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We’ve been sitting for an hour or more here, up high, in the airport’s main food hall, which overlooks the duty free, clothes, electronics, accessories and souvenir stores below. The airy, immense space is gleaming artificially because beyond the tall glass walls, where the tarmac, runways and mountains ought to be, there’s just fog, a soupy black fog that has covered the airport and delayed everything. The inbound jet got diverted, and will not even depart from its current location until the fog starts to burn off. Our layover in Atlanta was going to be more than six hours – we booked the flights just two days ago, so we took what we could get – but now it’s going to be tight. It’s possible we could miss it, but we haven’t yet begun to worry about that. We – my father, me, and Trish, a US consular officer who was assigned to our case, my sister’s case – have been quietly monitoring the departures board near our table.

My poor father, my poor sister. I push my seat back, stand, and excuse myself. Because of the delays, the terminal is badly overcrowded, and I have to step over lots of feet and suitcases. But everybody is calm and polite. There was madness at check-in, but here there is serenity – the anxiety just dissolves into the air and light of the terminal. I excuse myself as I walk, and the people I step over, or whose bags I step upon, beg my pardon for being in the way.

At the toilets, I have to wait in a line of men leaning against the wall of a long, plain, windowless, glossy-blue corridor. A line of women wait on the other side, too. We let people with children go ahead. They don’t ask to go ahead, we urge them ahead, we wave them forward. The line for the men’s toilets moves swiftly. We apologetically pass the women in their line, who do not move. I walk into an empty stall even though I do not need to use the toilet. I just stand there and rest – and realize that I cannot rest, I don’t have the energy to rest, and the first chance I will have to rest is when I am crammed into my seat on the airplane. I think I might start to weep, but I do not weep, I just open the door, walk to the sinks, and wash my hands for a long time. Then I dry them under the hand dryer for a long time.

My father and I have been here since early morning, since darkness. We overnighted in the Airport Mercure Hotel, which is in fact five miles from the airport. We could have stayed in the city, in a nice hotel, but it seemed right to stay somewhere that made our last night in Germany feel less pleasurable and more businesslike. I was awake until three or four. I watched television until midnight, then I opened a book. I haven’t been eating, and I find it hard to get regular sleep. I took notes from the book, because it’s my habit to take notes when I read. The room was hot, and I couldn’t find the thermostat, so I opened the window. I drew back the curtains and saw fog rolling in. It came swiftly, and in patches, and it created the sensation of flying, of the hotel flying through clouds. The fog thickened in a hurry. I put my book and my notebook on the little round table by the window and leaned my arms on the windowsill, and I felt as though I was piloting the hotel. I stood there for a long time. It was freezing outside, but the air refreshed and calmed me. The hotel was a lot like an American motel – low and sprawling, with a big parking lot. Streetlamps shined copper-coloured light brightly on a handful of cars. After a while I couldn’t see the cars. There was just a fast-moving fog that had copper-coloured lights distantly within it. I left the windowsill. I closed the curtains but not the window – I left it slightly cracked. I took my shirt off. I took my socks off. I’d been wearing those socks forever, and taking them off made me drowsy. I fell asleep on the end of my bed, with my trousers still on, legs off the bed, feet on the ground, like I’d been drinking. Around five, there was a knock on my door. It was my father. He couldn’t sleep, he said, and was thinking about heading to the airport. He was distressed. There wasn’t any point trying to convince him he needed the sleep.

The shuttle-bus driver was asleep on the couch in the hotel lobby. He was a little man in a big black jacket, a jacket with a furry hood, and I felt bad about waking him. My father and I stood over him for about a minute, watching him sleep. I could see that he was dreaming about his wife, or someone he loved, and that it was a good dream, and I could also see that he had good dreams very rarely, that normally he had nightmares, normally he could not sleep. I knew that when we woke him, he would hate us. So I did nothing, and my father did nothing, but our proximity to him must have made its way into his dream as a dark force. Perhaps suddenly his wife was drowning. He opened his eyes in a panic. There we were, standing in front of him, over him. The lobby was dark and empty, though there were a few people making noise in the restaurant, where breakfast was. The driver was small, slight, younger than me, but not by much. He was Turkish, for sure. He had black hair and dark-brown eyes, he had a very subtle moustache. We told him we needed to get to the airport. We had our bags, we had checked out of the hotel, and we were ready to go. For a little while he didn’t understand that we were reality, that his dream had ended. When he did, he sat up straight, coughed, and shook his head, and swallowed the cobwebs in his mouth. He suggested we wait. The conditions were treacherous, he said. I explained to him that it was urgent, and he didn’t argue. We walked outside into the freezing and fogged-over morning. I told him his jacket looked warm and he said it was, yes, warm. I couldn’t see the shuttle. I couldn’t see anything in the parking lot. I could barely see, behind us, the glass doors we had walked out of. The driver went ahead. We heard a door open and the engine start, then the headlights came on, as though from far away, but they were right beside us. The driver jumped out and grabbed our bags and threw them in the back. My father’s was an old, heavy, burgundy suitcase, one of a set of bespoke cases he’d received half a century ago as a wedding present. It was in pretty dire shape, but that seemed to be what he liked so much about it, and why he refused to consider, on more than one occasion over the past three weeks, my suggestion that he upgrade to something that I didn’t have to carry for him. He also had a brown leather satchel as a carry-on. My big case was black, rectangular, tall, extra-thin, and could roll on four or two wheels. I had a carry-on that was the same case in miniature. The driver closed the back door and opened the sliding door on the side. My father got in first. I helped him. He held my arm and I told him to watch his head. I got in after him and the driver closed the door behind me. The seats in the shuttle were ice-cold. The driver took a rag out of his coat pocket and wiped the fogginess from the inside of the windshield, then he blasted the defroster, which filled the shuttle with a cold breeze. My father pulled the hood of his coat over his head and stuffed his hands in his pockets. I pulled out some gloves and a hat and put them on, and I pulled the collar of my wool coat up, and held it tight around my neck. The driver obviously knew the route, and he must have sensed that there was nobody else on the roads, because he drove as he liked. We hit a few kerbs and drove over an island at a roundabout. I saw the man’s eyes in the rear-view mirror. He was sleepy. My father said, Sir, would you please drive a little slower? The driver said, I can see fine. My father said, But we can’t.

About three weeks ago, my sister, Miriam, was found dead in her modest, cheerless apartment in Berlin, and my father and I went there to make arrangements. It had been four or five years since I last saw her. My father flew from home, and I flew from London, where I’ve lived for twenty-five years. And for three weeks we’ve been in Germany – mostly in Germany – waiting for her body to be released. We couldn’t decide what we’d do with her body – bury it here or fly it home and bury it there. A cremation would have been cheapest and simplest, and probably what Miriam would have wanted, but my father, after a lot of contemplation, couldn’t do it. So we flipped a coin – heads, burial in Germany, tails, burial at home. The difference was twenty thousand dollars, for starters. We were sitting on a park bench, and my father said, after a deep breath, Forgive us, Miriam, and I flipped a coin. Now her body is somewhere in a cargo hangar, having been signed off by a German undertaker, and is waiting for departure on our flight.

I come back to our table to find my father once again thanking Trish for being here, for waiting with us. She works at the US embassy in Berlin, but her husband recently moved to Munich, and she spends most weekends with him. Her flight back to Berlin isn’t until later in the evening.

Everything okay? asks my father. Everything’s okay, I say. You were gone for a while, he says. Trish gives our untouched plates commiserative glances. She ordered omelettes for us when she arrived. We needed food, she said. My father and I agreed, but then we didn’t eat. My father cut his omelette in half and the cheese and ingredients spilled out, and, as inconspicuously as possible, without trying to appear ungrateful, he pushed himself half an inch back from the table. I said mine was too hot, I’d let it cool off, and I never touched it.

The first week in Germany was a surreal and solemn week, an ordinary week, emotionally, under the circumstances. We kept ourselves busy, we saw many things, but we were, essentially, waiting. We were waiting with the expectation that something might happen at any moment. We assumed the coroner would release Miriam’s body quickly. I have no idea why we assumed this. We didn’t know that, in Germany, people are not buried in a hurry. We also didn’t understand how dispassionate German bureaucracy could be. Trish telephoned the coroner’s office every day to check on the status of Miriam’s case, and every day, during that first week, she was given no information. There was no point complaining. We had the freedom to feel wronged, but that freedom was meaningless. Finally, at the end of that first week, Trish spoke with the coroner. It would be another week at least. So we took a vacation. My father rented a car and we treated ourselves to a road trip. My father was born in Germany, but at the age of nine he emigrated to the US with his mother. We drove around some places he wanted to see, since it was likely he would never get here again. During our road trip, we ate too much, drank too much, and stayed in expensive hotels and B&Bs. I guess we were temporarily deranged. The night after we came back to Berlin, back from our travels in the rental car, we went out and had some drinks, and on the way home we actually sang Happy Birthday to a man who said it was his birthday. He was sitting on the kerb and looked a bit lost, so we started up a conversation. And before we left him, we sang Happy Birthday to him. The next morning, a third and final phase of our stay in Berlin began, a phase in which my father and I, until Miriam’s body was released, spent very little time together.

This is the airport from which my father decided he wanted to fly – he didn’t want Miriam’s body on a plane out of any other airport. He said he knew it sounded strange but he wanted her on one flight out of Europe, not two connecting flights, and he wanted her flying out of an airport that was – he searched a while for the word – classy. There are two Berlin airports, both grim and claustrophobic, and neither operates direct flights to Atlanta, which is the airport my father wanted us to land at. I arrived, three weeks ago, at Schönefeld Airport – that was the day I identified Miriam’s body. My father, the next morning, first thing, arrived at Tegel, on a one-way ticket – I went to pick him up in a taxi. They are not airports to be stuck in, and I am sure I couldn’t bear an eight-hour wait in either one.

We’ve been in the food hall since Trish arrived. Time has oozed by, it is seeping. The mezzanine level is very large, but narrow relative to the great pentagonal breadth of the level below. The food hall stretches almost all the way around, in a sort of horseshoe, and we are sitting close enough to the edge to see much of the level below. In the centre of everything – a typical if slightly larger-than-normal airport bazaar – there’s a race car, an actual Formula One race car, which, I presume, you can win in a raffle. Spreading outwards from the centre are hundreds and hundreds of seats, seats in irregular rows, all of them swamped by bags and bodies, and the spaces between the seats are swamped with bags and bodies. And from there, in two directions, the terminal stretches outwards towards a circulatory system of long corridors to the gates.

Trish is, I would say, in her mid to late twenties. Or possibly she is just a very young-looking thirty-something. She served in Afghanistan, with the army. She did ROTC at Vanderbilt before that. She’s black and has a mild and appealing Southern accent. She is wearing brown trousers, a white blouse and a dark-brown suit jacket. She is heavy, but her clothes make her look athletic. A wool coat hangs on the back of her chair. In our time here, I have seen her wear it on a number of occasions, and it makes her extremely handsome. Would you like, she asks my father, anything else, some coffee, a cup of tea? My father contemplates the question by moving his plate around in small circles, and then he says, I haven’t slept, not a wink, maybe there’s a lounge somewhere I could lie down in, is that possible?

Trish says, You’d like to sleep?

Just rest my eyes, he says.

My father is in his mid-seventies. He retired about seven years ago. He taught European history in California, but he sometimes took leave to teach, for short stints, at universities closer to home – by which I mean the South. He edited an academic journal – which was small but respected – for three decades. He published a lot of articles, and he wrote two books. The first was a highly specialized study of law codes in the time of Charlemagne. It was published by an academic press and went straight to libraries as a reference document. His second book was a generalist history of the Middle Ages. It had been written for bookstores, not libraries. He had a New York publisher, and he received a healthy advance. But it took him forever to write. He started it six or seven years before my mother’s death, and when she died he set it aside for a while. He finally returned to it and delivered it to his publishers, who had grown totally disenchanted with him, and who took a long time to get it to print. They also didn’t put a whole lot of publicity behind it, because in the intervening period between my father’s advance and the delivery of the book, another history of the Middle Ages had appeared, one with the title my father was originally going to use – The Middle Ages. Before my mother’s death, I think the failure of that book would have been devastating for him. When she was alive, I’m sure, success was something he would have welcomed – it might have allowed him to cut back on teaching and editing and spend more time at home, where he hunted, fished, birdwatched, attended small-town college football games, and used his study to smoke pipes and read and think. But after she died, his attitude changed, and he took the book’s failure with a cheerful fatalism. And he never started anything ambitious, at least on that scale, again – or if he did, he did so secretly, and it never came to anything, not even a mention, in all the conversations we have had since his book came out, and all the times we have seen each other, as a joke or an aside, or an earnest admission of a small disappointment. When I call him from London, these days, and he’s at home, he’s watching golf. He watches golf from all over the world, at all hours of the day – golf in Japan, in South Africa, in Sweden. I don’t know if days and nights mean much to him now. The only regularity imposed upon his life is the upkeep of the house. He has a man come by once a week to clean the swimming pool. Another man comes once a week – or twice in spring and summer – to look after the garden. And a woman comes once a week to clean the house. There isn’t much for her to do, because he disturbs only a fraction of it. He tells me, when we talk on the phone, about the wonder and frustrations of getting things done with the Yellow Pages. He can’t look at a computer screen for more than half an hour without fainting, he says. So the Yellow Pages are his Internet. He says things like, I found some guys who can build me a deck really cheap, or, I’m probably going to get solar panels on the roof. But he has not yet built the deck or got solar panels.

Trish says, answering my father, Of course we can get you a spot to lie down.

My father says, Maybe there’s nothing of the sort.

Trish says, They must have something.

Why not try the airline’s executive lounge? I say.

That’s a great idea, says Trish. I’ll go.

No, let me go, I say.

Trish thinks this is a bad idea. She is certain she is more likely to succeed. I am just an ordinary traveller, and she is from the Embassy of the United States of America. I know that she is right, and ought to be the one to go, but if she leaves, I will be stuck here, in this chair. My father will fall asleep and I will be alone to stare at the mess we’ve made on the table, the large plates of food we haven’t eaten, the napkins we have blown our noses with, and too tired to distract myself with something constructive, such as reading or working.

Go together, says my father. I’m fine, I’ll just sit here, shut my eyes, rather do that on my own.

Trish and I glance at my father to see if he is serious. His eyes are already closed. I say, Someone should stay with you.

I’m fine, just tired. If one of you stays I’ll feel obliged to stay awake and keep you company.

He opens his eyes. He digs in his bag for his sound-cancelling headphones and puts them around his neck. Then he says, I’ve run out of Tylenol. Do you have some? I’ve got a headache.

I’m out, I say, but I’ll get some more. I push his glass of water towards him and tell him to have a drink. He takes a sip – perhaps to prove he’s rational, that he really wants to be on his own – then closes his eyes again and says, If they say I can lie down in the lounge, one of you can come back and get me.

My father is dressed in a flannel blue check shirt with various shades of brown in it, and a white undershirt that is tight around his neck. The flannel shirt is tucked into a pair of blue jeans hiked up very high, and he’s got on a very flash pair of fluorescent yellow running shoes. This is his travel gear. He likes to be comfortable when he travels – he also has the sound-cancelling headphones and a neck pillow. In Berlin, however, and even during much of our trip to the Rhine, to the Ardennes, to Luxembourg and to Brussels, he wore old suits, the suits he wore as a professor – suits that are now oversized on him. I don’t know what my father looks like when, back at home, he’s out and about. If I call him and he is not at home watching golf, he is usually down some megastore aisle of tools or groceries stacked thirty feet high on either side of him, looking for screws, or comparing prices of pasta, or considering a new weedeater that he will use once, maybe twice, then give to the gardener. Other than these places, I don’t think he goes anywhere. I don’t think he goes to the movies, I don’t think he goes for walks, I don’t think he drives to the coast – the Gulf – as he used to do, when we were young and he was home from teaching. So far as I know, he has no friends. We talk about once a month. When I catch him at home, we hang up the phone and go on our laptops, so we can see each other, and usually he’s in a white sleeveless muscle shirt, though his arms are just his bones, and he’s unshaven. About twenty minutes into any conversation, he says, I’m about to faint, gotta go. Sometimes, if it’s hot, he doesn’t wear a shirt at all. His skin is pretty loose, and you can see his ribs.

Trish and I stand at the same time. We leave my father alone at the table. He slumps in his chair. He seems instantly asleep. Just looking at him, I yawn. I hope this works, says Trish. Me too, I say. We go down the escalator, through the wide and weightless slow space of the terminal. I cannot think of anything to say. Trish and my father have spent a lot of time alone, but Trish and I have never been alone, or only so rarely and briefly that it doesn’t really count. I decide not to say anything. This is a solemn occasion, after all, and speaking isn’t necessary. Trish’s phone beeps. Throughout our hour together in the food hall, her phone has beeped several times. It’s her personal phone – she also has a clunky old Nokia for work. I know, from my father, that she and her husband are going through a difficult period. I don’t know Trish well enough to ask about it, or even to offer sympathy. But my father told me it seems destined to end, and it would not surprise me if it has just ended. She reads her phone. When she’s done, she looks up at me and I realize I’m staring at her. She gives me a funny smile. Sorry, I say, I was just lost in thought there.

How long will you stay at home? she asks.

For me, by now, home is London, I say.

Of course, she says – when will you go back?

Soon, I say. I can’t afford to stay away much longer. I’m supposed to be starting something new.

Surely they’ll wait, under the circumstances.

Maybe, but not too much longer.

What do you do?

I’m a marketing consultant.

I know, I was just wondering what you did as a marketing consultant.

I devise marketing strategies for clients.

She gives me a look that says, I know that, I meant what kind of strategies do you devise. But instead of pressing any further, she says, Your dad says you’re quite successful.

Does he?

She nods.

I say nothing. It doesn’t sound like something my father would say. For a moment I’m not sure I ought to believe her – maybe she’s trying to mend a rift she’s perceived between my father and me, a rift for which she may feel some responsibility. But she isn’t responsible. And I am not really successful – by which I mean not as successful as I once believed I should be. I did International Business in college – at Princeton, which was where my father went – and I did all right. I decided not to do an MBA. I wanted to work. I didn’t want to waste any time. But I also wanted to travel. I passed up some good job offers in the States. An internship in London came up – unpaid – and I took it. I never planned to stay a long time in London, but over the years I became increasingly convinced that I could not return home, that I could not leave London and somehow find contentment in a place like Tampa or Dallas. I’d grown accustomed to, and much preferred, the way people lived on top of one another in London. And I suppose I very much liked the fact that I was a boy from a place where we all drove big trucks on big roads and where space and solitude were easily attainable, and now I was living in a place where nobody I knew had a car and where space and solitude were not features of the landscape but conditions one had to manufacture in the mind. There was, yes, always New York, but I had been to New York several times while at college. There was something in the distance of London, something about a body of water between me and where I came from, and something in particular about being a foreigner. I have a nice, if very small, flat in Spitalfields, which I sublet from an architect. I run my own one-man consultancy now, and I keep busy. I’ve just left a client I’d been with for many years – a supermarket chain. It was a nice situation. I worked three days a week at the client’s main London office. I had a badge. The other two days of the week, I worked for other clients. Just before the news of Miriam’s death, however, I left the supermarket chain. I found something new – not necessarily better, but different.

We’re here, I say.

The door to the lounge is translucent. There isn’t a handle. Trish puts her palm flatly on the glass and pushes. The door opens and we are met, unexpectedly, by another corridor, which is narrow, and which leads to another door, also of translucent glass. It is like an airlock, in which the wealthy or well-travelled can spend a moment decontaminating their thoughts, preparing themselves to switch from chaos to luxury. Behind that door, the coffee-brown lounge is making noise. It seems like such a faraway place, something like – at least from our side of the door – a memory. We approach, open the door, enter, and a woman meets us. She is handsome, tanned, and she wears a grey suit, not a uniform but a suit. Past her, there are large leather chairs and recliners. Most are occupied by businessmen – some look European, they wear nice suits with slim legs, and some are American, they wear slacks and button-down shirts, they have gadgets attached to their belts – but there are families there as well, families travelling business class, kids playing with tablet computers or listening to music with headphones. It is quiet. It is a perfect place to snooze. The seats are deep and obviously soft. It’s very full, Trish tells the woman. The woman says, with an English accent, even though she is clearly German, Normally it’s less crowded. Everyone looks satisfied – what better way to take advantage of executive lounge privileges than to use it on a day when all the flights are delayed. Everyone looks at home here. The only thing that seems to have disturbed the equilibrium is our presence. Some of them are waiting to see if we’ll be allowed to enter. Beyond the leather chairs and coffee tables is a dark bar with bottles glowing blue and gold and green on glass shelves, and there are huge red lampshades that hang from the ceiling. The lampshades, which are wide and round, remind me of a place, but I cannot remember where. The woman in the grey suit asks us for our boarding cards or our membership cards. I think of how I might begin to propose what we’re proposing. I had a script in my head a few moments ago, but now that I see the lounge, now that I am standing in it, I realize that script has no value. What is to stop hundreds of people – economy passengers like us – from coming here, complaining of extreme fatigue, and begging for a seat to sleep on? If extreme fatigue were all one needed to get a seat in the executive lounge, everybody would be here. I can’t speak. I’m overwhelmed, I suppose, by how obvious it is that we are not going to get my father a place to sleep, or by my embarrassment for having had the naivety to believe it was possible. I should return to him immediately – go get his headache pills and admit that this was a foolish attempt. But I don’t move. I look up and remember why it is that those lampshades, which hang very low, seem so familiar. Then Trish begins to speak. I don’t really listen to her, because I know it is pointless. The lampshades remind me of a lodge in Scotland, a little mansion on a lake in the Highlands. It was where my mother and father honeymooned, where they visited a few times thereafter, and it was where, after my mother’s death, my father visited twice. The lampshades here remind me of the lampshades in the lodge restaurant. The restaurant has great big booth tables in the centre of the dining room, all situated so that they face the lake, more or less, and all underneath a large red lampshade, which dimly illuminates the tabletop. It calls to mind mafia or Rat Pack dinners in Vegas. My father always reserved the same booth. He and my mother sat there. He and my wife and I sat there once. Then he and I sat there, on our own, another time. I went there, not too long ago, by myself, but the booths were booked out. Miriam never came. She was invited, and my father and I both offered to pay for her, or help her afford the trip, but she always said money wasn’t the problem – she was too busy. I know my father offered Miriam money a few times, but I don’t think she ever took it. My father and Miriam didn’t speak often, and he never saw her after she left home, twenty years ago. The time that had passed was how I argued to Trish, and to myself, against allowing my father to see or identify Miriam’s body. He would not have known what he was looking at.

Trish says, I understand, of course. She’s speaking to the woman in the grey suit. She turns to me and says, Let’s try something else. I thank the woman for her time, even though I’ve missed the exchange. She tells me she’s sorry they cannot accommodate my father. I hang on to the end of her sentence for a moment, because I am certain she’s going to add something – an alternative solution. But she doesn’t. She just smiles. I’m leaning a little forward now, so I straighten up. Of course, I say, it’s no problem.

We decide to get my father’s painkillers next. Trish rubs her temples and casually says that she needs something for a headache, too. I’ve been so fixated on my own lack of sleep that I’ve failed to notice hers. But she doesn’t complain, or at least she doesn’t complain to me. I still find it quite strange to look at Trish and think of her in the army, in places where real conflict was ongoing. I haven’t asked her about it. I wouldn’t know what to ask. I’ve always had a low opinion of people in the military. I’ve always had a low opinion of patriotism. My father finds Trish’s background fascinating. I’m more interested in her work for the State Department. For the rest of her life, every four or five years she’ll move to a new city. She’ll learn a few more languages. She’ll meet people from all over. She doesn’t know where she’ll go next. After Berlin, she’ll go back to the States, probably for a year, then get posted somewhere else. It sounds like the perfect life, I said to her during our first week in Berlin, and it even felt true to say. If it suits you, it suits you, she said.

Trish points to a drugstore ahead of us. It’s crowded. Like every shop, and every square inch of the terminal, it’s crowded. Though it is a sick time of year, and there are many people who badly need cough syrup, cold and flu relief, or something to stop runny noses, the drugstore – I no longer call them drugstores, but Trish and my father call them drugstores – is mostly full of people who do not actually intend to buy anything. It reminds me of the way tourists walk through chapels and churches – they process very slowly, head vaguely for the altar, then circle back out, pretending to feel neither underwhelmed nor foolish. I can’t really tell where the queue begins. I just squirm through some people, then stand around and try to make eye contact with one of the people at the tills, which is, I’ve learned, how Germans queue. When I finally get eye contact, I tell the woman, in my rudimentary German, that I am looking for paracetamol. She warns me that paracetamol is actually a toxic substance that causes organ damage, and an overdose can lead to death. Trish, who is staring at her phone as we wait, briefly looks up to check that she heard the woman correctly. Ask for ibuprofen, she says. Do you have ibuprofen? I ask. She says she has ibuprofen. The woman is wearing a white lab coat and is very suntanned and wears tortoiseshell glasses that make her seem kinder than she actually is. Ibuprofen can change the structure of your kidneys, she says, after three or four years of continual use. Then she says, Your condition will improve tomorrow anyway, without medicine, but you can never repair the damage you might do to an organ. I look at Trish. I don’t really understand what is happening, or what I should do next. Trish says, Germans don’t take medication, they just suffer. I tell the woman I want the ibuprofen. I ask Trish if she wants her own box or if she just wants to have some of ours. She says she’ll just take one from ours.

I’m going to take four of these pills when we board, I say, and get some sleep. I’d like to sit down, fasten my seatbelt, close my eyes as we taxi away from the gate, and wake as the wheels hit the runway in Atlanta.

When was the last time you were in the States? asks Trish.

About a year after my dad’s retirement, about six years ago.

And that was the last time you saw him?

That’s right. But before that I saw him much more often.

There are, here and there, grey doors in the tall grey walls – we pass half a dozen as we make our way back to the food court. The doors are almost invisible in the walls, and beside each is a keypad for airport personnel. The doors are numbered but otherwise unmarked. Trish says, I bet they have a break room somewhere, or a first-aid room, I bet they have a room with a cot or a couch in it.

The first man she flags down tells us to try the Airport Clinic, which is an actual hospital attached to the airport, but my father isn’t sick, he’s tired. And it’s a very long way, a different terminal. The next person we find, a woman, gives us no help at all. This is impossible, utterly impossible, it’s preposterous and self-evidently illogical – that’s the gist of her response. Trish storms back to security, pulls out her diplomatic passport and protocol ID and declares that she is a US consular officer and she’s in need of assistance. We are taken to a small white room. It’s a room that seems designed to make people feel uneasy, and the moment I step inside I feel guilty of something. I start to sweat and feel nauseous – now the hunger is coming, and the fatigue. It is an office with no windows, no telephone, no clutter, nothing on the walls, just a desk and some chairs. There are three doors in and out of it. There is the door we have entered, and two others, one on the right wall and one on the left, and when a woman finally does appear, she treats our sorrows with an equanimity that suggests she could, at any moment, walk out either of those doors without an explanation. She carries nothing with her. She looks at us like a doctor might look at two hypochondriacs. She sits down opposite us and asks for our flight details. She speaks to us in English. Trish refuses to use English. I hand over our boarding cards. She asks for my father’s passport, and Trish says, This is unnecessary, this is utterly unnecessary. I say, I don’t have my father’s passport. The woman looks up very slowly from our boarding cards, as if to say, What can I possibly do for you if you do not have your father’s passport?

Do you know why we are here? Trish asks.

The woman does not answer that question, either. Instead she says that she is here to take our information. And that is when I realize – and Trish must realize it at the same moment, because she puts her head very softly in her hands – that this is a room where requests are slowly, agonizingly declined, that nothing is possible in this room. Let’s go, says Trish. I ask for the boarding cards. The woman doesn’t want to give them back, and for a tenth of a second I consider the possibility that we have actually gotten ourselves detained, which is of course absurd, but it is how the room makes you feel. The woman hands the boarding cards back. She smiles as though she has done us a favour, and then disappears out one of the side doors – not the one she used to enter. This makes me think that she is moving through a row of rooms, and meeting people like us, people with hysterical requests, rejecting them one after the other. When we leave the room, I ask, When did you learn German? When I arrived two years ago, she says. Do you take lessons? I ask. I take lessons in Arabic and Chinese, she says, twice a week in each. But you’re done studying German, I say. I speak German, she says.

We return to my father. He is upright in his chair with his eyes open, but his gaze is absent and he seems unconscious. For a moment I think that I will have to shake him, and then I think that he is possibly dead. I am inclined to try to lift his hands and see if they drop. I am inclined to shout, Wake up! Instead, I stand and wait, and I observe him. If he really is dead, I think – and then a sharp and undesirable thrill bolts through me – I shall have to bury them both, he and Miriam, and I must permanently move into his house. I will get to wear his skin, inherit the pace of his life. I see myself – I am a little bit older and a little bit fatter – in my father’s pool, my skin is bright red, I am drunk. I float in a pool chair with cup holders. From time to time, I splash water on myself to cool down. I take long floating naps. In the background, the television plays golf or financial news shows. Nobody is there but me, except for the pool guy on Mondays and the gardener on Tuesdays and the maid on Fridays. I refuse to answer the phone. Every once in a while I get in the truck and head to the hardware store, or the gardening supercentre, or shop for groceries at the slowest pace imaginable, using coupons. Then my father blinks, consciousness strikes like a bell in his head, and he turns to us and says, Any luck? Trish says, None, I’m really sorry.

We tried everything, I say, apart from admitting you to the hospital.

My father says, You know, I feel quite a bit better. I feel like I’ve slept. How long were you gone?

I say, It’s been about half an hour, at least.

Yes, he says, I must have slept, a good half-hour has done the trick. But my back is killing me. Let’s go for a walk anyway. Did you get anything for a headache? Some ibuprofen, I say. I pop two tablets out of the foil and hand them to him. He swallows them without water. I take two myself. I hand two to Trish and she puts them in her bag – a small side pocket – for later. Trish looks at our trays of food despondently. They are untouched. Are you absolutely certain you won’t eat something else? she says. My father says, I can’t, sorry. Maybe later, I say. Trish softly shakes her head. My father stands. He is a bit wobbly. He has been sitting a long time and nearly has to sit again. I’ve had to help him stand or walk or sit a few times this trip, and it never gets less strange. The last time I saw him, six years ago, just a year after his retirement, he was fit, stable, and he still had enough strength to lift heavy things from his truck. But now, just six years later, he’s an old man. He’s frail. He can’t lift anything heavy. He gets tired easily. It’s perfectly normal for his age. What’s more surprising, perhaps, is how fit he was at the age of seventy. Here, I have walked him up hills. I have walked him down steps. I have helped him cross very busy roads. I have had him put his arms around my neck and lifted him out of a taxi. I tucked him into bed one night, because he’d become light-headed and a little breathless, but refused to go to the hospital. When I turned the light off, he said, Goodnight, son. I said, Goodnight, Dad. Now, as he wobbles, nearly falling back into his seat, I take his arm. Now I guide him from around the table. His balance returns – it comes slowly, arising in his eyes – and he seems steady, so he draws his arm away from mine. You okay? I ask. I’m okay, he says. Without fuss the four chairs around the table are taken by others.

When my father and I arrived at the airport this morning, we said goodbye to our driver, the Turkish man with the huge, furry-hooded jacket, and had a brief argument over whether or not to tip. We didn’t tip. We simply said thank you, and he told us to have a safe flight. It was still dark. But the bright white lamplight along the entrance to departures, in the fog, made the darkness glow. We
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