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Shrines

Scott stood looking at the window display of a clothing store as his younger brother, Matt, talked to his back.  


“And everything is so different over there.  Man, I couldn’t believe some of the stuff I saw, even in Bangkok.”  Scott’s ears listened while his eyes shopped for a new summer wardrobe.  


“Uh huh,” he grunted occasionally, so that Matt would not think he wasn’t paying attention at all.  


“I saw this guy once on a motorcycle,” Matt was saying, “and on the back of it was this crate of probably a dozen chickens, all sticking their heads and wings out of the crate.  They were some of the scrawniest chickens I’ve ever seen!”  Scott guessed that there were more chickens in that one crate in Bangkok than Matt had ever seen in his entire twenty-one years in the United States.  


“Hey, do you want to look in Abercrombie?” Scott asked.


“Yeah, I guess,” said Matt.  


They walked down to the entrance.  Stepping between the rough-hewn wooden doorposts, they paused to survey the store.  


“I went to this Buddhist temple once, and it was so weird,” Matt continued his account of overseas internship from which he had just returned.  “Everybody took off their shoes and sat cross-legged on the floor in front of this humongous gold statue of Buddha, and they just kept sitting there doing nothing for so long that I finally left.  I guess they don’t think it’s boring.”  


Scott was staring absently at a large picture of a young woman on the store’s right wall.  The larger-than-life poster girl stood with her back to the boys and wore only a pair of low-cut jeans, her empty eyes glancing over her bare shoulder.  


“I think the guys’ section is over there,” Matt said, pointing in the direction opposite from the image.  They wound through racks of plaid shirts and khaki shorts, letting their fingers browse the selections.  


“So how was the internship itself?” Scott asked his brother after a minute.  


“Oh, the people there were cool.  I mean, it was a job like anything else, right?  I went to work in the morning and came home at night.  It wasn’t any different than here.”


“How could you work if you didn’t speak. . . .  What language do they speak over there, anyway?” 


“They speak Thai, but it was okay because lots of people know English.  Thai is kind of hard to learn, so I didn’t even try to speak it, but I really didn’t have to because almost everyone at the office spoke some English, and I hung out with some guys who would translate for me at the market and stuff.”


“So did your shopping at an open-air market?” asked Scott, who was pulling tank tops off a rack and glancing at them. 

“Yeah, and you wouldn’t believe what kinds of stuff they sell there.  I mean, if you want it, it’s for sale at the markets.”  


“Like what?”


“Anything.  Clothes, food, pets, souvenirs.  I picked up some cool stuff for you and mom and dad.  I’ll show it to you when I get you all together.”


“Cool.”


Meanwhile, a young man in loose khakis and glossy hair approached them.  Around his neck he wore a lanyard from which hung a nametag turned wrong side out, which didn’t matter, because no one ever looked at it.  “Hey guys, anything I can help you find?” he asked rapidly.  


“Maybe,” Scott said.  “You got any of these in extra large?”  He held up a mustard-yellow T-shirt.  


“I just sold my last one this morning, but we’re supposed to get a new shipment in before the weekend,” he replied.


“Well, thanks anyway,” Scott muttered, turning away.


“Okay, if you guys need anything else, just let me know,” the young man said, and promptly disappeared into the forest of clothing racks.


“You know what was the weirdest thing about the market?” Matt said, fingering a shirt.


“What?”


“There were these Buddhist monks who would walk around the market in their orange robes, and people would come up to them and just, like, give them food and money and stuff, just because they were ‘holy’ or something.”


“That is weird.”


“Yeah, and these guys don’t work or anything.  Anybody will give them food for no reason at all.  I was going to try to talk to one once, but my friends told me they don’t really like Americans.”

“Why not?”


“I don’t know.  I guess I didn’t think to ask.”


“Hey, what do you think about this one?” Scott changed the subject, holding up a rust brown T-shirt with a small logo on its front.


“Looks like you,” Matt shrugged.  


“Cool, I’ll get it,” Scott said, tossing the shirt over his arm.  “Now I need to find some shorts.”  The two moved deeper into the store.  Presently, they found a few racks hung with rows of brightly colored nylon shorts.  “Which ones would go with this shirt?” Scott said, mostly to himself.


“What about these?” Matt held up a pair of pastel green shorts.


“You know I can’t wear green.  I’ve never looked good in green,” Scott replied.


“You’ve never looked good at all,” Matt grinned, replacing the shorts.


“Ha ha,” said Scott dryly, continuing to browse through the racks.  After a minute of silence, Scott asked, “So what are the people like over there anyway?”


“They’re… kind of hard to describe,” Matt hesitated, looking up from another clothing rack.  “In Bangkok a lot of the people I worked with were pretty normal, you know?  I mean, they worked regular jobs, went home and watched TV, and did it all again the next day.  But a lot of them would do weird stuff, like they were still superstitious about things.”


“Like what?”


“Well, they’re really devoted to their dead ancestors, and a lot of them keep little shrines to Buddha in their houses.  I was at the home of a Thai guy I knew from work, and he didn’t seem religious or anything at work, but he burned incense in front of this little statue in his apartment every night.  I didn’t ask him about it though.  It would have been kind of awkward, I guess.”


“That is kind of odd,” Scott said, “but I guess we’ve still got religious people in America who put little statues of Mary in their yards, or what’s that other statue that a lot of Catholics have in their backyards?  They guy with all the animals and birds on him?”


“Saint Francis?”


“Sure, I guess.  Is that him?”


“Yeah.  He’s supposed to be the saint of nature or something.  I don’t know.”


“Hey, what do you think of these?” Scott asked suddenly, pulling a pair of shorts off a rack.


“I think you could do that,” Matt said.


“Okay, I think I’m ready to go then.  Let’s go check out.”  Matt followed Scott to the cash register at the center of the store.  


“Did you find everything all right?” a pleasant young woman asked from behind the register.


“Yeah, I did,” Scott said, handing her the two items.  She rung up the purchase, and Scott handed her his credit card.  As he signed the sales slip, she quickly stuffed the clothes into a plastic bag and handed it to him with a polite salutation.  


When they had emerged into the light flow of shoppers outside the store, Matt spoke again.  “One of the weirdest things about Thailand was something I saw out in the countryside one of the weekends I got out of Bangkok.”


“Yeah?” Scott brushed past a person walking the opposite way.


“On the roads, sometimes every mile or so, there would be these little roadside shrines.  They looked like huts with little statues inside, and people would stop and burn incense or leave little gifts like food and stuff for these statues.”


“Why would they do that?” 


“I guess it’s just a part of their religion,” Matt mused.  “I never really could understand those people.  I guess I can see why the ignorant peasants in the country might still worship statues like that, but the really smart people I worked with at the office worshiped them too.  I saw one of my coworkers stop to burn incense at one of the shrines.  I wanted to ask him about it, but I never did.”


“What do you think he would have told you if you did ask?” 


“I’m not sure, but it seemed like these people just did stuff because it’s their tradition,” Matt said after a thoughtful pause.


“Well, you can’t explain traditions,” said Scott, quickening his pace.  


“Not really,” Matt replied, and he began to lose himself in his own thoughts while the pair walked on.  They passed a novelty store that sold crystals, candles, and tabletop fountains.  A lonely looking saleslady in a loose-fitting dress greeted them halfheartedly.  They nodded and left her standing outside the store’s entrance.  


After a minute, Matt spoke up again.  “You know, when I first got there, I thought it was really cool to visit all the temples in the city.  They’re such beautiful buildings, and they’re literally covered with gold, but after a while, I just got uncomfortable watching the people do their stuff.  I mean, the buildings themselves were awesome, but standing there watching everybody got really weird after a while, you know?”  He looked at his brother who was scanning the store windows they passed.  “I’m not sure I can explain it any better than that,” he said, trying to draw his brother’s attention back to their conversation.


“I can’t say I really know what you mean,” Scott finally said, throwing a mildly puzzled look back at him.  


“Well, maybe you would have had to see it first hand.  After a while I just stopped visiting the temples.  I couldn’t take it.”


“Okay…” Scott said absently.  “Hey, let’s check out some CDs,” he said, veering off toward a music store.  Matt began to follow him, then pulled back.


“You go ahead,” Matt said, standing still.  “I’ll meet you out here.”


“Okay. . .” Scott looked quizzically at his brother for a moment, then turned and entered the store.  Matt looked away from the music store to a shoe store on the other side of the mall.  The anxious, awkward feeling was coming back.  In both stores were clerks standing behind registers swiping credit cards, bagging merchandise, and handing bags to hurried customers.  Each store looked to him like a little hut with an image inside, and people went in and out of them for no reason that he could explain.  Matt looked up and down the long lines of stores, and every store looked like a little hut.  He walked back the way he and Scott had come until he found a bench to sit on.  He buried his face in his hands and tried not to look around, but now he thought he could smell incense.  

