A ghost walks into a noodle shop in Chinatown.

The ghost is that of Mr Xi and the noodle shop isn’t any old shop. It’s
away from the busy neon greens and reds, down a grungy alley where a
muted yellow bulb signals the shop entrance. Inside, decades of dust sealed
by airborne vegetable oils give the walls a nouveau-chic sheen that’s out of
step with the ordinary arrangement of tables and chairs.

Mr Xi recognises the irony of searching for someone he can’t be sure is
alive. Deadness doesn’t give you automatic access to every other dead
person. Or living person either. Mr Xi doesn’t know where to find the person
he wants to see.

He wants to find his son, Qiang.

The last time he saw him was thirty-something years ago, just before
Qiang’s twenty-first. Despite his current incorporeality, Mr Xi remembers the
scene like he’s physically there.

Three of them, Qiang, Madam Xi and Mr Xi, sitting around the dining
table. The smell of coriander cuts through the flavours of different dishes
lovingly prepared to celebrate a filial milestone.

Each of them looks at the table as though it offers nothing. Madam Xi
whimpers. Mr Xi and Qiang both sport brows of perspiration and cheeks red
with rage. Tears stream down Qiang’s face. Mr Xi remains dry-eyed.

“We disown you,” says Mr Xi. His steady voice betrays his conviction—
that Qiang’s disclosed homosexuality is an abomination and an endless
source of shame upon the family name. “Leave. You are not recognised
here.”

Madam Xi sobs.

Qiang rises. The front door slams shut upon his exit and marks the
beginning of a new concealment.

Through half-drawn Venetian blinds, Mr Xi catches the outline of
another figure, waiting by a car near the front gate. The two embrace as the
gate squeals shut; and the gutteral roar of a first-born son bounces off the
front window.

And then, Qiang is no longer out the front of the house. And seasons
pass, and the spirit grows weary, and lines on Mr Xi’s face begin to
document the passing of time. Madam Xi remains by his side but the way
they share living also thins. An uncomfortable silence unites them. When it
first arrives, it is riddled with anxiety and distrust, but even it loses its sting
as it slips into a mutual way of being. Mr Xi knows his wife maintains



surreptitious contact with their son. Not talking lets it be just another unsaid
thing.

Mr Xi recalls the sad passing of Madam Xi, however many years ago
now. Despite the distance they cultivated between them, the loss of a
lifetime together, and the loss of her, hits him harder than he might imagine.
He remembers what she said, barely audible and barely heard, during his last
visit to the hospice: Qiang is still our son.

A ghost walks into a noodle shop, remembering this was where he took
Qiang when he did well in exams at school. Chinese restaurants, perhaps
more than other dining options, are prone to longevity.

Perhaps, with the force of memory and a battered hope for healing, a
son will crave the flavour of better, bygone days.

The ghost sees a man enter and sit. The man is older and greyer than
the ghost remembers him, but recognisable.

A waiter smiles at the man like it’s not the first time he’s dined here.
The man walks past diners to the table by the fish tank in the corner. The
tablecloth has changed, but it’s the same spot a father would bring his son
for special dinners after school.

The waiter brings a teapot to the man’s table.
“Your usual? Cut the coriander?” the waiter asks.

“Thanks darling,” the man replies. The ghost observes the back of
each man’s hand brush against the other.

The waiter heads to the kitchen.

Mr Xi stands before his son. His son’s smile makes him smile himself.
He remembers a time when he would’ve exorcised such levity from his son’s
face. The recollection makes his present energy quiver. If only he’d had
Madam Xi’s courage to maintain a thread of contact when he was alive.

Qiang looks across the room. He looks through his father, and, without
seeing him, at him. It’s like this place haunts him with memories of simpler
times. Simpler and happier times.

A ghost and his living son, together, both wishing the thing that happened
next so many years ago could’ve been different.



