my son’s mother driving away. I wanted to run after her, to take possession of my car and drive myself to the nearest pharmacy, but I didn’t run after her, and in fact my legs couldn’t move at all. I looked behind me, watching the car get smaller, and saw the head of my son’s mother’s brother through the rear window. He was still in the back seat, and he watched me with watery eyes, trying to steal a glance before his sister, my son’s mother, insisted that he, too, look ahead. My cousins let me watch the car. When it disappeared behind a hill, they took my hands and pulled me inside.

The room was dark. I wondered why my cousins didn’t turn on a light, but then I realized there was no light. I tried to make my eyes adjust, but they wouldn’t adjust. I looked around, hoping to see something, but saw nothing. It just stayed dark. My mother’s sister’s daughter, who had turned into a shadow, reached for my wrist and pulled it toward her, placing in my palm some kind of object. She maneuvered my hand such that I held that object, and then she asked me to wait. Her shadow disappeared. I stayed where I was standing and hoped I wasn’t moving, but it was difficult to tell what my body was doing, on account of the fact that it was so dark. I tried to feel the object in my hand, gripping it with my other hand, thinking that it might tether my body to the dark room and keep it in one place. I was trying to get a sense of myself when my mother’s sister’s daughter’s shadow returned. She made a noise, and then her shadow became a face. She lit a match and used it to give an identity to the object in my palms. It was a candle. I looked at the candle, and then I looked up at my mother’s sister’s daughter’s face, and then I noticed I was surrounded by other candles and other faces, more than I could count. The faces were detached from their bodies, which were still just shadows. I looked down at my body, and saw that I had a stomach, legs, and beyond them, feet. I was grateful for that. I looked back up at the faces, and began to identify them, even though I had no desire to do so. Everyone was older, but they carried their same basic traits, even the ones I had last encountered as babies. I saw my sister’s daughter’s nose, and my uncle’s son’s ear, and the strange mole that lived in my father’s illegitimate son’s eye. The mole looked at me, like a third pupil, and I looked beyond it, toward my father’s sister’s wide forehead. It had vertical lines across it, as did her lips. Her face was stitched together. Her mouth was tight and closed. Then the stitching came undone. Her tongue fell out of her mouth, and her face became someone else’s face. The other person’s face began to scream. I turned away from her screaming face, which still seemed silent, trying to identify someone else among the crowd of shadows. But by then my sister’s daughter’s face was screaming, and my uncle’s son’s face was screaming, too. I couldn’t see my father’s illegitimate son’s mole, because his eyes were closed. His face was acting like it was crying, and in fact it was crying, because tears had fallen from his chin to his candle, which went out and took his face away from me.

I recognized everyone in the room, and they were looking at me with their recognizable faces, which had been snatched away and sacrificed to grief. They were screaming all at once. I assumed they were screaming at me, but I couldn’t understand the language they were speaking, because it was just composed of uncontrolled sounds. They were pushing notes from their mouths. High notes, low notes, notes I had never heard and hoped never to hear again. Everyone had let go of their bodies, which had become dedicated to making noise. They jumped toward the wall, and tried to make their bodies stick to it, but their bodies just fell on the ground. Then they tried again. I couldn’t understand what was happening. I thought to say excuse me, but didn’t want any kind of explanation, so I just spit on my candle and let it go out. My cousin peeled her arm from the wall, lit a match with her thumb and forefinger, and brought it to my candle before climbing back to wherever she had come from. I didn’t care to look, but I had to look. Her body flung itself from the ceiling to the wall, and flat onto the dirt floor, where it pounded itself down, trying to find a way back to earth.

I thought to go outside, but there was no outside. The door was shut. I thought to go to another room, but there was no other room. The house was just an empty space, inside of which were all the people, dressed in shadows, whom I did not want to hear, and in fact could not understand. I did understand, but I didn’t want to, so in my head I told myself I could not. My body didn’t do anything, because it was just a body. It stood around, trying to reject the emotions of the bodies that surrounded it. Eventually the other bodies would become tired of their performance. I let my body wait for that moment, and while I waited, the moment came. My father’s illegitimate son opened his eyes, pointed his mole at where my heart used to be, let out a final, accidental gasp, and then, catching himself, returned his speech to the language of humans. He told everyone that enough was enough. It was time to eat.

Everyone’s bodies returned to them. They lined up to place their candles on another shadow, which was revealed by those same candles to be a table. I let my body follow their bodies, and I placed my candle on the table, too. The flames were stronger together than they had been apart, and from their position on the table, they illuminated the empty room, which was just a room. It was full of people. Together the people filled the room. It had no empty space.

My cousin brought food to the table. My other cousin brought a stack of plates and instructed me to give myself some of the food. I couldn’t see the food. It all looked black. There were only two options. In one bowl, I saw some eggs in a black sauce. I decided to take some of that. Next to the black eggs were some thin squares of black bread. I took one of the squares and put it on top. Then I sat in a chair.

My mother’s sister’s daughter ushered everyone through the line. My mother’s sister’s son encouraged me to eat. I thanked him for his hospitality, and then looked at the food, wondering what his hospitality had provided. I tore off some of the bread and put it in my mouth. The bread tasted horrible. I ate it anyway. I chewed it for a long time, and it sucked all the moisture out of my mouth. Finally, I forced it toward my stomach, or what used to be my stomach, with my tongue, which was completely dry.

People sat down all around me and started eating as well. They told my mother’s sister’s son how much they enjoyed the egg dish, but they didn’t say anything about the bread, most likely because it was bad. My mother’s sister’s daughter asked me how I found the meal, but I didn’t have time to answer, because my mother’s sister’s son told me to get more. He approached my chair holding both dishes and a candle. I scooped some more of the egg onto my plate and tried to avoid looking at the bread, hoping my mother’s sister’s son wouldn’t insist on giving it to me. But he did insist on giving it to me. I tried to tell him I was full, I swore on my life that I was full, but he insisted on giving it to me anyway, so I had no choice but to hold out my hand and receive the bread, which was completely inedible.

I held out my hand to my mother’s sister’s son, looking at his shadow, and when I returned my gaze to the bread, I realized it was not bread, not even horrible bread, but a napkin. I had eaten an entire napkin, trying to be polite, and now I thought I was going to be sick. I asked my mother’s sister’s daughter for the bathroom, but she said there was no bathroom. Outside, there was a hole in the dirt marked by two trees. She told me that that was where I would have to do my business. I tried to imagine vomiting in the dirt, but the image was so horrible, even more horrible than the thought of the napkin occupying the space vacated by my stomach, that I decided not to be sick. I thanked my mother’s sister’s daughter and motioned to eat the egg, but I didn’t eat the egg, because I didn’t think I would be hungry ever again.

After dinner, my mother’s sister’s son made tea, and everyone sat around drinking that. They were quiet, almost completely so, most likely because their minds were tired from everything their bodies had put them through. I thought to ask about their lives, but I was sick of hearing about people’s lives, which were made up of stories that were probably not even true. People liked to talk, because talking made them feel like their experiences amounted to something, but usually the talking turned those experiences into lies. Most of the things that happened in life had no meaning, but eventually all the meaningless things combined to produce an emotion so strong that people felt the need to find an explanation for it. So, at the end of their lives, they described the events of their lives through the lens of happiness, or sadness, or resentment, even though the same things happened to basically all of us.

I wasn’t sure if I believed what I was thinking, but anyway I was thinking it. I didn’t want to hear any more lies, and even if I did agree to hear them, the trajectory of my journey would remain unchanged, because all the lies and deception of the past few days had amounted to a single truth. My brother wasn’t sick, and he wasn’t dying. If I chose to fulfill his requests for money, if I sent him everything I had, tons of it, or if I paid for his prescriptions, his vacations, and his visa, his state would continue to get worse. I could attempt anything to save his life, but my attempts would never reach him. I didn’t ask my cousin, my other cousin, or any of my other traumatized family about the state of my brother, because I knew I would see my brother tomorrow, and that when I saw him, it would be at his funeral.

I told my mother’s sister’s son I was tired, and my mother’s sister’s daughter led me outside, toward a room that had a mattress. I removed my clothes, which weren’t my clothes, and tried to imagine myself in the nothing-looking people’s house, which used to be my house, but now wasn’t. I was having a hard time imagining that, so I imagined myself in my wife’s house, the house she used to share with me. I thought we still shared it, but when I imagined it, I imagined her waking up alone. It would be earlier there, and she would be preparing for the day. She would wonder why I hadn’t written. She would probably think I was busy, enjoying the company of all the people I had forgotten about. She would think of me sleeping, my body having grown fat, fatter than she could possibly imagine, and she would think of herself, in a parallel universe, with her arms wrapped around me, with our parallel universe baby held in between.

I thought of emailing my wife, but there was no computer. I thought of writing her a letter but had no paper. If I sent something by post, by carrier pigeon, or even by telepathy, it would probably never arrive. I looked outside. The sky was black. The moon was cut in half and stars had decided to leave it.
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I didn’t go to sleep. My mind just left me. When it came back, my body was naked. My dirty clothes were elsewhere, outside the room, or perhaps they didn’t exist anywhere at all. The sun was in the window. I looked at it, and then it filled the room. The room was the size of the mattress, but the mattress wasn’t a mattress. It was two blankets folded and stacked to look like a mattress. I unfolded the top blanket and then wrapped it around my naked body. I wondered if I should wash my body, but my body smelled like nothing, not even like a body.

I saw a mirror and tried to avoid it. I didn’t want to see what my face was doing, and I didn’t want to see what my other face was doing behind the glass. I paused in front of the door, but there was no door. There was just an empty space where a door should be, and beyond it, the outside, my future, and all the other events that were bound to happen to me. I walked toward that.

I saw the hole between the trees and thought to vomit, but I could not vomit, even if I decided to try it, which I didn’t. The napkin was still in my body. Given that I had no stomach and, at that point, probably no intestines, I assumed that it had migrated somewhere it wasn’t supposed to be. I imagined the napkin being deposited by my esophagus and floating around the empty space inside me. I wondered how long it would stay there, and if its presence would be resolved by my blood pressure medication. I felt pieces of napkin moving through my veins. I decided not to feel it, but I did.

I tried to make the blanket, formerly a mattress, look like a robe, and then I walked into the main section of my cousin’s house. Inside, I expected to see all the people from the night before, but when I walked into the room, it was empty. The light made everything seem normal. No one was around, so I didn’t need to be polite, but I decided to be polite anyway, because that was who I was. I said good morning and heard nothing back, most likely because I was speaking to a random assortment of inanimate objects. I switched languages and said good morning again, in case that was more decipherable. The room made a thud behind me. I didn’t understand that language, but I turned around anyway, wondering if the context would help with the meaning.

My cousins were looking at me. I tried to apologize for turning their blanket into a robe, but I didn’t apologize for turning their blanket into a robe, because by then I was losing interest in speech. My cousin took his blanket away, and my other cousin closed her eyes. My body was barely a body, but my cousin didn’t want to be offended by my penis. My other cousin covered it up. My cousin tied a piece of white cotton around my waist, and then my other cousin opened her eyes. She tied another piece of white cotton around my armpits. She didn’t seem to be offended by my chest, even though it was the source of all my problems. I tried to say thank you, but I couldn’t say thank you, so I communicated that idea using my face. My cousins wrapped a piece of cotton around my head. They were wearing cotton, too. The cotton was for special occasions, but today was just a day. That was what I told myself, hoping that tomorrow would be a new one.

My cousin kissed my cheek, and then my other cousin kissed my other cheek. They turned around, and then they turned back around, and then, moving together, they placed on my shoulders my third cousin’s ugly leather jacket. My cousins walked outside, and then they weren’t anywhere. I walked outside, and then my cousins’ house didn’t exist. The morning was quiet, because it was too early for anyone to want to make noise. I saw a family of pigeons, but they didn’t say good morning, because they had nothing to do with language. They just walked in a line, not looking at anything. I walked alongside them. We walked down a road. When I realized I knew the road, the pigeons decided to fly away. I wanted to join them, but I could not join them, so I continued walking down the road. It led to one place only, a place that I knew well but did not want to know well, but now had to visit. I looked at the sun, thinking it was still too early, but knowing that even if I believed it was still too early, whatever was going to happen to me was going to happen to me, because the time for it to happen had finally come.

I walked to the end of the road. When I got to the place where it ended, I sat down to rest in a field. The field was brown. Nothing could grow there. If something tried to grow there, it would die, because the soil was filled with the blood of the people who had been buried. I put fingers on my neck, trying to feel for my pulse, but my blood pressure had become so high that the inside of my body had sealed itself off from the outside. Whatever it was doing was imperceptible to me and would be to anyone else, except my doctor, who knew how to measure it. I would see him tomorrow or the next day or whenever I returned home, to my wife’s home, to the place I used to live, and wanted to believe I still did.

I looked to my left, seeing nothing, and then I looked to my right, seeing a priest. The priest was talking to another priest. The priest was looking at my body, and the other priest was looking through my body, toward the ground. The priests were talking about my brother, whom they referred to as “the deceased.” They weren’t sure if he had been a good person or a bad person. I couldn’t tell if they were talking to me, or if they realized I was my brother’s brother, or if they even cared what someone like me, my brother’s brother, thought about my brother being good or bad. I didn’t think it mattered whether my brother had been good or bad, because no matter if he was good or bad, my brother was dead. The priest said he didn’t want to do a religious ceremony, because my brother was already condemned to hell. The other priest agreed and said that he knew my brother was condemned to hell because of what he had done before he died. I wondered what they meant by “what he had done.” Getting sick wasn’t an action, and it didn’t have anything to do with going to hell. Most people liked to believe that sick people went to heaven, even if that sickness was exacerbated by their own behavior. My brother could be blamed for magnifying his sickness, but he couldn’t be blamed for dying. He didn’t want to die. But the priests didn’t care about his desires. They just cared about maintaining their sanctity, even if it meant prematurely declaring that a dead person, who might otherwise wind up in heaven, should be condemned to hell. The first priest decided not to do a religious ceremony. The other priest agreed with that assessment.

I thought to stand up, but my body didn’t want to stand up, so I didn’t. The priests had decided that God had nothing to do with my brother, but my brother had died, so his funeral started to happen anyway, even though the priests had gone away to somewhere, probably to heaven itself. The horizon split open, and a line of people walked out of it. They didn’t have any faces, because their faces were wrapped in cotton. Their bodies were doing what bodies do. They were hugging one another, and holding one another, and pushing one another away. I didn’t want their bodies to do anything to my body, so I tried to make my body seem meaningless. No one looked at me, because they were busy looking in their memories, trying to find my brother.

One of the bodies sacrificed itself so that it could speak for the rest of the bodies. The body said something, but it didn’t matter what it said, because as soon as it said it, everyone began to cry. That was the way it was at funerals. Everyone in attendance believed that their individual verbal contributions were necessary, but everyone’s speech carried with it the same function, that function being to make everyone sad, sadder than they had ever felt, and sadder than they hoped ever to feel again. In fact, they had probably experienced worse sadness in their lives, and probably that sadness had stemmed from something less consequential than death. But the job of the funeral was to make everyone forget about that prior sadness and pretend that the death at hand was the most devastating event of their lives.

The people’s bodies had been held together by silence, and when that silence broke, first with one wail, then several, until those wails combined into one horrible, shrieking mass, the bodies lost their invisible organizational thread and thrust themselves onto the bloody field, which tried to swallow them. The people jumped and crouched, trying to escape their bodies and join my brother, my dead brother, on whatever spiritual plane he now belonged to, either heaven or, as the priests had determined, hell. I thought to join all that, but my body didn’t want to join all that, and anyway I wasn’t sure I believed in it, even though my culture, ancestors, the priests, and everyone I knew were urging me to accept the fact of my brother’s passing into another form of existence. I tried to think of my brother as dead, but I couldn’t think of my brother as dead, so I stayed sitting, looking at everyone who was still living, trying not to look inward and see my brother, whom I probably would not be able to find.

Some time passed, feeling to me like all the time in the world. The people had stopped crying and some of them had decided to sit. They were finding it hard not to get bored with their own performance, which had become mechanical and drained of life. A random person, sensing the problem, walked toward another random person, who was standing next to me. I looked at them, trying to determine whether they really were random, or if they were formerly very close acquaintances whom I could no longer recognize, due to the passing of time, aging, and their poor quality of life. Even if they weren’t random, our divergent lifestyles had made it such that we were strangers to one another. Their bodies smelled like spices, and sweat, and freshly butchered meat. My body smelled like it didn’t exist. Even if they knew I was my brother’s brother, they didn’t regard me as such, and when they looked around, they looked everywhere before they looked at me, and even when I thought they were looking at me, they were looking next to me, at my cousin’s ugly leather jacket, which was lying limp on the ground.

The first random person picked up the jacket. I thought to move my hands to stop him, but I didn’t want to move my hands to stop him, so I let him do it, and he did. He held the jacket above his head, as close as possible to the vague space where the air became the sky, and in a voice so loud it was as if all random people were speaking through him, said that in his hands he held the leather jacket of the deceased. Everyone cried at that, but they shouldn’t have cried at that, because it wasn’t my brother’s jacket, or even my jacket, but the ugly jacket of my cousin, who probably barely even knew my brother, unless he had asked him to invest in his ugly home, composed entirely of hallways. I wanted to say something, but decided not to, so I didn’t. I looked around the crowd, trying to find my cousin’s bald face, wondering if he might say something. But I didn’t recognize his face, at least not any more than I recognized any of the other faces, all of which were familiar to me in exactly the same way.

So, people were mourning, but they were so engaged in their mourning, which dragged the performance on and on, that they didn’t realize that their mourning was wrong. The random person waved the jacket, turning it into a flag, and continued saying his fake sad things, ones he had made up in his head. He said the jacket had been purchased for the deceased by his wife, and that he was wearing it in the moment his life was taken from him. My brother didn’t have a wife, and I was almost certain that no one and nothing had taken his life from him, not even me, though perhaps I could have saved it if I had agreed to give him everything he had asked for. But even then, I did not take it from him, and neither did anyone else, not even God. I thought to tell the second random person that the first random person had gotten it wrong, and that I knew that he knew he had gotten it wrong, but I decided to let him and everyone who believed him continue with their tradition, even if it was based on something fake.

The second random person approached the first random person, who took down his flag so that he could listen to the second random person, who made more whispering sounds in the first random person’s ear. The mourning people were trying to get my brother out of their system, and the random people, who had taken the role of priests, were trying to shepherd their processing into something that was recognizable as grief. The random people shrieked, and then the mourning people lost their voices. The random people sobbed, and then the mourning people went blind. Grieving felt easier when other people modeled what grieving looked like. But I didn’t want to become a mirror, even if becoming a mirror meant that I would experience some release. I waited for the mourning people to say my brother’s name, but they didn’t say his name. They just referred to him in the anonymous language that gets used to describe all dead people. Our beloved, my brother, the deceased. No one loved my brother, and even if they loved him, their love didn’t matter, because it couldn’t save him. He believed the things that could save him were all in my possession, but I didn’t give them to him, because I needed what they had done for me.

The random people stopped copying one another and tried to become individuals so that they could move the funeral forward. The first random person held up my brother’s passport, and the mourning people cried at that, but they shouldn’t have cried at that, because it was a passport from the country where I had become a citizen, where my brother was not a citizen, even though he had tried to persuade me to sponsor him. The second random person held up a piece of luggage, which might or might not have been my brother’s luggage, given that all luggage looked the same, and therefore could belong to anyone. The mourning people cried at that, too. It seemed they were willing to accept any object as a symbol of my brother, even ones that had nothing to do with his life. The first random person put down the passport and picked up a plain collared shirt, a pair of slacks, and a normal-looking wallet, the most anonymous and ubiquitous accessories in the world. I looked at my cousin’s leather jacket, which lay next to me on the ground, and tried to find my brother in it. But I couldn’t find my brother in it, because the jacket was just a jacket. My brother no longer existed, even if I and the other mourning people wanted to conjure his existence by displaying our attachment to a series of meaningless inanimate objects.

The mourning people took a break from their emotions and decided to be practical. Everyone knew it was time to bury the body, and even if they didn’t want to know it, they did, because that was, ultimately, the purpose of a funeral, even one that dragged on so long it felt as if it would take away the remaining life of those who were still living. I thought to stand up, but I didn’t want to stand up, so I didn’t. I looked among the mourning people’s bodies, trying to find a body that looked dead. But I didn’t see any bodies that looked dead. I just saw the bodies of people who were alive, and who believed they would be alive forever, but were pretending to be close to death in order to empathize with my brother, who no longer had the capacity to receive that empathy, given that death wasn’t an exchange, it was just something that happened and then remained unchanged.

I wondered if I wanted to see my brother’s body. I wasn’t sure if my brother’s body would look like my brother, whom I hadn’t seen in twenty-six years, or if I would be able to detect in it any of the qualities I had ascribed to him while he was still living, like neediness, or selfishness, or being a bad person. My brother’s body would probably look like my body, if my body were also dead, given that the things I projected onto him were characteristics that were brought out in his interactions with me. My brother and I were not the same, but our differences did the same things to our bodies, which had a hard time receiving the bad things that life gave us. I tried to see my heartbeat through my chest, but my chest wasn’t a chest, it was just an empty space wrapped in cotton.

A man approached me, looking like my son. He was my son. He looked down at me, through me, and then above my head, where another man had approached, looking strangely like my brother. He had a nose and a mouth, and, as far as I could tell, his lungs were still breathing. I tried to feel inside my body, but I couldn’t feel inside my body, which must have meant that my body had finally turned bad. I wondered if the man who looked like my brother, who was clearly not dead, had anticipated my lack of blood pressure medication, and was now approaching to give me some of his. That was what I hoped for and was the possibility that seemed to me to be most likely.

I tried to ask the man who looked like my brother to please give me some of his blood pressure medication, but I didn’t ask him to please give me some of his blood pressure medication, because when I spoke, I realized I had lost my voice. I said, I need the medication as soon as possible, but I didn’t say, I need the medication as soon as possible, because I couldn’t. I tried to stand up, but I didn’t stand up, because my legs were stuck to the ground. I tried to use my arm to reach into the man’s pockets, but I didn’t use my arm to reach into the man’s pockets, because my arm was not an arm. My speech had no language, and my body had no movement. The inside of my body was gone, and the outside of it looked like nothing, at least to my son and the man who looked like my brother, who looked at me as if I were dead. I wanted to run away from them, but I couldn’t run away from them, because the second random person had instructed them to lift up my body.

I looked among the crowd of mourning people, trying to find someone to explain to me my situation. But I knew my situation, and even if I didn’t want to know it, I did. I wanted to believe that the man who looked like my brother was not my brother, but I didn’t believe it, because I knew my brother from men who looked like him, even if I wanted to believe my brother was dead. I wanted to believe my brother and son had been sent to save me by giving me my medication, but I didn’t believe that they had been sent to save me, because I knew that my problem was unrelated to my blood pressure, even if I still hoped that my blood pressure medication would fix it. My brother carried my torso, and my son carried my feet. Both of them looked sad, but I couldn’t tell how much of that sadness was real. My son had a body, my brother had a body, and their bodies were healthy enough such that they could lend themselves to mine, which was now useless to the world, except insofar as it became a symbol of the thing that was now entirely lost to me, my life.

From the pocket of my cousin’s ugly leather jacket, my brother removed a ten-dollar bill. I wondered whom the money belonged to, but I knew whom the money belonged to, and even if I wanted to believed that I deserved it, or that I deserved twice as much, I couldn’t believe it, because even if the money had temporarily belonged to me, I knew that it ultimately belonged to the intoxicated women in the taxicab, who did not want to pay me anything, but who were willing to pay me a symbolic amount because they knew the money would ultimately end up with them, and that those who protected it, the police officers, the newscasters, and the anonymous people who listened to them, would show up, when called, to tell the world that they had been angels, that I had been a kidnapper, and that I deserved whatever outcome I had been given. I had been waiting for someone to say my name, but no one had said my name, not even the random strangers I had encountered who were obsessed with my life, or the news people who were happy to declare it over. I wanted more life, but I wasn’t in need, and so the life I believed I needed was without significance.

My brother, who was crying, took the money that I had decided was worth my life and placed it in his pocket, crying some more, about either my situation or his own. I thought my brother needed me, but my brother had survived without me. In his possession, the money was stripped of the meaning I had given it. The paper was just paper, the ink was just ink, and even though it had killed me, he would use it to buy something that he believed would prolong his life. He didn’t look like he was dying. Behind his crying, he had more life still in him. I wondered if he could give it to me, but my body was done receiving the signs that other bodies sent it. I would never be able to find out why my life had been the way it was. Everything was nothing, and that was how it was going to stay. I wanted to cry, but I could not cry. I had no eyes. I wanted to go home. I tried to go home—home was inside of me.
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