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NOT LONG AGO I TOOK MY TEENAGED SON TO THE TAILOR’S SHOP.

The plain storefront, tucked in near the end of a 
strip mall, is run by two Vietnamese women—they 
look to be mother and daughter—who work seven 
days a week, though both seem to have passed the 
age when many would put up their thimbles. The 
space is crammed: with clothes in various stages 
of creation or alteration, racks of Simplicity and 
Butterick patterns in 1980s styles, boxes of old 
magazines, multiple volumes of the Time-Life series 
on the Vietnam War, outdated Chinese restaurant 
calendars, and small shrines–one to the Virgin Mary, 
one to Buddha, one to a deity I cannot identify. A 
heady incense smell competes with garlicky cooking. 

My son was overwhelmed. He has autism, and 
while his form of the disorder is fairly mild, the 
sensory impact of the shop was hard for him to 
handle. Outside, I tried to explain: the country the 
women had immigrated from, their work, and 
finally, why they burned incense at the shrines. His 
face cleared; he understood.           

“Oh,” he said. “They’re Shriners.”
I didn’t correct him. For my son the world’s data 

enters in a rush—of noise, of images—and he sorts 
things out via an acute visual memory, a love of 
patterns, and deeply associative thinking. Linking 
“shrines” to “Shriners” reassured him because we 
live near a former Shrine Temple. The building was 
sold last year—it’s on a prime parcel at the corner 
of North Braeswood and Brompton—but, perhaps 
because of the economic downturn, it still stands. 
When we drive home from errands, my son asks 
what’s going to happen to it.

Because he knows that buildings go missing. 
In our neighborhood, sturdy mid-to-late 1950s 
ranch houses and mundane commercial strips alike 
have been scraped away for new construction. As 
we head south on Buffalo Speedway, he wants to 
know if I recall the old auto repair place. Or the 
blue carport across the street from it, full of broken-
down vehicles. I don’t. Townhouses replaced those 
forgettable structures nearly a decade ago, and for 

me, it is as if the three-story, neo-Mediterraneans 
behind gated drives have always been there. For my 
son, the upscale development is superimposed on 
an earlier, exact blueprint. In Hollywood thrillers, 
children see dead people; my son sees vanished 
buildings.

The way those with autism think is sometimes 
labeled alien. I would argue that my son’s 
apprehension of his surroundings is a more 
heightened version of most people’s need to invest 

places with meaning. We develop rituals around 
where we live and work. Our preference for 

the known may explain why some drivers 
find one route to work and doggedly 
stick to it, even when road construction 
makes the going awful. Just as the 
sewing patterns in the tailor’s shop 
create garments—bridesmaid dresses, 
three-button blazers—that help create 

identities, the urban fabric invests and 
is invested with our changing selves. We 

order our lives by it. We tack memories of 
bad dates and sick children to it. We’re wired 

to honor its social and historical boundaries, even 
when these abruptly change.

One lost establishment my son repeatedly invokes 
is The Ranch, a nightclub that once occupied a 
shambling strip center on Buffalo Speedway and 
is now the subject of many an internet blog post. 
As one nostalgic contributor notes, until the owner 
sold out to a developer in the 1990s, The Ranch 
was “the world‘s largest lesbian nightclub.” In the 
1960s the space housed Dome Shadows, a popular 
rock venue that featured Steppenwolf and the 13th 

Floor Elevators. On the fan site that commemorates 
this club, webpages of newspaper clippings vie 
with the testimonies of a photographer, a booking 
agent, a woman who claims she won a “hot pants” 
contest. An amateur historian chimes in that Judge 
Roy Hofheinz, father of the nearby Astrodome, 
took Dome Shadows’ proprietor to court for 
infringing on the name of his creation. In my son’s 
view, The Ranch is most memorable for its last 
daytime tenants—artist friends who specialize in 
conservation framing, which prolongs the life of 
fragile works. They lost their lease when the club 
was sold.

In Houston, of course, no place is sacred—not 
the largest lesbian club in the world, nor its so-
called Eighth Wonder. If, as seems possible, the 
Astrodome goes the way of Dome Shadows and 
The Ranch–whose volleyball net, horseshoe pits, 
and country-and-western dance floor were replaced 
by townhouses—it will no doubt spawn its own 
memorial websites. Someday, too, the Shrine Temple 
will engender a cybershrine, ornamented with white, 
quasi-Moorish arches along its banner and sidebars. 
There its image will persist, a permanent if bodiless 
monument.

Some buildings do have an afterlife. In 
cyberspace, in our best or sorest memories.

And in my son’s mind.

the afterlives of buildings
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