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We crossed the border in Vientiane 
in December when the river was full. We 
stayed the night on the northern outskirts 
of town where the highway was flat and 
calm and I remember the air was grey and 
windy. There were fires burning along the 
side of the road in metal pits and, here and 
there, small restaurants were shielded from 
the sky by corrugated tin roofs. We stayed 
for one day as we had to catch the bus 
headed north. The bus depot was a large 
concrete room with many benches and 
scraps of fliers clinging to the peeling paint 
on the walls. We paid our fare and 
boarded. Our bus was silver and green and 
had beds, each about two feet wide, two to 
a side, and bunked. They were remarkably 
hard. The bus was full and everyone 
smoked constantly. 

So we traveled north through Laos 
in a giant silver-and-green mausoleum 
because those days of smoke killed us all 
only we wouldn’t know this until later. I 
slept with my face against the window slit 
near my bed. The night air was freezing 
and I awoke with a cold. During the day 
the Laotian countryside passed by my 
smoky bedside window like a foggy 
landscape of impeccable foreignness. We 
will never have hills of rice paddies like 
this in the States, never have the 
meandering thick bamboo forests and the 
lazy tropical rivers. The small towns where 
we took breaks from the road emerged 
around the bends in the gentle mountains 

and consisted of wooden houses and a 
noodle cart or an outdoor market, maybe a 
bathroom if we were lucky. Everything 
smelled a combination of cigarettes and 
jungle.

Before we reached the Chinese 
border we stopped one last time to eat and 
pee and smoke outside the bus because it’s 
different than eating and peeing and 
smoking inside the bus. When I got back 
on the bus there were more people than 
before. Many more, the population of our 
grave had doubled. They stood and 
smoked in the center aisle. They sat and 
smoked, two or three or more to a bed, and 
chatted in Lao and Chinese. The 
mausoleum was open for business because 
burial rules are for anally retained army 
cemeteries and this was not one of those 
places. Here you only had to pay the driver 
some cash and, so long as there was room, 
you could get into this murky tomb. These 
last few hours were a thick haze of smoke 
and people playing cards, spitting and 
laughing. Someone was playing a guitar.     
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