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 An alarm notifi es me of  my impending 
arrival.

   “One minute to destination,” a female voice announces.
   I open my eyes. The world around me rolls and pitches 

like ocean waves and I suddenly feel sick. The contents of  my 
gut—Japanese ramen and four bottles of  soju—threaten to 
break free. I press my face against the transparent dome for 
some respite, hot breath fogging up the glass. I am fl oating 
above the city in a metal-and-glass auto-drone. Weightless. 
Weaving through steel and concrete monoliths scraping the 
sky, their façades adorned with neon logos gleaming through 
thick smog—they shine like lures in a polluted sea. This is the 
badlands. The Wharf. Feeling like shit fl oating through hell. 
This is what dying must feel like.

   I shift my weight inside the single-passenger cockpit and 
slump even farther down in the bucket seat. Looking up 
through the circular dome roof, at a chemically burned sky. A 
layer of  fi ne dust particles accumulates on the glass. More 
and more specks of  brown land on the windshield. I catch my 
visage being refl ected off  the glass. Red-and-blue lights from 
the in-dash navigation bounce off  my skin, giving my face an 
inhuman complexion. The eyes of  someone I don’t recognize 
stare back at me. I turn away, pull my hood up and down over 
my eyes to catch the fi nal seconds of  rest.

   “Thirty seconds to destination,” the voice says, and I sit up. 
So much for sleep. In front of  me, there are no controls, no 
joystick, no steering wheel. Only the heads-up display showing 
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the local conditions below. Crime rate. Air pollution. All at 
extremely dangerous levels. 

   The autonomous quadcopter circles downward to the 
ground below, its four rotary blades buffeting the air. “You 
have reached your destination,” the voice says. I don my particle 
mask. The bubble pod opens up and I step outside into the 
smog.

   The taxi pod dumps me out into the street and takes 
off  into the air with a . I pass the hyperloop station 
and walk down the main drag. A throng of  women lines the 
sidewalk. In between puffs of  smoke, they call out to me, 
asking if  I’m looking for a good time. I decline. Maybe later. 
The watch on my wrist reads 3  I stumble down the street, 
weaving between the other drunks and addicts, walking like a 
boxer that took too many shots to the head, making my way 
into a cramped side street fl anked by two large buildings. Neon 
signs clutter almost every inch of  the high-story buildings that 
sprout up like giant redwoods and disappear into a thicket of  
clouds. Those signs. They are a beacon of  hope to the desolate, 
like the soft glint of  light from a watchtower in a dark sea. They 
call to me. But there is only one place that I want to go tonight.

   On the sixtieth fl oor of  the Paragon complex, the elevator 
dings open and I make my way down the sticky hallway to a 
glass door tinted midnight black. The sign reads:  
The doorbell chimes as I step into the dimly lit room. Burning 
incense wafts into my nostrils. A sleepy  emerges from 
the back and greets me at the counter. The middle-aged woman 
hands me a menu. The velvet cover feels soft in my hands but 
the letters on the digital display have gone fuzzy, blurred by 
my inebriation. With squinting red eyes, I struggle through the 
selection and frown when I reach the bottom.

   I look back up at the patiently waiting woman. “What I 
want isn’t on this menu.”

   “We cater to every need.”
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   I pause a moment, considering how to phrase my request. 
“I need someone . . . young.”

   She doesn’t break her gaze. A tell that she has been asked 
this before. “Don’t we all?”

   “Fourteen.”
   The woman doesn’t blink at my request. “That’ll cost you 

double.”
   I place an index fi nger on the pad and it fl ashes a green 

confi rmation light.
   The woman instructs me to take off  my shoes. After 

securing them inside a locker and changing into slippers, the 
 says “Follow me,” and leads me into a hallway lined 

with several entrances closed off  by beaded curtains. Feet 
shuffl ing along the bamboo fl oor, she leads me to a room at the 
end of  the corridor. She parts the curtains, points to the bed 
inside, and says “Wait here.”

   I walk into the red-tinted room, take off  my clothes, and 
change into the robe hanging inside the locker. I lay down on 
the bed and wait. At some point, sleep overtakes me, settling in 
like thick fog on a mountain village. I wake up to the rustling 
of  beaded curtains. A pair of  small feet pads into the room and 
a door slides closed. The faucet turns with a squeak and water 
spills from the tap.

   I lift my head from the pillow and eye the girl from behind. 
She is petite. Her hair is tied into a bun like a ballet dancer, 
accentuating her long neck. Of  course, she is most likely trained 
in dance, acting, and vocals. Most of  them are. She wears a 
dancer’s unitard in black.

   “Haven’t seen you around here before,” she says without 
turning her head. “This your fi rst time?” The girl lowers a towel 
into the warm water and wrings it, splashing water into the 
bowl. There is a studied grace to the way she moves, the way 
she works.

   “It’s been a while since I’ve done anything for the fi rst time,” 
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I say.
   She turns to face me with two piercing eyes dark like 

charcoal and I feel exposed. She couldn’t be a blink over 
fourteen, but she looks mature for her age. The countless 
hours at those “schools” have educated her on the fi ne art of  
conversation and body language. Still, it’s remarkable. She looks 
me over casually. “Are you a visitor?”

   “Something like that.”
   “I’ll be sure to do my best. Something that you can write 

home about.”
   “What’s your name?” I ask.
   “I’m Iryna.”
   “Pax.”
   “Iryna, do you dance?”
   “I prefer not to reveal too much about my personal life. I 

believe it can lessen the experience.”
   “That seems rather convenient.”
   “How so?”
   “Not knowing your customers,” I reply. “You don’t have to 

risk falling in love with one of  them.”
   “You don’t strike me as a romantic.”
   “Maybe I was, in another life.”
   “All right then, Casablanca. Just sit back and relax.” 
   I do as I’m told.
   The nebulizer sits on the dresser. Iryna presses a circular 

button on the wooden orb-like base. Blue liquid begins to rise 
from the teardrop-shaped glass diffuser, escaping the mouth 
and wafting into the air in thin wisps no greater than the smoke 
from an extinguished match head. 

   “Are you ready?” she asks.
    The airborne particles drift lazily until, as if  suddenly 

gaining consciousness, they begin congregating together, 
creating a thick miniature cloud in the center of  the room. 
Then something even stranger happens. The cloud comes alive, 
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like a swarm of  bees—not the random, chaotic movement of  
fi ne dust, but rather a living, breathing organism with a mind 
of  its own. The blue cloud descends on me, morphing into thin 
ribbons that enter my nose. I begin to choke. 

   “Don’t fi ght it,” Iryna says. 
   I feel like I’m drowning in open air. This isn’t my fi rst 

time, but I never get used to it. After the blue smoke enters my 
nostrils, Iryna looks at me. My body feels like it’s humming. The 
result of  the nanotechnology doing its work.

   Iryna picks up a controller and taps a few buttons on the 
interface. The room itself  changes. The projector mounted to 
the ceiling turns our dimly lit parlor into a white sand beach. I 
squint from the sun’s rays, feel the heat warming my skin. A 
touch of  a button and the beach vanishes. Iryna swipes her 
fi nger across the touchscreen and location templates carousel 
by—an urban loft, a picturesque park, a winter snowscape—like 
skins superimposed on a surface, until fi nally stopping on a 
familiar image: my old house. I look down. I’m sitting on my 
couch. 

   Iryna sits on the couch next to me. “Put your head on my 
lap.” I do. I look up at her. She opens a small box on the table 
and retrieves a dropper fi lled with green liquid. She places two 
drops into each of  my eyes. I blink twice. The young girl looks 
down at me, my head resting in her lap.

   “Wait here,” she says, and then rises from the sofa.
   She takes her position in the center of  the room—

bounding on dancer’s legs—as the lights fade to black. The 
room goes quiet. I sit in silence for a moment.

   A small spotlight emerges in the center of  the room—like 
a black box theater. Iryna has vanished. Someone else takes her 
place in the middle of  the fl oor. Illuminated in the spotlight is 
Evelyn. My daughter. She sits in a ball with her back turned to 
me, knees tucked into her chest, her head hanging low.

   She wears a red-and-white Phillies baseball cap that she 
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found underneath the bleachers of  a playground. Alleyways 
in the walled city always dripped, so she wore it to protect her 
head. The brim is mottled with water stains.

   I lose my breath. This is my favorite memory of  her, 
downcast like an unwanted and unloved child. Moments before, 
I had told her that I had forgotten her birthday. It was a cruel 
joke. But it’s moments like this that are seared into my memory 
like a brand.

   Then the rest of  the room fi lls with light, revealing a 
cramped one-room apartment on the twenty-third fl oor of  
an unnamed building. The space is claustrophobia-inducing. 
Appliances are stacked on top of  appliances and plastic bags 
fi lled with God-knows-what hang from hooks on the wall. 
Every inch of  the room is utilized.

   Outside our window is the wall of  another high-rise 
building, so close that I feel like I can reach out and grab the 
laundry hanging to dry outside the opposite window. Buildings 
are stacked next to and on top of  other buildings with no 
rhyme or reason, like some kid was playing architect with a set 
of  building blocks. I used to think that one day the whole damn 
thing would cave in on itself. This is the walled city, a concrete 
junkyard. A place where shady businessmen, drug dealers, 
gamblers, and prostitutes eke out a living. No place to raise a 
kid.

   It’s been years since the government evicted the city’s three 
thousand tenants and demolished the whole thing. But right 
now it’s so real that I can smell the fumes of  the patrol drones 
fl ying overhead.

   I know my line. I know every word that I said to her that 
day. “What’s the matter?” I ask Evelyn. “Are you still mad at 
me?”

   She doesn’t turn around. I walk around to catch her 
gaze — I want her to look at me — but she keeps turning her 
head away. I suppress the urge to laugh. The thought of  being a 
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terrible parent fl oats into my head.
   “What’s wrong?” I ask.
   “Nothing,” she replies.
   “Are you mad at me?”
   She doesn’t answer me. Evelyn was used to not getting 

much as a kid. Guilt tugs at my heart and I decide to drop the 
ruse. The poor kid shouldn’t have to suffer any longer. I feel the 
impulse as strongly as I did years ago. The emotions fl ood back 
to me.

   “Hey, there’s something behind the sofa. Go get it for me.”
   She gets to her feet and trudges behind the sofa, where she 

sees a birthday present in the same spot I had left it. She picks 
it up and holds it gently in her hands. It’s wrapped in red paper 
and white ribbon — I had spent the better part of  the afternoon 
getting the bow tie just right. She holds it in her hands and 
looks at me.

   “Go ahead,” I say with a smile on my face. “Open it up.”
   She unwraps it with haste, ripping the paper off  and 

revealing the baseball bat in her hands. She takes off  her cap to 
cover her embarrassed face. I see the tears fall down her cheeks.

   “Happy birthday.”
   She rushes over to me, burying her head into my chest. I 

close my eyes and wrap my arms around her body. I wish I 
could stay like this forever. “I missed you so much.” My voice 
cracks, tears fall down my cheeks.

   We stay like that for a long time. Locked in an embrace. A 
distant memory of  the past brought back to life.

   And then I hold her out at arm’s length to get a look at the 
face that I haven’t seen in seven years. I look Evelyn in the eyes 
as she smiles back at me.

   Suddenly, her eyes fl icker from brown to blue. A split-
second mistake in an otherwise perfect illusion. But then it 
happens again. My eyes narrow at the sight.

   “Eve?”
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   Evelyn hesitates a moment, and then the change happens. 
Her face begins to shift: fi rst, the underlying bone structure — a 
slimming of  the cheekbones and a widening of  the 
jawline — then the superfi cial features — skin grows lighter, hair 
turns a darker shade. The process stuns me. It’s like a portrait 
with running watercolors. Her face shifts, until the face of  my 
daughter is no longer observable. Instead, Iryna looks back at 
me with hardened eyes.

   “Something is wrong,” she says. “It’s . . . strange. Don’t 
struggle. It’s straining the mental connection right now. I’m 
picking up a dormant memory.”

   I brighten at the possibility. Another moment to cherish. 
“Really?”

   “Of  your daughter. Would you like to retrieve it?”
   “Yes, I’d love to.” 
   The room plunges into darkness. When my senses come 

back to me, I’m seated on a toilet with a belt wrapped around 
my left bicep. There are water stains on the ceiling and grime 
on the tiles and I remember not caring at all about those things. 
Living in fi lth.

   I look down at the needle in my right hand, pregnant with 
poison, as I fi nd a good vein to puncture. And then I can feel 
the disease. Like a separate entity. A parasitic relationship. Like 
the worst hunger imaginable. “I remember this,” I tell Iryna.

   And then the bathroom door bursts open. Evelyn, fi fteen 
years old now, stands at the door in quiet shock. For a moment, 
I imagine what she sees: her father, eyes sunken in, pouring 
liquid death into his veins.

   Her voice quivers as she speaks. But it is Evelyn mouthing 
Iryna’s words. She seems to be processing the memory at the 
same time as me. Like an actor reading a play for the fi rst time. 

“She told you that her mom was right. That you’re scum.”
   Evelyn turns away and disappears from her spot at the door.
   I chase after her. She runs out into the living room and 



9

PETER KIM

grabs her bag. She reaches the door and begins to put on her 
shoes. Iryna continues narrating the story, but I already know 
what happens. “She was so angry, so hurt. She didn’t know 
where she would go, but she had to leave.”

   I watch as my daughter struggles to slip on her shoes. “Yes, 
I remember. I remember everything.”

   Evelyn makes for the door.
   “That’s when she tried to leave.”
   I reach over her and slam the door shut. “But I stopped her. 

I couldn’t let her go like that.”
   I grab Evelyn’s arm and she violently shrugs me off.
   “She said ‘don’t touch me!’ She said that she was going to 

tell your probation offi cer everything. That you’d go back to 
jail.”

   “But I was still her father.”
   “Not to her,” Iryna tells me. “Not anymore. So she fought 

you off. She was stronger than you expected.”
   We reenact the events of  that night. Iryna’s consciousness 

in Evelyn’s body. And myself. We play it out like some twisted 
dance rehearsal.

   It goes on. Evelyn thrashes at me with every limb, kicking 
and punching, fueled by the rage that comes from betrayal. We 
fi ght like dogs. And somehow end up on the ground with me 
on top of  her. 

   “And then she started to scream.” Evelyn lets out a piercing 
cry, like an animal caught in a trap.

   “I just want to control her, but she doesn’t stop. I know 
the patrol drones are outside and I know what happens if  
they catch me high again.” My hands reach out to smother her 
mouth. “She wouldn’t stop screaming. I had to do something 
about it.”

   And then a mortifi ed look crosses Evelyn’s face as the 
realization hits her. She pauses a split second. “You killed her.”

   Evelyn fl ails at me with desperate arms. She scratches my 



10

REMEMBRANCY

face, tears at my shirt.
   “I didn’t know she couldn’t breathe!”
   The image of  Evelyn shifts into Iryna, then back to Evelyn. 

“Stop it . . . You’re hurting me!”
   But I don’t stop. My fi ngers and hands clamp down over 

her mouth and nose.
   Tears stream down my face. “I couldn’t stop. I couldn’t stop 

it! I knew that soon it’d be too late. That I couldn’t go back. 
And then she just closed her eyes and stopped moving.”

   Iryna beats at my chest but each blow becomes weaker and 
weaker. Then her arms drop by her sides. She struggles until 
the last breath escapes her. Her body goes limp. The life drains 
from her eyes. 

   Suddenly, the room goes dark. The whole building groans. 
Power generators wind down. Lights shut off. Emergency 
lights cut on, casting the room in a dull red glow. The digital 
projection of  my old house disappears, revealing cold gray walls.

   I let my hands drop to my sides. My chest rises and falls 
with labored breaths. I wipe the sweat off  my face. I talk to 
Iryna, or what is left of  her. “When I came to, I couldn’t believe 
what I had done.”

   I look at Iryna’s lifeless body as it lies on the fl oor. I bend 
over and scoop her up into my arms and walk over to the bed. 
Her head lolls to the side as I carry her. I gently cover her with 
the blanket and brush the hair away from her face. She looks 
peaceful.

   “I told myself  that she was just sleeping.” I step away from 
Iryna, imagining Evelyn, and walk toward the door, stopping 
right in front of  it. “And then I walked out the door and never 
came back.”

   I put on my clothes and press the button on the door and it 
slides open with a . I take one last look at the sleeping girl 
and push through the beaded curtains and back out into the 
world. 


