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    To the Provider of hopes, dreams, and second chances 
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“When you realize how perfect everything is you will tilt your head back and laugh at the sky.”

—Buddha
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I once believed that heroes existed only in old men’s fables, that evil in the world had triumphed over good, and that love—a true, unselfish, and abiding love—could only be found in a little girl’s imagination. I was certain the gods were deaf, that Buddha was forgotten, and that I would never again see the natural beauty of my home province.

It was a time when I learned about shape-shifters, shadows, and redemption; when I finally grasped the meaning of a Chinese proverb whose venerable words still rattle about in my head: The most difficult battles in life are those we fight within.

It was also the year that I came to truly know the Rent Collector.

 

*****

 

Beep beep beep.

The steady rumble of uninvited trucks tries to pry into the safety of my dream, a dream in which I am still a child prancing along the trail toward the rice fields where my family works in the Prey Veng province of Cambodia’s countryside. It is a cheerful morning as I pull at my grandfather’s bony fingers, tugging him along while he struggles to keep up.

“Hurry, Ancient Snail,” I say with a smug yet spirited bounce.

“If I am a snail,” he quips, “you are salt, and you’ll soon have to drag my dead and lifeless body back home and explain to the village what you have done!”

I pay him no mind and instead pounce like a frog, jumping from rock to rock along the path.

“Perfect,” I answer, not letting my determination waver. “Everyone in the village loves snail. Tonight, we’ll eat like kings.”

I catch the slightest smile before he heaves a sigh—but then he shuffles to a stop. His gaze sharpens, his head tilts, his attention shifts to the distant countryside. Then we both feel the ground beneath us tremble.

He bends close, squints his eyes at mine, and peeks into my thoughts as though he were the village fortune-teller. I find it unnerving and so I glance down at my bare and dirty toes. He won’t allow it. With a touch from his calloused finger to my chin he raises my gaze. He speaks assuredly, but still with enough grandfatherly giggle trailing in his voice to make certain my little-girl ears pay attention to every smiling syllable.

“Life will not always be so hard or cruel. Our difficulties are but a moment.”

I stare back, trying to make sense of his words, for my life is neither hard nor cruel. I am still too young to recognize that we are poor—that in spite of the grandeur of the province and the hours my family toils each day, we don’t own the land on which we work. I haven’t yet grasped that earning enough money to buy food on the very day we eat it isn’t an adventure embraced by the world.

The rumble grows louder, and Grandfather rocks forward on his toes.

“Remember, Sang Ly. When you find your purpose—and you will find your purpose—never let go. Peace is a product of both patience and persistence.”

How can a child pretend to make sense of such a puzzling phrase?

“Sang Ly,” he repeats, as if he finds eminent joy in the sound of my name, “it starts today. Today is going to be a very lucky day.”

I am tired of the games, tired of his words zipping past like dizzy fireflies. I reach out and latch on to his cheeks, pinching them tightly together. “What are you saying, Grandfather? You don’t make any sense.”

“Sang Ly, the trucks are coming. It is time to go.” His lips continue to move but his voice grows younger, stronger. “Sang Ly, wake up. The trucks are here. It’s time for me to go.”

As my husband, Ki Lim, rocks me awake, it isn’t my grandfather who is sucked away from the safety of a child’s dream. Rather, it is me.

The touch of my husband, the stir of our child, the relentless beeping of the snaking trucks confirm that I am no longer a girl of seven at home in the distant province but a grown woman of twenty-nine living at Stung Meanchey.

“I’m sorry,” I whisper to the dark shape of the man standing over me. “I overslept. I dreamed that I was . . .”

I rub at my eyes. My dreams don’t matter. I was supposed to pack last night’s rice into Ki’s carry tin for today’s lunch. He needed to get an early start, as we must earn an extra 12,000 riel today to have enough to pay the Cow.

“I am sorry,” I say again, seeking his understanding with all the softness and sincerity that a dazed and drowsy wife can muster. “Hurry. Go now, and I will bring your lunch.”

Like Grandfather in my dream, Ki also sighs deeply.

“If you come, please be careful. Watch for needles and stay back, far away from the trucks. You know what happened to Prak Sim.”

I nod, still groggy, but awake enough to wonder if I can lie back down after he leaves, close my eyes, and coax Grandfather’s dreams back into my head—but then the baby cries.

With careful hands, Ki picks up our son, Nisay, from the floor near the foot of our mat where he sleeps and passes him to me. At nearly sixteen months, the child is still small enough that I can carry him in one arm with ease. He should be talking, watching our lips, listening to us repeat his name, mimicking our words with baby laughs and giggles. Instead, when he’s not fussing, his gaze is hollow and distant. His hair is thin and patchy, his little naked belly protrudes below his skinny ribs as though he’s swallowed a ball, and I feel like a neglectful mother every time I take him out onto the city’s streets.

It’s not that we aren’t trying to feed the boy; we beg him to eat. When he does, however, it mostly races through him, flowing out the other end as a never-ending bout of nighttime diarrhea that I scrub off the floor each morning.

“Do we give him the medicine this early?” Ki asks.

“Later, after he eats. It will be easier for him to keep it down.”

“Let’s hope he’s feeling better.” Ki says, before turning toward the sound of the trucks.

“I’m certain of it,” I reply, wanting to tell him about my dream. Instead I wrap our naked baby in a towel and gently rock him in my arms, hoping to settle his cries.

“Please be careful,” Ki repeats as he steps to the canvas curtain that serves as our front door to pull on his boots.

I lift the baby’s broom-handle arm and attempt to wave good-bye to Daddy, but Ki Lim has already stepped outside and is trudging off into the early-morning darkness, answering the incessant siren call of the burping trucks.

“I dreamed again about Grandfather,” I finally whisper to the only one possibly listening, a child now quietly suckling against my chest in the darkness. “Only today it was different.”

I listen to his labored breathing, imagine him tilting back his head and asking, “How? How was the dream about Grandfather different today, Mother?”

I pause instinctively before I answer, waiting just long enough to heighten his interest. “Today was different, Nisay, because before he left, Grandfather promised that it would be a very lucky day.”

 

*****

 

When people ask where we live, I tell them we reside alongside the bank of a beautiful river called Stung Meanchey. After all, the name does mean River of Victory. If they know the place at all, they hesitate, smile quizzically, and then we both break out into tremendous laughter, for in spite of being named river, Stung Meanchey is the largest municipal waste dump in Phnom Penh—indeed, in all of Cambodia.

The place is mountainous, covering over 100 acres. Piles of putrid rubbish tower hundreds of feet high, surrounded by constantly shifting valleys that weave and connect like the web of a jungle spider. Navigating its changing paths can be tricky.

I tie my hair behind my head and step outside the structure that we call home: a three-walled shed of sorts that was once used to protect bags of concrete from the rain. It sits atop a small mound at the dump’s northeastern perimeter, slightly elevated above the shacks that lie distant on each side.

Since there are no structures allowed within the center of the dump itself, my view of the place is unobstructed and occasionally quite spectacular, especially after a hard rain has banished the constant haze. In fact, if anyone tries to build a permanent shelter within the dump proper, it is torn down by government workers (hired thugs). As such, the massive kingdom of Stung Meanchey is an encircled fortress, guarded by tin and cardboard castle walls on every perimeter.

I don’t intend to portray the place as miserable or entirely without joy. On the contrary—in spite of its hardships, there are slivers of time when life at the dump feels normal, almost beautiful. Pigs forage in the dirt lanes, children pick teams and play soccer, mothers and fathers banter about their day, babies are born, life presses on.

It is the beautiful times I cherish.

This morning I stand outside and survey my surroundings, hoping to divine what might be in store. The smoke is tolerable, subdued by a brief thundershower last night, and I nod at my distant neighbors already busily about their daily activities. I brush the swarming flies away from our cistern, scoop a pan of water, and then hurry back to clean up our bed mat where Nisay sleeps. He has not been well and so, for many weeks, my first morning job has been to wash away his diarrhea. It may sound disgusting, but in a place of swirling odors, we hardly notice. Frankly, cleaning up his mess is the least of our problems.

I tease that we live by a river, but there is truth to my jest. When the rains come, they leach through the rotting trash, causing foul liquids to ooze, mix, and trickle into noxious streams. The waters splash and then dry, leaving ugly, black stains that won’t go away for days. They cause our skin to rash. Mostly they just stink.

Even though it is not wise to touch such polluted waters, they’re difficult to avoid. You see, we haven’t yet figured out a way to move around this place without touching the ground.

But toxic water is not our greatest danger. That would be the fires.

As I said, today the smoke is tolerable. Other days, it hangs thick in spots, making it impossible to see beyond the first rise of garbage. There is both smoke and fire because as the mountains of garbage around us decompose, they form and trap methane gas. Beneath the weight of the piles, the temperatures rise until the gas ignites and burns. Stung Meanchey is literally always on fire, and it is almost impossible to put out the flames. Monstrous government bulldozers will push the garbage around, hoping to reduce the hazard, but ironically, they don’t care who they run over and bury in the process.

We finally get extended relief from the smoke when the rainy season begins—but then the brown rivers form and . . . well, it is perplexing to live at Stung Meanchey.

We never know whether or not to hope for rain.

 

*****

 

The Cow knocks on our door early.

We don’t call her Cow to her face, though I hardly think she would notice or care. She might even wear the title as a badge of honor. Her real name is Sopeap Sin, which means the kind and pretty one. Her parents were delusional and blind.

Sopeap is an abrupt, bitter, angry woman who has lived at Stung Meanchey longer than anyone can remember. There is a story told by some—perhaps myth, perhaps not—that claims she was the illegitimate child of Vadavamukha, a sky god with the body of a man and the head of a horse. (Having a horse-headed father would explain a lot.) The myth says that for years he hid his daughter in a trash can to conceal the evidence of his escapades from his wife, Reak Ksaksar Devy, the blood goddess. One day, however, when Reak became suspicious, Vadavamukha hurled the can from the sky. It landed at Stung Meanchey with Sopeap inside—and she has been here ever since.

Of course, I don’t really believe the myth. A sky god, horse head or not, would never waste a completely good garbage can on Sopeap Sin.

On a rare occasion, the woman will salvage trash like the rest of us. Most days, however, her time is spent sleeping, swearing, or drinking cheap rice wine. Yet at the first of every month—the only time Sopeap seems to be remotely sober—she also collects rent for several landowners from the poor families who live in the huts that circle Stung Meanchey. Besides the Cow, we also call her the Rent Collector.

Sopeap wastes no time.

“You have my money?” she demands, sounding like an angry schoolmaster, the kind who long ago silently smothered patience and concern.

I reach into my pocket and pull out our entire fortune, all the money we have to our name, and hand it over (except for just enough that I have kept out to buy today’s dinner).

She knows better than to waste time counting.

“This is not enough. I need the rest!”

My hesitation betrays a feeble excuse poised on my tongue. She doesn’t wait for my fibs but instead begins to berate me.

“Lazy child! Sang Ly, I have people begging me for this space.”

It would be funny if it weren’t true—not the first part, as Ki and I are anything but lazy, but the fact that others wait to get into Stung Meanchey. It’s a notion that causes me to grin.

“What do you smile at?” she bellows. “If you can’t pay, I will have no choice but to move others into this spot. You foolish girl!”

I want to kick this cow in the udder, but instead I clasp my hands together in a gesture of mercy, a simple plea for understanding.

“We had the money, but Nisay has not been well. We had to buy him medicine this week, American medicine, to see if it would help.”

“Foolishness!” she hisses.

When I’m in a cheerful mood, I will often count the number of times Sopeap uses the word foolish. This morning, however, she is especially irritated, and so I try to be serious.

“We will have our rent today, I assure you. Ki Lim is already out working the trucks. He will gather more than enough.” I straighten and stand tall, attempting to project confidence.

“In a single day? Impossible!” she declares. I nod, but in a circular motion, so as to neither agree nor disagree. She watches my head circle, takes a drink from her bottle, and then swallows hard.

“Sang Ly,” she exclaims irritably, “the landowners expect their money and I have my own obligations.” She turns in disgust, then calls back to me, “I will be back tonight.”

At the dump we don’t take fashion too seriously, but as she waddles away, I clench my teeth to stifle my laughter. No matter the time of year, even in the hottest weather, the woman never removes the hideous brown socks that sag ridiculously around her already thick ankles.

Somehow she senses my amusement because, without turning around, she reinforces her threat.

“Tonight!”


    Chapter Two
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The sun at Stung Meanchey shows no prejudice. It scorches the old and young, the fat and skinny, the humble and proud. Ki once said he noticed that it only shines on the poor in this particular spot of Cambodia, and he’s right—but only because nobody rich lives at the dump. The sun’s heat is especially hard on the pickers—those who sort through the garbage—since most wear long-sleeved shirts and full-length pants, tucked into heavy rubber boots, to protect themselves from the flies, filth, and smoldering fires.

The work is grueling in this place where Phnom Penh’s poorest families struggle to build a life from what others throw away—a life where the hope of tomorrow is traded to satisfy the hunger of today.

To make it through the long hours, many will rest in the early afternoon while they eat lunch beneath makeshift lean-tos. The shelters are temporary and consist of a cardboard floor (cardboard is plentiful at the dump), bamboo poles or tree branches tied together to form a skeletal shell, and a cloth or canvas canopy stretched across the top to provide shade.

Though most of the shelters are rudimentary and crude, some are elaborate, even works of art. And a shelter that has required effort to build sometimes becomes more than just a temporary place to rest; it becomes an oasis in the filth, a gathering place.

I have noticed this phenomenon especially among the female pickers. Perhaps it’s a subconscious nesting competition. Jorani Kahn will use a floral sheet instead of dirty canvas. Dara Neak will layer many pieces of cardboard on the ground to offer a softer place to sit. Sida Son will carry in a larger pot of water for those she invites to join her. Even at Stung Meanchey—perhaps especially at Stung Meanchey—people still long for social acceptance.

In spite of these efforts, attempts at permanence are fleeting.

The drivers of the monster bulldozers that push the trash into piles at night will sometimes work around the shelters, leaving them intact for several days. Other times, a beautiful shelter, painstakingly crafted during the better part of a morning, may be nothing but a mix of flattened hope and moldering trash a day later. It’s a lesson that is learned early at Stung Meanchey—and yet, it’s a lesson not of discouragement but rather of persistence. Just as ants do when their nest is disturbed, we return, survey the damage, and then without hesitation immediately get to work rebuilding.

Though many of the shelters are inviting, even charming, no clear-thinking person would ever dare to stay the night—unless waking up beneath a mountain of smoldering, stinking, smothering trash sounds like a fun way to die. Ki says his friend’s cousin’s brother was killed in this manner, but I think he’s just teasing me, trying to scare me into being extra careful as I travel the dump’s paths. Whenever I ask him to point out the friend or the cousin, he promises he will, but he never does.

 

*****

 

As I arrive with my child at the area where the shelters have been built, on a plateau of trash above the dumping trucks, I try to spot Ki. It’s just after noon, too early for most of the pickers to have taken their first break, so the trucks are still swarmed. Though I recognize some of the pickers, there are many I don’t know. Faces at the dump constantly change.

I have packed Ki’s rice into his lunch tin, except for a little I mashed up to feed Nisay, and when I finally see my husband, I wave the pail in the air with my free hand to get his attention. He motions that he’ll come momentarily. With Nisay’s weight putting my left hip to sleep, and my right hip about to follow suit, we look for a place to sit.

“Hey, Sang Ly! Over here!”

It’s Lucky Fat. When the boy sees us, he hollers for us to join him. He’s built a rather crude shelter, but I humbly accept his offer and lay Nisay on the cardboard in the shade beneath the canopy. My baby fusses when I put him down, but I let him be, hoping the heat of the day will soon coax him back to sleep.

“Are you bringin’ Ki lunch?” Lucky asks, with more animation than any human being living in a dump should be able to display.

“Surely. Do you have lunch yourself?”

He nods, looking pleased that I would ask.

I don’t know Lucky’s real name, but I have no doubt that he popped out of the womb both plump and happy. Unfortunately, since he’s an abandoned child, no parents are around to ask. He’s called Lucky because he has an uncanny knack for finding money lost amongst the garbage. He’s called Fat because . . . well, he’s fat. Many say that Lucky looks just like a grinning Chinese Buddha (not the Cambodian Buddha, who is quite skinny). Lucky takes the comparison kindly and, for the past year, has been collecting Buddha statues he finds amongst the trash. Now, a dozen months later, his hut is so brimming with broken Buddhas that a newcomer might conclude the child is religious, obsessive, or desirous to become a monk.

In spite of his nickname, Lucky’s life has not been easy. He was left at the dump at just seven years of age, shortly after we arrived. Although I could never imagine abandoning my own child, I have seen enough desperation in my life to understand the mind-set of those who do. However, what is unfathomable to me is that with an array of choices available for leaving a child—orphanages, monasteries, foreign medical clinics—how could any mother choose to leave her child at the dump, a place where useless things are thrown away?

Still, Lucky has survived admirably.

He was taught how to sort trash by Prak Sim, another boy orphan four years older. Even with the difference in their ages, the two became fast friends, working together, living as brothers. Eight months ago, however, Prak Sim was run over and killed by a garbage truck. If it were me and I had lost my family in such a tragic manner, in a place so desperate and bleak, I would have chased after the truck and thrown myself beneath the massive and heartless tires as well. Not Lucky. To this day, he remains cheerful.

As Ki approaches, struggling to carry his bag, Lucky’s grin is wider than normal.

“Either my husband has resorted to gathering rocks, or it’s been a very good day,” I say to Lucky, as I wait for Ki to fill in with his explanation. He wastes no time.

“It was the second truck this morning. It carried a load of bent pipe connectors. We could all hear them clanking against the sides as they came out, and the pile was swarmed; I was right there and gathered up a good number of them.”

Lucky is nodding ferociously, as if he’s known all along, and it’s only then I realize he is also sitting against a bag full of metal.

“Do you know what this means?” Ki asks.

“We get to eat tonight?” I say wryly.

“We will actually have enough to pay the Cow. She’s going to bust an udder.”

Lucky laughs like a jackal, and it catches us so off guard we can’t help but follow suit—and then Nisay stirs.

“Oh, and I almost forgot,” Ki adds as he reaches for his bag. He searches in the sack and removes a book. “It’s old, but I think Nisay will like it.”

He hands it over, and I thumb its dirty pages. The edges are worn and the back cover is water stained, but the illustrations inside remain vibrant, crisp, and colorful. Though I can’t read the words, I can see that it is certainly a book for children—and a perfect gift.

“Did you buy this?” I ask.

“No. I found it just before the pipe truck arrived. Meng reached for it at the same time, actually grabbed it first, but when I reminded him that Nisay’s been sick, he handed it over.”

“That was nice,” I say.

“Now, take what money I have,” he continues, “and go buy pork and papaya for dinner, and some of the good rice. I’ll be home later to celebrate. Who knows what else I’ll find?”

As I make my way down the trail of trampled garbage, Grandfather’s words ring in my head.

“It’s going to be a very lucky day.”

 

*****

 

 

In spite of the sun’s glare, I raise my chin and step confidently across the matted path of flattened trash.

“I can hardly wait to see the look on Sopeap’s face,” I tell Nisay, who only grunts at my rambling as I carry him home. “I will say nothing at first, as she demands her money, but will instead bow my head to the ground and linger patiently for her fury to build. It will be like when we watch the storm clouds thicken, churn, and complain as they rumble over the dump in their tantrums of thunder.”

I stop for Nisay to acknowledge me and agree that his mother is crafting a brilliant plan. Though he says nothing, I won’t let his lack of enthusiasm silence me. “It will be all I can do not to grin,” I tell him. “I’m going to stand there until she calls me foolish at least a half dozen times. Then I will lift my chin and ask her if she is finished. She will be so taken aback by my manner and confidence that she will pause with utter shock. Then, after she exhales a long, stale breath, and just at the moment she is about to lash out again, I will roll open my fingers and present her with the rest of this month’s rent and most of next month’s. If she doesn’t snatch it up right away, I’ll press the money into her hand and then wave her toward the door as I declare, ‘Sopeap, our business is finished!’ ”

I’ve painted such a vivid description, I want to clap. Of course, that’s difficult with a child in one arm and my child’s book in the other.

“Your mother, Nisay,” I say instead, “will have stood up with pride to the Rent Collector of Stung Meanchey.”

Only then do I finally hear my son gurgle and laugh.

 

*****

 

Nisay is sitting up on the floor between my straddled legs. He is feeling better, so we take the opportunity to inspect his gift—his first book. I point to a picture and then wait for him to notice, as if his mother reads to him every night before bed. Instead, he reaches for the pages with an effort that says, If I can just get hold of that, it’s going straight into my mouth.

I keep the book distant, but he remains undeterred.

“Nisay,” I announce, “I’m going to read you a story,” as if my explanation will change his mind about chewing on the edges of the delicious pages.

An illustration of a majestic grove of trees adorns the opening spread. Beneath the trees stands a young Cambodian mother cradling her son. The wind must be blowing because the leaves swirl around them both as they watch in awed wonder. I have no clue what the words beneath the image say, so I point instead to the characters and make up a story of my own.

“This mother cares very much for her son, just like I care for you.”

In spite of its being true, it’s a ridiculous way for any story to begin, and I’m certain that Nisay understands his mother is a fraud. I turn the page to see that the same woman and her son have climbed a great mountain. I skip to the next and notice they stand by a deep blue ocean. How, I wonder, do this mother and child get around so quickly? If I were writing this story, I would surely do things differently.

I am about to try again, devising a reasonable plot in my head, when I hear Ki approach. He will be surprised to see us reading. When he doesn’t step in right away and I hear the sound of slurred words, I realize it is Sopeap, still drunk and returning for the rent.

“Coming,” I announce, not wanting the woman to enter my house without permission. I leave Nisay on the floor but set his book out of reach, at least temporarily, while I go and tend to Sopeap.

The sun is just setting, and when I pull back the tarp, it takes a minute for my eyes to adjust properly. My heart drops. It is not Sopeap. It is Ki. He has fallen to the ground and is crawling toward the house. His shirt is stained crimson from blood oozing from behind his right ear. He tries to speak but can only spit red.

I don’t understand his words, but I know exactly what has happened. There are gangs that roam the dump—Ki has been robbed.

 

*****

 

There are no more dreams, no visits from Grandfather, no more luck. Instead, by early morning, dark circles on the mat beneath Ki’s head form what look like halos in various shades of red and brown. He has slept through the night with a rag held to his wound. But in spite of the hours that have passed, when he sits up, fresh ruby droplets spider down the back of his neck, racing each other across his patchy, jaundiced skin.

“Ki, you’re still bleeding,” I say, in a hushed tone that I hope won’t wake the baby. I reach out and press the rag against his matted hair. “We must get you to a doctor.”

His reply seeps with disappointment. “We have no money.”

“I have a little left from yesterday,” I say, “and we can borrow more from Mother.”

“Sang Ly, she’s barely making it herself.”

He is right. “Then take what little we have,” I tell him. “At least try. We will go with you.” As I reach for Nisay, Ki Lim waves me away.

“Stay with the baby!” His voice is instantly stern and hard, now lacking yesterday’s confidence.

“You can’t go alone,” I tell him. “Not like this.”

“Sang Ly!” he answers, in a tone that demands I listen. “I said I’ll be fine!”

I argue no further, but press the last of our money into his hand and then tie a clean rag around his wound. He pushes on his sandals.

I want to follow him out of the dump to at least make sure he gets to the paved streets, but then Nisay’s whimper reminds me that the child still needs to be cleaned. Instead I watch from the curtain as Ki stumbles away from the house and toward the path that connects to the city.

I loved my grandfather and I remember him fondly. After all, he virtually raised me. Still, I gaze heavenward and finish our conversation. I imagine I’ve grasped grandfather’s cheeks once again in my hands to look him in the eyes. Mine are no longer little girl hands, but those of a grown woman—and my declaration is simple.

“Good luck, Grandfather. We needed good luck!”

 

*****

 

By late afternoon, I have scrubbed away the blood from our floor and I’m fussing about, repeating mundane tasks while trying to amuse Nisay.

Ki has not returned.

Then a voice calls out. “Sang Ly?”

I recognize the tone, and it is not my husband. Sopeap has returned. I freeze, but she calls out again more loudly.

“Sang Ly!”

I consider staying quiet, but in a one-room home there is nowhere to hide. All she’d need to do is pull back the curtain to find us. Then Nisay whimpers, giving us away. “Traitor,” I mutter.

I step to the tarp and reach for the corner. Even before throwing it open, I smell liquor mixed with disdain. There is no greeting between us.

“Do you have the rest of my money?”

My head hangs as planned, but I am not pretending.

I shouldn’t have schemed such a cruel plan to berate her, imagining I could present our rent so arrogantly. It was my pride that brought this evil upon our family. The ancestors are punishing me for sure. My heart wants to explain but my head knows it is useless.

“No. I am sorry.”

Sopeap has always been an ugly barking dog, an animal that annoys but doesn’t bite. Today she shows teeth. Her snarl is deep and growling. Her stare is grey and cold. “Be gone by tomorrow!”

At first I step back. Then I plead forgiveness. “Please, no! Ki was robbed last night, his head was cut open, everything was taken.”

She grunts her disbelief. “Always an excuse. Be gone by morning or I will send the police!”

Nisay must sense my desperation because his whimper turns into a cry. As Sopeap glances at the child, she spies his book spread open on the floor.

And then, Sopeap freezes. Her shoulders slump, her breathing halts, her gaze drops. The ferocious storm of anger and lightning that encircled us only moments before dissipates. She takes a step forward, inside of our home, as if she can hardly believe what she is seeing. She takes a second step and her lips open, then quiver, but no words escape. For what feels like several minutes, but is probably only moments, she says nothing.

I try to read her eyes through the silence. I struggle to grasp what is happening, but, like the child in my grandfather’s dream, I lack understanding. She shuffles another step closer to my son. I’m so confused that my instincts take over and I rush in front and snatch Nisay from the floor.

Sopeap pays no attention.

The sound starts low at first. As it mixes with Nisay’s fussing, I’m not sure where it is coming from. It could be the muted howl of a wounded dog, but it’s far away—and then I realize it’s coming from Sopeap.

It grows louder—a painful, sorrowing lament, as if all the earth’s darkness were conspiring to snuff out her existence. As she moans, she stoops down, almost sitting, but with no chair. It’s as if she is afraid to touch the book at first. Then, after her fingers brush its surface, she lets them wrap about the cover to pull it close, handling it as though it were a king’s treasure.

It’s a beautiful book, but it’s still old and tattered. With her stained hands, she opens the cover and turns a single page, hesitates, and then turns another. Her eyes lock onto each new picture, as if every colorful drawing confirms to her brain what her eyes see and her fingers touch: It’s real. It’s not a dream.

Her groaning grows, and I understand that the woman—a person I believed to be beyond feeling—is so awash in anguish and torment that I don’t know what to do. I reach out and touch her shoulder, thinking it will help, but she doesn’t respond. Instead, still crouched, she begins to rock ever so gently, forward and back, forward and back. I step away, sensing that though I stand in my own home, I don’t belong, even as a spectator, to so much personal grief and suffering.

I find myself wishing, hoping, praying that Ki Lim will arrive and rescue me, help me to know what to do, how to help. But he doesn’t, and for what feels like an eternity, Sopeap doesn’t move from her crouched spot on the floor. And then gradually, with each exhaled breath, the moaning subsides, the heaving softens, the rocking slows. Without speaking a word, Sopeap rises, then stumbles across the room, around our drape of a door, and out to the front of my house.

I follow.

She is three steps away when, for the first time, she realizes that I am watching. She glances first at the book in her hand, then back toward me and Nisay. When she focuses on the book for a second time, I sense what she is thinking, and I both nod with my head and gesture with my hands, as if to say, “Please, keep the book.”

She doesn’t acknowledge but she must understand because she turns away and flees, soon swallowed by the dump’s concealing smoke and haze.

I return Nisay to the mat inside, unable to process what I have witnessed. I continue my duties—fuss with Nisay, clean up his mess, straighten our bed mat—but I also replay the scene of Sopeap and the book over and over in my head. It’s like watching a movie in the city that you’ve seen a hundred times, knowing how it always ends—but then one day, it ends differently.

How can a woman so empty and beyond feeling become so overcome with emotion that she can’t speak? But there is more to the picture. In my mind, as I watch her study again each page of Nisay’s book, it finally hits me.

“That’s it!” I exclaim aloud.

I pause to let my head absorb, process, and ponder my discovery.

It was Sopeap’s eyes, the way they darted at every picture, the timing of each turn of the page, the soft movement of her lips. Is it possible? Yes, I’m certain of it. Sopeap Sin, the woman we call the Cow—she can read!

 

*****

 

It is late when Ki returns. I light a lamp so that the flame’s glow will let him see to get into bed. He is grinning. The white tape and sterile gauze that wrap his bandaged head contrast with his bronze skin, which has finally returned to a healthy color.

“Thank goodness you’re back. I’ve been so worried.”

“I’m fine,” he replies casually—too casually.

“What did the doctor say?”

“Parlez-vous Français?”

“What?”

“I have no idea either. She was speaking French. She stitched me up, gave me a shot, and right now—I feel really good.”

The anger in his face is gone. Instead his pupils are unusually wide and his speech curiously slow.

“Do we owe them money?” I ask, hating to broach the subject. Oddly, it doesn’t bother him.

“It was free. I went to the charity clinic, near the Russian hospital, off Khemarak Boulevard. You know, the clinic the French run.”

I wrinkle my brow. “But they only treat pregnant women—and babies.” I know this because I took Nisay there just a few weeks earlier.

Ki’s dilated eyes twinkle. “Yeah, but I passed out on their waiting room floor. What could they do? I was bleeding all over their tile.”

When he giggles, I can’t help but join him, laughing more at his intoxication than his story. “What did they give you, anyway?”

“I’m not sure, but it really helps!”

“Then you still have the money?”

Despite the relaxing effects of the drugs, he turns serious for the first time since his return. He shakes his head back and forth as his fists tighten—not in an angry manner, just matter-of-fact.

“Sang Ly, you have no more worry about the gangs robbing us.”

“Why not?” I ask.

Ki sucks in a heavy breath and then pulls up one leg of his pants. In the flickering light of our single oil lamp, I can see, strapped to his ankle, the unmistakable outline of a long, silver, razor knife.

 

*****

 

In the morning I remove Ki’s bandage and inspect his wound. In spite of his wincing, the stitching is admirable, the bleeding has stopped, and I can tell that Ki is going to live for at least another day. I break the news. “Doctor, I think the patient will survive!”

He’s not half as amused as I. After I replace his bandage, he rolls back down to the floor. The happy drugs are now a distant memory.

Without offering an explanation, I pull on my pants, long socks, and boots, and then reach for my gloves and straw hat. “I’ll be in the garden,” I announce, trying to be cheerful.

Considering that we are out of rice, I see no other option. Since Ki is in no shape to pick, I will go today instead. He cracks open a stare, certain that I’ve lost my mind. When he doesn’t utter a word, I try again. “I’m leaving the cave to hunt. I’ll be back with food.”

Perhaps drugs dull one’s senses. Perhaps I’m just not that funny. Either way, I decide directness is now my only option. “Watch the baby, Ki. I’m going to pick.”

I grab an empty canvas sack, wave my good-bye, and then trek out to greet a new day at the dump. As I do, there’s one thought on my mind: Stay away, Grandfather. I don’t have the time or patience for any more of your luck.

 

*****

 

I have been told that there is a specialized college degree that studies civilizations by sifting through the layers of their trash. If this is true, if there really is a degree called Somran Vichea, or garbology, as Dara Neak claims, I should be the teacher. It also brings up another fascinating question: If people realized someone would be sorting through their trash, would they be more careful in what they throw away?

One of the first things I’ve learned, as a student of the dump, is that people hoping to make a decent living here are delusional. If they still insist on trying, it’s important to explain three widely used picking techniques from which to choose.

The most risky is a method that Ki seldom tries, its danger still evidenced by a scar he bears on his left ankle. There are times at night when the mountainous garbage burns so intently and is so fully consumed that even the bulldozers won’t try to squelch the flames. By morning, anything combustible or toxic has burned away, leaving behind a layer of purified ash that pillows pieces of red-hot scrap metal ripe for plucking. This method of gathering is treacherous because if you march through the ash too soon, hidden scrap will burn through your rubber boots in seconds. Some resort to braving the ash at night, reasoning that the metal’s glow lets them see where not to step. While it’s true that a few of the very skilled (or stupid) make a reasonable living this way, many ultimately burn and scar their bodies so badly that they end up crippled and begging for food on the streets of Phnom Penh—a life worse than picking garbage in Stung Meanchey.

A better alternative, and the most popular picking method (the one Ki prefers), is working alongside the trucks as they purge their loads. Of course, working around trucks, whose drivers appear eager to run you over just for sport, means you must always be alert and watchful. This method is also competitive and furious. People crowd together, everyone flinging their sticks fashioned with a sharp metal hook at the end, ready to tear open the tumbling bags of garbage. They pick, prod, and pry at the sacks of trash, searching for any scrap of discarded metal, glass, or plastic worth selling to the buyers.

The last picking method, and the one I prefer, is working away from the trucks, in open areas that have been stirred up by passing bulldozers. It’s a method that is less hectic, less dangerous, and unfortunately also the least fruitful. It’s a method that requires not quick thinking but rather methodical diligence. If you are persistent and patient, it can still prove worthwhile. This method is followed mostly by the elderly, the children, and anyone recovering from injury. I prefer it because it lets my eyes and hands disengage from my brain, working like a robotic machine, thus giving me time to think. As I see it, with no money, no rice, a sick child, and a husband with a line of fresh stitches still throbbing in his head, I have a considerable amount to think about.

I always tell Ki that it’s a dangerous thing sending me to work the dump, not because I’ll get run over by a truck, burn my legs and feet, or fall into a pool of toxic sludge—though all those are possibilities. It’s dangerous because my thoughts get away from themselves. Mixed with emotion, they pile up like the garbage that surrounds me. They stack layer upon layer, deeper and deeper, month after month—crushing, festering, smoldering. One day something is certain to combust.

Where did Sopeap learn to read? What would cause a woman so hard and brutal to break down into a well of tears? Does Ki really think his knife will protect him from the gangs of thugs? What if the unspeakable happens? Could Nisay and I survive alone at Stung Meanchey?

It’s late in the day when I finish. I have filled a canvas bag half full of discarded plastic and metal cans that I balance on my shoulders. I carry it to the buyers, where it is sorted and weighed. They offer less than I expect, but I am too tired to barter. I take my money, then go to the home of the rice vendor, where I purchase two kilos of rice and some vegetables. She tells me that I seem quiet today, not my normal self. I shrug politely, take my food, and head for home, hoping that all has been well.

I have been quiet today because fear in my heart has been fighting with frustration in my brain, leaving little energy for my mouth. Halfway through the day, my brain declared itself the winner and started to work out a plan. Grandfather loved luck, but I am tired and can no longer wait around for its arrival. I haven’t spoken to Grandfather all day because I know he’ll be angry when I tell him that his luck is . . . well . . . lacking. It won’t stop by, it doesn’t call, and I must conclude that we’ve been abandoned. It’s like the friend who gets a job in the city, begins to earn decent money, and then no longer visits. Luck has also moved on to better times, and it’s not coming back.

Seriously, what does one do when the ancestors no longer listen? To my dismay, Grandfather’s words echo in my ears. Crafting a plan is easy. Taking action will always prove to be the more difficult path.

And the question remains, will my plan work? Will everyone, including Ki Lim, think I’ve banged my head against a garbage truck? While he will undoubtedly be surprised, it won’t be my husband who is the most astonished. The person most likely to think the toxic smell of the dump has finally rotted away my brain will be a woman whom I still struggle to understand—Sopeap Sin.


    Chapter Three
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“Hello?”

The voice outside the flap is so hoarse that at first I don’t recognize it. When I pull back the canvas, Sopeap waits. She does not look well.

“May I speak with you?” she asks.

Now I am worried. Not because of her ragged appearance but because she never asks for permission to speak. “Absolutely,” I say.

“Is your husband . . . Ki Lim . . . is Ki okay? I heard he was . . . injured.” She stumbles around her words, as if they are drunk with her.

I am not certain what she is asking. Sopeap has never cared about Ki—or anyone—bleeding or not. Before I can answer, she mumbles the real reason for the visit.

“May I buy this book?”

She is holding Nisay’s book, raising it toward me, as if I may have forgotten what happened on the night she stumbled away with it clutched in her hand.

“The book is yours. I told you that when you were . . . ” I don’t know how to finish without offending. Her interruption saves my awkwardness.

“How much?”

“No. Sopeap, I gave you the book.”

It’s as though I am speaking a strange language and she can’t comprehend my meaning. Seconds pass before she processes the notion.

“Thank you.” The phrase thank you coming from Sopeap Sin is about as common as fresh air at Stung Meanchey. What she says next only compounds my puzzlement.

“I will mark your rent for this month as paid in full.”

I choke, stumble, and then grab at my ears. Sopeap Sin, the Rent Collector, the greediest person I have ever known, has never been concerned about our well-being, and she has certainly never forgiven any rent.

And then I realize I must be dreaming. I bite my lip—it hurts. I glance around the room—it’s our home at the dump. Surely, if I were dreaming, I’d be living in a place nicer than this.

“That is kind,” I finally reply. “It will help us out a great deal.”

She lingers, as if she has more that needs to be said. “The other night . . . I was . . . I had been drinking. I don’t remember much . . .”

It is my turn to interrupt. “Sopeap, there is no need to explain.” My words lie. I desperately wish to understand. More important, I wonder if now is the right time to pose my question. I take so long debating with myself that she assumes we are finished and turns to leave. She is three steps away when I call out.

“Sopeap?”

She pauses, pivots, waits. “Yes?”

“Will you teach me how to read?”

 

*****

 

“I don’t like it, Sang Ly. It’s just not right.”

I had expected Ki Lim to be excited. Can’t he see that if I learn to read, I can teach Nisay, and then, perhaps, our son can follow in better footsteps? Our only other hope is to enroll him in one of the NGO charity schools when he gets older, but there are thousands of destitute Cambodian children and very few openings. As a mother, I need a greater hope than that.

“Fine. If not me, then she can teach you,” I say.

This irritates Ki further. “Don’t be foolish. I dig through stinking garbage every day just so we can eat!”

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean it like that. I just . . .” How do I explain? “Ki, if we don’t give Nisay every possible chance to do better . . .”

Ki sighs, and I can’t tell if it’s a sign of disgust or surrender. “I just don’t like our son being around Sopeap Sin,” he adds. “She’s a witch, and I don’t trust her.”

I wait to tell Ki about Sopeap’s conditions. He would never understand. I’m not sure I understand. After he leaves, I revisit in my head the conversation I had with Sopeap.

“Why? Why do you want to read?” she had asked, obviously a bit unsettled by my request.

I should have been prepared with a quick reply, but I wasn’t. And to make matters worse, Nisay, who was sound asleep on the floor, awoke with a start and began to holler. Then I realized he was my cue.

“I need to be able to teach my son to read stories, like the book you hold in your hand . . . for his sake.”

“Is that why you gave me the book? So I would teach you to read?” With every word, her tone hardened and I questioned my judgment in asking.

“No, I . . . well, yes, yes, I did. I saw how much the book meant to you and I hoped that you’d see how important reading will be to my son. Sopeap, I need to teach Nisay to read so that he can find a way out of this dump and into a better life.”

“What’s wrong with the dump?” she asked, as if we lived in paradise.

Was she serious? Could she not glance around? Were her eyes blind from the smoke? Was her nose dead from the smell? I couldn’t say for certain why this set me off, but it did, and my reply was not kind.

“Are you out of your drunken mind?” I asked with disgust. I expected Sopeap to bolt. Instead, she paused, as if I were finally speaking her language. She rolled her thick lips inward but said nothing. I took the pause as an opportunity.

“The only way my son will get better is if I get him out of Stung Meanchey.”

“What is wrong with him?” she asked.

“He’s not well. He has never been well. You’ve seen him. We have tried folk remedies, taken him to doctors—French, Cambodian, and American. They give us medicine, but as soon as it runs out, his diarrhea and fever return. I need to do something more to help him. I need to do something now.”

As Sopeap’s shoulders rose, her features wrinkled. “And you think that something is teaching him to read? Why, if medicines don’t work, do you believe reading will help?”

How could I explain the illogical feelings swirling and swelling inside, forcing my action? “Sopeap,” I said, “I’m not replacing one with another. I don’t expect reading to make his body well. But I hope reading will give him something to look forward to, a reason to fight. I want to believe reading will fill him with courage.”

I picked Nisay up from the floor and held him over my arm to calm his cries. Sopeap’s gaze shifted to the child, and for a moment it appeared as though perhaps my arguments were working. Her head bobbed as she watched him, as if memories pulled from her brain were causing it to lose balance.

I continued, “I’ll keep taking him to doctors. I’ll keep searching for answers. I just don’t think anything will change until he has the desire to get better. I can’t rely on Grandfather’s luck any longer. So yes, as naive as it may sound, I believe reading will help Nisay. I want to think that reading will offer him hope.”

In spite of my poorly phrased argument, my plea had at least been heartfelt—and for that I deserved some respect. I received none. The interest I thought I read in Sopeap’s face faded, and instead of showing sympathy, her response was swift and biting.

“If you’re looking for hope,” she said, sarcasm hardening her voice, “you should know that it died at Stung Meanchey.”

She didn’t flinch. I couldn’t tell if she was serious. There was no hint of amusement, no wry grin, and as her eyes stabbed deeply into mine, I realized how much I despised the woman. The longer we sat with our eyes locked in a silent battle, the harder I could feel my teeth grind.

I blinked first. “Perhaps hope did die at Stung Meanchey,” I answered, as I scooted closer to be sure that she wouldn’t miss my point. “Or . . .” I gestured toward her with my finger, while lowering my head, as if a new idea had just arrived. I let the moment hang as I sharpened my remaining words. “. . . it could be that what died at Stung Meanchey was you!”

I took a step back. I was furious and expected fury in return.

Instead Sopeap paused—and then she laughed. Not a chuckle, as though I’d said something funny. Nor was it a snicker, as if I’d done something stupid. Instead, it came from deep within her chest, and as it spilled out, it surprised her more than it did me. Her eyes then darted back and forth, as though she were watching a dog chase its tail. As I waited just inside my little three-walled shack with a tarp nailed on the front, I thought I also heard the ancestors laughing.

And then everyone was silent.

Sopeap turned to face me, as if she wanted to be sure there would be no misunderstanding.

“I have conditions,” she announced.

“I beg your pardon?”

“I said, I have conditions.”

“Anything.”

“Don’t you want to hear what they are first, before you agree so quickly?”

I nodded. “Yes, of course.”

“First, every Friday, without fail, you will bring me a bottle of Bourey rice wine.”

“Okay. I can do that.” Ki Lim was not going to be happy. “Anything else?”

“Yes. Did you not listen? Conditions is plural. Two . . .”

To keep the word Cow from creeping into my brain, I began to calculate the price of Bourey rice wine in my head. No, Ki Lim was not going to like this at all.

“You will always do your homework,” she said.

“Home work?”

“No, not home—work. It is one word, homework. Say it again.”

The classes had apparently already begun. “Homework,” I repeated.

“Good. Now, have you ever done homework?”

There was a school in the province where I grew up, but I had attended for only two years as a child before giving up to help Mother in the rice fields. I didn’t remember anything called homework.

“I have never done homework,” I admitted.

“You will begin now—and you must try your hardest. I can tell you are bright, but it will still be difficult. I will not have you waste my time. Do you understand?”

“Yes.”

“Lastly, you will need some pencils, paper, and something hard to write on. Can you get these things?”

“I believe so.”

“Believing is not enough, Sang Ly. If you want to resurrect hope, doing is the most important. Can you do these things?”

“Yes.”

“Okay.”

She was about to walk away when I stopped her by asking, “But, Sopeap, when do we start?”

“We will start . . . on Friday!”

 


    Chapter Four
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I was right about Ki Lim. He wasn’t happy at all.

“You can’t be serious! We have to buy the drunken hag Bourey rice wine? Regular rice wine isn’t good enough? Who does she think she is?”

Before I can answer, he asks a more probing question. “How do you know for sure that she can even read?”

“I watched her eyes the night she was here; she was reading Nisay’s book.”

“You watched her eyes?” he asks.

“Well, yes, and she—” I stop. It is a reasonable question, and in less than a breath, I realize I am not absolutely certain. He may actually be right.

He continues, “Let’s assume, just for a minute, that she does read, even a few words. That doesn’t mean she knows enough to teach you—or anyone.”

“Well . . .”

“And how much time will it take? Who will watch Nisay?”

With each question, I grow more concerned. Perhaps I should have given my brain more time when planning my strategy in the dump.

	 

*****

 

It hasn’t rained for several days and the heat is stifling. Before bed, I pull back our canvas tarp to provide some air. Now, hours later, with the moonlight finally breaking through the haze, it reflects off the hands of our wall clock that reads ten minutes after two. Naturally, since we have no electricity and the clock’s insides have been taken out, its time never changes. Ki found it in the dump several months ago, and I hung it on our wall because I liked the printed flowers that adorn its face. I tell Ki often that it’s right twice a day, and at the moment, if I had to guess, I’d say that it’s pretty close.

In spite of the stench of burning trash, neither my husband nor my son has stirred for hours. I reach over again to touch the three used pencils that lie beside our mat, as if one may have tried to sneak away in the darkness. Like me, they remain prostrate, waiting for morning to come.

Lucky Fat helped me find them, and, to my surprise, Ki sharpened them for me with his knife. They sit on top of their own sleeping mat, several sheets of various and assorted papers. The papers aren’t new. Every sheet has words or markings on the opposite side. No matter—I will still have sufficient space to write my letters. Next to the pencils and paper rests a bottle of premium rice wine—the expensive brand that Sopeap demanded. Ki had protested, but I reminded him that we only had enough money to buy it because Sopeap hadn’t made us pay this month’s rent.

In the stillness of the morning, Ki’s breathing also reminds me that his concerns about the Rent Collector are valid. I don’t know for sure if Sopeap can read.

I pretend the clock is ticking softly in the darkness, counting down the hours, the minutes, the seconds. I told Ki I wanted to hang the clock on our wall because I liked its flowered face—but that’s not exactly true. There is more. It helps me to remember that even though something is broken, it can still serve a purpose. Someday, if we ever have the money, I want to take it to a clock maker and have it repaired. It’s silly, I know, because buying a new clock would be less expensive.

Sometimes broken things deserve to be repaired.

My thoughts ramble. Will I learn to read? I implore the ancestors to just give me a chance. I’m wrong about a lot of things, but I believe that Sopeap really can read and that she’ll teach me. Like my clock and its telling of time, I hope this will be one of the moments, even if it’s only twice a day, that I’m right.

 

*****

 

I rush outside in the early-morning light and scan the hazy horizon, trying to spot Sopeap. The smoke is heavy and it’s difficult to make out silhouettes. After several minutes of study, I am certain that none of the shadows is my new instructor. I carry in more water and scrub the floor again where Nisay slept, to make sure it is spotless should Sopeap decide to sit there while she teaches. I pat the area dry, at least as much as possible, and then return to the path in the front of the house. No teacher.

Our canvas wall is loose on the far end, and, using the rock that Ki keeps by the side of the house, I hammer the nails along the tarp’s top edge until all are tight. Then I hear someone coming and glance across my shoulder. Never mind. It is a neighbor who is just passing by.

The massive cistern that holds our water at the side of our house is tipping slightly. I turn and twist the pot until it appears level and stable, and then I get on my knees and scrape up and pack enough dirt around the base to ensure it remains so. I imagine Sopeap will arrive when I least expect and interrupt me, perhaps even compliment me on being such a good worker. She doesn’t.

Inside I organize my papers, sorting them again, this time by shape rather than by how much open space remains on the back of each page where I will write. I pick up one of my pencils and hold it to a paper as if I’m about to write something very important, though I can’t imagine what.

With each accomplished task, my throat tightens, my breathing deepens, my focus shortens, and my hope fades like a morning moon. When Ki arrives at noon to see how my first day of learning is progressing, he finds me sitting alone on our mat, my knees pulled tight to my chest. I am not crying—I refuse. But as he enters, I neither move nor speak, afraid any discussion of the obvious topic will demolish my resolve.

I expect him to say, “I told you so.” He doesn’t, though a heavy sigh handles the job just as admirably.

“Where is Nisay?” he asks instead.

“Mother wanted to work today, so Narin is watching him. Let me fix you something to eat, and then I will go and pick him up.”

I have a cousin, Narin Sok, who also came to the dump from the province. On occasion, when special circumstances arise, we will watch each other’s children. Because I didn’t know what time Sopeap would show up, I left with Nisay before dawn, just after Ki Lim headed out for the day.

Now, after preparing Ki’s rice, I reach for my sandals—and then we both hear a commotion at the front door, near where our curtain is pulled back. We look up at the same time. It is Sopeap Sin and she can hardly stand.

“Where have you been?” Ki asks, before Sopeap enters and before I can say a word. He seems to be forgetting that she is still the Rent Collector, a woman with the power to kick us out of our home at any time.

She ignores his tone, looks past him as if he weren’t there, and instead directs her question to me. “Do you have my rice wine?”

Ki steps sideways to block her view. “You get nothing until you carry out your part of the bargain.”

“Out of my way!” She threatens—at least as threatening as a staggering, drunken woman sounds to a larger, stronger man. She attempts to move around him, but Ki Lim will have none of it.

“Don’t you dare!”

I don’t know if he’s defending me or begrudging her. I assume it’s the former and I step to his side.

“Ki, it’s okay.” I interrupt with words, coupled with a soft touch to his shoulder. “It’s not worth it,” I whisper. “She is still the Rent Collector.”

Then, with Sopeap watching, I reach out and place a twice-polished bottle of Bourey’s finest distilled rice wine into her hands. “You need this worse than we do.”

She is about to stumble away when I stop her.

“Sopeap, you forgot these.” I force her fingers around my three pencils and hold her clasped hand tightly. Then, before she has a chance to see the moisture forming in my eyes, I thank her for coming and retreat behind the safety of our curtain.


    Chapter Five
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As I pour a spot of menthol oil into my hands, its pungent odor wafts around the room and Nisay immediately begins to wail.

“Oh please, child, I haven’t even touched you yet.”

He doesn’t care and I hear his objection loud and clear. “True, you haven’t, but you’re sure as certain about to!”

And he is right, but I have no choice. It is a remedy practiced by my mother and father, and by their mother and father, and I’m certain by a line of waiting parent ancestors that stretches past heaven. It is as old as Cambodia itself. It is called Koah Kchol, a name that means to scrape air.

It starts with oil distilled from leaves of the Mentha arvensis, a menthol plant that grows wild in the jungle. Once the oil is rubbed thoroughly onto the skin and it’s had a chance to soak in, a coin or other piece of round metal, held sideways, is used to scrape the recipient’s back, chest, and arms, using long parallel strokes.

The skin is scraped to bring toxic air to the body’s surface and restore the natural balance of hot and cold, keeping these universal elements in harmony. As a side effect, it also causes blood vessels just beneath the surface to rupture, resulting in maroon, zebra-like lines that remain for two or three days before they fade.

Once, several weeks before, after one of Nisay’s treatments, an American doctor arrived at Stung Meanchey on behalf of Charity House, a Christian service organization that had come to offer free medical assistance for the day to children at the dump. Naturally, I took advantage, hoping it would finally be a time for answers. When the doctor noticed Nisay’s lines, through a translator, he called my treatment superstitious nonsense and a complete waste of energy. He said I should instead trust modern medicine and administer a course of antibiotics, which he then provided.

I will try anything to help my child and so I followed his instructions implicitly. However, ten days later, when the medicine ran out, Nisay’s symptoms returned. I would like to find that doctor and explain to him the difference between superstition and intuition, and to let him know that his solution proved to be nonsense and a complete waste of energy. He didn’t leave a forwarding address.

And so I continue to search for answers, and as I scrape my son’s skin today, I console with words meant to soften his cries—words that I suppose are meant for me. “Child, we only want you to get well. Understand that while it’s painful, it’s for your own good. If we do nothing, your illness will worsen. I promise that in spite of your complaints, one day you will thank me. Be brave, my little son, and when you are a father and you pour oil into your own hands and your own sick child begins to sob, remember.”

 

*****

 

We don’t have running water—unless you count my pouring it out of a cup. Instead, we purchase our water from a vendor several huts to the west, who in turn buys rights from the government (read bribe) for the flow of water that comes from one of several pipes that feed into the dump. About once a week, I carry water to our home in two large jugs that hang from a stick draped across my shoulders. It’s an arduous, three-trip effort that, by necessity, requires I stare down at the path as I walk so as to not lose balance, trip, and spill my precious load.

This morning I left Nisay with Teva Mao, my neighbor two houses down the hill, and when I am finished, I will watch her two youngest children while she repeats the effort for her own home.

On my second trip back, I almost run over Sopeap, who has squatted squarely in the middle of the trail to wait. As I jolt to a stop, some of my water sloshes out. If she notices that I’m annoyed, it doesn’t show. She sets down her bag alongside her drooping socks so that she can gesture with her hands as she speaks. “Friday turned out to be a difficult day,” she announces.

I want to blurt out, “Oh, really?” I don’t.

“I’m sorry,” I offer instead. “You didn’t look well.” What I mean is that she acted like a drunken pig, but I hold my tongue.

“Are you ready?” she asks.

I turn. “For what?”

“Are we going to hold lessons? Don’t you still want to learn how to read?”

“I . . . uh . . . yes . . . I suppose, but I have Nisay . . . and then I need to watch Teva’s children while she gets—”

She interrupts. “I can make arrangements. Do you trust Teva Mao to watch Nisay?”

“I do . . . yes . . . certainly.”

“I will speak with her. Carry back your water and I will meet you at your house.”

I don’t know what to say but finally mutter, “Okay,” and then I add, “Ki will be surprised. He doesn’t think you—” I pause midsentence, regretting that my excitement has only highlighted my stupidity. I hope that she doesn’t notice, but I feel a guilty blush creep across my face as she turns.

“He doesn’t think I can read?”

“Well, um, he wasn’t sure. He thought you could be . . . pretending.”

I wonder if she’ll be angry, but instead the notion brings her obvious pleasure. “Sang Ly,” she answers, “I have been called many names in my life. Some call me Sopeap Sin. Here at Stung Meanchey many call me the Rent Collector. Still others simply call me Cow. But my most cherished title, the one I most revere, was a long time ago in the Department of Literature at the Royal University of Phnom Penh. There, for nine wonderful years, the most cherished of my life, my students called me Teacher.”


    Chapter Six
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I already know the basic sounds of the Khmer (Cambodian) alphabet. I mean, other than being illiterate, I do speak the language. I’ve been told (mostly by those who don’t read or write either) that, with the speaking part out of the way, learning to match sounds to letters will be easy. Surprise!

Perhaps ever more naively, I expect Sopeap to be understanding.

“Sang Ly, pay attention! I won’t repeat myself.”

I can’t help but admire the glossy pencil I hold in my hand, one taken from the stack she has extracted from her oversized bag. I touch its tip to the crisp, unused sheet of starched paper that lies on the varnished board in my lap—all supplies she has brought. I’m ready to take notes on every word—but of course, I can’t yet write. Still, even pretending feels sensational.

I look up with such eager anticipation that she softens.

“Please, put down the pencil, Sang Ly, and listen.”

While I am crouched on the floor, Sopeap stands beside a small portable easel. I’m glad she has brought it with her because it makes our tiny home feel like a real school. The easel lets her write with a piece of chalk and then she wipes it away with ease. What a wondrous invention!

She continues. “We’ve already talked about consonants and vowels. Now, Khmer consonants are divided into two series. The sound each vowel makes will depend on the series to which the consonants belong. I know it seems complicated, but it’s not. It’s these sounds that we’re going to learn first. Do you understand?”

I nod yes, not understanding.

“Good. Now, go ahead and pick up your pencil.”

For the better part of the afternoon, Sopeap repeats a letter, writes it on the board, then announces the sound the letter makes. I copy it down exactly as she has written it. To help me remember the sounds, she has agreed to let me draw a small picture beside each letter. If the letter makes the b sound, for example, I will draw a picture of a bird beside it, since both the word and the letter sound the same.

“For your homework assignment,” Sopeap announces, “three days from today, I want you to have memorized all the letters we have written—both names and sounds. Can you do it?”

“That quick?”

“Yes. Can you do it?”

“I will try.”

“Trying is not good enough. Will you do it?”

It has become a familiar question. “Yes. I will do it.”

It appears she is satisfied because her head nods with mine. “That is good. Now, keep writing the letters we have learned.”

I am on my fourth page when Ki pulls back the tarp and enters the room. We are both surprised.

“What are you doing home?” I ask, perhaps sounding as though he isn’t welcome. “I thought you took your lunch with you today.”

“Lunch? Sang Ly, I’m home for dinner.”

“But it’s not . . .”

Sopeap gathers her supplies. “It has been nearly six hours, Sang Ly,” she says. “You need to go and pick up your son, and I desperately need a drink.”

 

*****

 

“What is she like?” Lucky Fat asks, eyes as round as his cheeks. No one, including the boy, can picture Sopeap Sin actually teaching.

“She is stern, but she is also smart. I mean, who would have guessed?”

“Does she hit you?”

I can’t help but giggle. “Hit me? No, of course not—at least not yet.”

It’s his next question that catches me off guard. He glances down first at his feet, shuffles them in the garbage. “Sang Ly, after you learn . . . once you can read and write on your own . . . would it be all right . . . ”

“What is it? Just ask.”

“Could you teach me how to write my name?”

I put down my sack and picture myself standing in front of a chalkboard, the same as Sopeap, showing Lucky how to carefully draw each perfect line. I take a deep breath, not caring that the air is particularly smoky, and then I try to remember if I’ve ever been asked a more satisfying question. I can’t think of what it might have been.

It is several moments before Lucky interrupts. “Are you okay?” he finally asks.

I turn my head, not wanting him to see my eyes, certain that I look completely ridiculous. I clear my throat, pretending to cough, wanting to be sure my voice won’t crack when I answer. “Why, yes,” I say to Lucky. “It will be my pleasure.”

 

*****

 

“Are you listening to anything I’m saying?” Ki asks as I scrub out the pots from dinner.

“I’m sorry. I was thinking about Sopeap.”

“The Cow?”

“Don’t call her that.”

“You are right. She’s more of a bull.”

“Ki, please.”

“What should I call her, Princess? Perhaps Her Majesty?”

“How about Teacher?”

“If she is such a wonder teacher, why is she living at the dump? Why isn’t she at a school or a university?”

It’s a valid question and when I don’t answer, Ki fills in the blank for me. “I’ll tell you with two simple words—rice wine. The woman is a hapless drunk.”

“Perhaps,” I say. “She does drink a lot, but there’s something more.”

“And what’s that?”

“I don’t know, but I intend to find out.”


    Chapter Seven
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In Cambodia, when parents get old, they move in with their children, who offer shelter, food, and happy grandchildren. It’s the perfect retirement plan—as long as your children don’t live at the city’s municipal dump.

Instead of being angry, Lena, my mother, relishes her situation. She showed up at Stung Meanchey two months after we’d left the province. She stayed with us just one night and by the next afternoon had arranged to live with her distant cousin, Dara Neak, about a ten-minute walk across the dump. Although I’m supposed to be the one helping Mother, she instead watches Nisay on the days she doesn’t pick. Her biggest fault—perplexing to this day—is that Mother loves to pick trash.

“It’s an adventure,” she says. “You never know what surprises you’ll find.”

I remind her that surprises usually mean human body parts.

“True, but the people who work here are nice,” she adds, “except perhaps Sida Son, whose shelters are just pitiful. The poor, angry woman is so jealous.”

I forgot to mention, Mother builds some of the best day shelters Stung Meanchey has ever seen.

 

*****

 

Sopeap was tolerable during our first lesson, but today she is madder than a constipated water buffalo. Some drunks are embarrassing, constantly making fools of themselves. Other drunks are friendly, bowing to everyone they meet. Sopeap is pure vinegar, and though she isn’t too drunk to teach, she’s too drunk and angry to show any patience.

“Foolish girl! Listen to me!”

“I’m trying, but I don’t understand what you’re saying.”

She pounds the chalkboard in rhythm to her words. “Syllables begin with one of these consonant clusters . . .”

“It’s so confusing.”

She puts down her chalk. “I don’t know how else to explain. We are finished for today. We will try again tomorrow.”

As she gathers her things, I blurt out the more applicable question of the day. “Why do you drink so much?”

She jerks toward me. “Why do you ask so many stupid questions?”

And then her face twists and wrinkles as she draws both hands toward her stomach. She bends forward, as if she’s about to crumble to the ground. Before I can ask if she is okay, she straightens, lurches out through our open canvas door, falls onto her hands and knees just beyond the house, and vomits up her morning liquor.

I am speechless.

After several moments, when she apparently feels well enough, she stands, turns toward me, and then, as if nothing unusual has happened, announces, “I will see you tomorrow.”

I should learn my lesson and bite my lip. I don’t. Sopeap is drinking way too much. It has to stop. “Will you be sober?”

She answers so casually, after having just puked in my yard, one may have thought she’d been asked about the upcoming storm or the best time to catch the sun setting over the dump’s horizon. “Tomorrow? Yes, I’ll be sober tomorrow, but the day after—no, I’ll be drunk as a soldier.”

And then she shuffles away.

It’s a few minutes later when I go out to gather some cardboard to cover her mess, until a good rain can properly wash it away, that I notice something disturbing. On the ground where she has vomited, I also see blood.

 

*****

 

“Nisay’s finally asleep,” Ki says. “Come to bed.”

“I told you, I must finish my homework.”

“Or what? She’ll sit on you?”

“No, but she may throw up on me.”

When I continue drawing my letters, he presses. “Aren’t you coming?”

“I told you, in a bit.”

I am working by the light of a small oil lamp. We usually save it for emergencies—when Nisay is sick, for example. How can I make Ki understand that having my homework done for Sopeap is unquestionably an emergency?

He rolls over in disgust.

After I’ve drawn several additional letters, I relent. “Let me finish three more.”

He doesn’t answer and I’m not sure if he’s already asleep or just ignoring me. I write each one as precisely and cleanly as possible. Not only will I turn this sheet in to Sopeap, but she will then make me repeat each letter and its sounds, both dependent and independent. Who knew reading and writing were so complicated?

When I finally put out the light and crawl beside Ki, I snuggle close and wrap my arm around him. He doesn’t respond. It’s too dark now to see him, but the pace of his breathing and the tightness of his chest tell me he is awake.

“What are you thinking?” I whisper.

Seconds pass. When he does answer, I’m surprised to hear worry rather than frustration. “What will happen once you know how to read?”

“What do you mean?”

“How will it change things?”

I have been so focused on my learning that I haven’t noticed his apprehension.

“I hope it changes many things,” I answer softly. “I hope it will somehow get us out of the dump—and if not us, that it provides a path out for Nisay. Don’t you want those things too?”

It is a long time before he replies. “I know that we don’t have a lot here,” he says cautiously. “But at least we know where we stand.”

“Where we stand? What do you mean?”

Silence. Worry in the dark can make it even darker.

“Ki? Tell me what you’re thinking.”

“Life here is hard,” he finally says, “but it is constant. New trash always arrives—every single day. It will never end. When we are hungry, I go out and pick a bag of plastic or metal or glass, sell it for a few riel, and we buy our food. We generally have enough to eat. We have a roof overhead to protect us from the rain. Life isn’t complicated here.”

His affinity for the dump is unexpected. For three years, we have talked about the day we’ll make enough for a better life.

“But the gangs almost killed you . . .”

And then, like a slap, it hits me. I should have picked it up sooner but I am tired from the study.

“Food and shelter—yes, we have those here,” I say, in a muted tone, “but I don’t think that’s what you are worrying about.”

He rolls to face me, though without light we can see only murky shapes.

“Living at Stung Meanchey,” he says, “forces us to work things out, to need each other. If you learn to read—”

I don’t wait for him to finish. “Ki, listen . . .” In the darkness of our tiny room, his concern is clear. “It doesn’t matter if I learn to read, or where we live, or how we earn a living—no matter what, I will need you.”

He listens, then asks another question. “But do I make you happy?”

How can a woman raising her child in a place choking with trash answer that question and have her reply make any sense? Both at the dump and in my home tonight, I’m careful where I step. “Ki, you are the part of my life that I would never change. But offering our son opportunity, working with you to improve our life together—that kind of change is good, don’t you think?”

He hesitates, thinking but also listening, and so I continue. “I just need to get Nisay better.”

“Do you think he’s sick just because of where we live?” he asks.

The answer is so apparent it nearly screams, and Ki must hear it also because before I can reply, he responds to his own question. “Of course, we do live in the dump.”

There is a silent moment, until we both break out in laughter. We hold each other in the darkness for a very long time and then, with Nisay gently stirring at the foot of our mat, Ki helps me pull off my clothes.

 

*****

 

On the days Mother can’t watch Nisay, if he is not too fussy, I lay him on the ground beneath a makeshift cardboard lean-to and pick garbage nearby in the afternoon. Lately, I have surprised Ki with my eagerness to pick, even on the days when I’m learning letters in the morning with Sopeap. What I haven’t told him is that I pick every day because it provides the perfect opportunity to study. It’s a game I’ve devised where I look for paper when gathering—more specifically, paper with printing on it—and choose at random a letter from a word. I have five seconds to say the letter’s name and sound aloud. Each time I get ten in a row, I pretend to win exotic prizes—furniture, bags of rice, clothing, and packaged food.

I begin today with a torn green flyer, with pictures of an expensive home on the back, and I randomly select the letter a. I speak to Nisay, who is now sleeping, repeating the letter’s name first and then pronouncing its sound, as if the child lying nearby were even remotely interested.

“Nisay, this is the letter (i). It makes the I sound. Did you hear me?”
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If someone were watching, they’d think I’d completely lost my mind—certainly a justifiable conclusion. I pick through layers of garbage, looking for recyclable trash, until I stuff two smashed aluminum cans and an empty perfume bottle into my canvas bag. I then snatch another loose piece of printed paper that looks to be from a magazine and randomly pick out my next letter. I know this one easily.

“This is the letter (noo) and it makes the N sound.”

[image: ]

I’m about to dig for more stray cans when I decide to cheat and sneak in another letter in between my searching. I snatch a light yellow wrapper that I recognize as packaging from one of the fast-food chains so popular with tourists in the city. It’s not the vivid artist’s rendering of an American hamburger on the front that catches my attention but the bright orange letters printed beneath. They are shadowed in blue and seem to float above the paper. As I admire the charm of the design, I arbitrarily pick the first letter of the last word.

“Nisay, this is the letter (saa). It makes the S sound.”
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I am about to toss the wrapper and resume working when my eyes roll across each of the letters that follow. I have been repeating the tones of individual letters for so many days that my head doesn’t realize it should quit. As my brain stitches the sounds together, my tongue and mouth work in unison to pronounce them. It’s a short word, and in an instant, I understand that the letters grouped together spell the word samnang—meaning luck.

I am so astonished, I speak it aloud a second time, emphasizing each sound as my eyes pass over the letters, forcing my mind to confirm what my lips have already declared. “Sam—na—ng.”

Without any help from Sopeap, I have read my very first word!

I glance around for someone with whom I can share this amazing moment. Ki is picking. Nisay sleeps. Other gatherers work at a distance. I alone am aware of the miracle that has just occurred.

I have read my first word!

My brain must finally be grasping the depth of my accomplishment because it’s now telling my body to jump up and down and scream as loud as humanly possible—to let everyone know that I, Sang Ly, an illiterate, foolish girl from the province, living in Phnom Penh’s largest waste dump, have just read MY FIRST WORD.

I try to dance as best I can in rubber boots, and I’m about to shout in celebration, but my body doesn’t listen. Instead, my legs buckle and I slump down onto the trash that so generously provided my reading material. I pull my knees to my chest, bury my head in my lap, and cry the most personal and satisfying cry that I’ve had in a very long time.

Thank you, Grandfather, for helping me to read my first word.

When I am finished, I carefully fold the wrapper, place it in my pocket, throw my recycle sack over one shoulder and Nisay over the other, and then skip in my heavy boots toward home.

 

*****

 

By the time Ki arrives, I am unstoppable. I have deciphered the entire slogan and the wrapper now hangs on the wall below our clock. I pull it down to demonstrate my astounding newfound ability.

Even though I have already memorized every word, I point to each one for Ki as I read them aloud. “It’s from Lucky Burger. See, this is their name right here.” I motion to the words above the picture, in case he has any doubt.

He glances first at the lettering and then at me, I hope understanding that now is not a good time to be funny. I continue. “The slogan underneath, right here, says Roal Thngai-mean samnang—Where Every Day Is Lucky.

Ki can’t help himself. “Does this mean we have to eat hamburgers?”

I leap toward him, wrap my arms around his waist, pull his body close against mine, and hold tightly. We embrace for a long time, but the best part of the evening—the moment I will remember more than any other—is that Ki hugs back.


    Chapter Eight
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Kim Pan plants rice.

Then Kim rides on the wat-er buff-a-lo.

Kim calls to Bora Chan.

The pictures on each page are simple sketches; I don’t care. It’s my concentration on the words that opens up a more colorful and moving visual picture in my head.

Yes, I stumble at first on such words as buffalo, but after I’ve read them two or three times, if I falter it’s only because I don’t want to make a mistake and disappoint the teacher. It’s as if my head knows their meaning but my mouth wants to take it extra slow, just to be sure. At times I think I can hear my brain screaming, “I am reading here, so please, all other body parts, do your best to keep up!”

“I should have brought harder books,” Sopeap says, as I finish one page and move to the next. I bite my lip and remember what happened last time I was prideful. “I will drop off some harder books tomorrow before I leave.”

“You are leaving?”

“I have an appointment that will keep me away for a few days. I want you to practice reading at least four hours a day until I return.”

“Ki says if I practice much more, my head will explode.”

“Your head will not explode, I assure you. Just work hard, raise your reading level, and next time, we will discuss grammar.”

“Grammar?”

“Yes, the policeman of writing. But don’t worry, there is not much written grammar in our language. Besides, you already understand most of it from speaking. After that, we will finish.”

“But I don’t want our lessons to end.”

“Why not? You are reading sentences. You need to become more proficient, but with practice, it will come.”

“There are more things I want to learn.”

“Things? What things?”

“I want to learn about literature.”

“Literature?” Sopeap halts, turns. “What do you know about literature?”

“Only that you said you taught literature at the university.”

“Sang Ly, you’ve just learned how to read. I think it’s a bit early to jump into stories.”

“I don’t,” I plead. “I think it would be the perfect way for me to practice.” I can’t tell if Sopeap is annoyed or flattered that I would even ask.

“Tell me what you think literature is,” she finally questions, shuffling a step back.

“It’s reading, I guess—important reading—from books.”

“Reading, yes, but there’s more . . . well . . . how do I explain?”

Her eyes are perplexed, her mouth open. “To be honest,” she says, “I am tired. I haven’t been feeling well and I just don’t think I will ever have enough energy to teach you literature.”

“But you have enough energy to collect rent—and to drink. That can’t be good for your body.”

Why can’t I just keep my big mouth shut? I regret my words as, for just a second, it looks as though Sopeap will berate me—but she stops.

She doesn’t answer right away, and when she does, she speaks to herself. “It’s not my body I soothe. How do I explain it to the child?”

When she looks up, I shrug. She continues: “Teaching someone to read, Sang Ly, is very mechanical. It is like picking trash—straightforward, simple rules—you just follow the motions instinctively as your brain directs.”

“Okay, I understand that.”

“But literature is unique. To understand literature, you read it with your head, but you interpret it with your heart. The two are forced to work together—and, quite frankly, they often don’t get along.”

“Can’t you teach me with both?”

“That’s what I’m trying to explain to you. My heart wouldn’t be in it. It would be like preparing you a wonderful dessert, meant to be savored and enjoyed, but making it with salt instead of cane sugar. It would leave a terrible taste in your mouth. I have given up on literature, and in those weak moments when I imagine otherwise, rice wine comes to my rescue.”

“You could quit drinking.”

“And you could let a poor woman rest. Besides, you are not ready,” she says flatly.

“Ready? What do you mean?”

“You’re anxious to jump into the river, but you haven’t checked to see if the water is deep enough.”

I don’t bother pretending. “Sopeap, you speak in riddles. What are you saying?”

“I’m saying that life at the dump has limitations, but it serves a plate of predictability. Stung Meanchey offers boundaries. There are dangers, but they are understood, accepted, and managed. When we step out of that world, we enter an area of unknown. I’m questioning if you are ready. Everyone loves adventure, Sang Ly, when they know how the story ends. In life, however, our own endings are never as perfect.”

“I’m just talking about literature,” I say.

“And so am I.”

We’re both getting irritated.

“Explain it to me, then,” I say in frustration. “Why is someone like you even here at the dump? Are you hiding from someone?”

“Hiding? Yes, Sang Ly. I’m hiding at Stung Meanchey—beneath the scorching sun, and even when it shuts its dreary eyes, still my shadow mocks.”

“There are times when you speak like my grandfather.”

“I don’t know what that means.”

“It means I need to understand . . . won’t you give me a chance?”

“You’re asking me to remember what I’ve spent years trying to forget.”

She shakes her head side to side, stretches her weighted shoulders, and winces, as if a pain is bothering her back—and she keeps glancing toward me, as if wishing will make me go away. When it doesn’t, she closes her eyes.

So I wait.

She is now silent and stony. I imagine she is trying to turn herself into a stone statue, like those at Angkor Wat, simply because she wants to be rid of me, and it’s all I can do to resist the urge to push her over. I poke out my finger to touch her, but her mouth opens first and she begins to speak. “Our next reading lesson will be the last.”

My heart drops, but she continues. “However, I will agree to the following: Work hard while I’m gone. You will need to improve your reading substantially between now and then, and that will take a tremendous amount of study and practice. On that day, bring me an example of literature that we can discuss. Then, we shall see if we are both ready for more lessons.”

“What kind of example?”

“That is your decision.”

She ignores my confusion and instead returns her chalk to the holder below the board, stacks books into her bag, and turns away.

“Wait! I’ll need books, won’t I? Should I go into the city to find them?”

Sopeap pauses long enough to reach out with her wrinkled and blemished fingers to grasp my cheeks, oddly the same as I would do to Grandfather. Only now that I am on the receiving end, I don’t like it.

“You foolish child,” she declares. “You don’t need to go to the city. Even at Stung Meanchey, the dirtiest place in all of Cambodia, we are awash in literature.”

“But where?” I ask.

Hiding behind a chilling stare, the old woman smirks. I wait for her answer. She offers none, but instead twists away.

“That’s it?” I call out.

She shuffles to a stop one final time. “You will know when you find it. Literature should be discovered. I must go now. Good luck, Sang Ly.”

She has forgotten her bottle. “Wait!” I call out. “You didn’t take your rice wine.”

She doesn’t turn around. “Save it for me,” she answers. “I’m certain that I’ll need two next time.”

 

*****

 

I am anxious to discuss my assignment with Ki so that he can be on the lookout as he sorts through garbage from the trucks. But when he arrives home, he is distant.

“What is the matter?” I finally ask, after he has eaten his rice and boiled eggs in utter silence. “Are you angry?”

“At what?”

“I don’t know—me? You haven’t said two words all through dinner.”

“I’m sorry, I was thinking.”

“About what?”

His hand brushes against his ankle, confirming his knife is there. “I saw them today.”

“Saw who?”

“The gang who robbed me.”

I crouch beside him. “Where? What happened?”

“Nothing happened. They walked through the dump in the middle of the day, as though they were daring somebody to do something. Nobody did. Everyone just turned away and kept working with their backs toward them.”

“Did you find the police?”

Ki laughs aloud. “You think they care? You know they won’t come into the dump—not for us, anyway.”

“How many were there?”

“Half a dozen—all walking together, like a pack of dirty animals.”

“Did they see you?”

“No, they were far enough away. But I saw them. Even through the haze I could tell who they were—especially the tall one.”

I’m concerned at Ki’s methodical tone, his intent gaze. I don’t want him planning anything crazy. “Ki, you need to stay clear of them. Let this be.”

He turns to meet my stare. “They robbed us, Sang Ly. They could have killed me. They took what wasn’t theirs. It’s not right.”

“Ki, I understand, but nothing good can come of this. Promise me you’ll keep your distance.”

Ki lifts his head, offers a noncommittal shrug. “Like the other cowards? Then I’m no better.”

“Those thugs are not worth dying for.”

“You are right—but you are. If protecting my family isn’t a cause worth dying for, then what’s left?”

He taps the weapon’s rigid handle. “Now, if you don’t mind,” he adds, “I need to get some rest.”

 

*****

 

Sopeap was wrong. My head really is about to explode. I have been reading aloud for so long from the books she left me that Ki has threatened to stuff garbage into his ears. It’s not that my reading isn’t liked. In fact, it actually settles Nisay down. However, Ki says that too much sugarcane will rot even the strongest teeth. I’m sure he means it as a compliment.

I take a break from the books and thumb through a few of the glossy fashion magazines that I had Ki pull from the trash. I used to muse over the pictures, envy the beautiful women, and wonder about their lives. Now that I can actually read the words, I am amused. The teasers splashed across the covers say it all.

Seduce Your Man in the Kitchen. I picture our one-room home and giggle.

Eat at Home and Save a Bundle. I’ll keep that in mind.

Wear Your Best Dress to Work. Not a good idea at Stung Meanchey.

And my all-time favorite: Will Eating Starchy Rice Make You Fat? I glance down at my thin frame. Can they be serious?

I don’t think any of this is the literature that Sopeap had in mind. I’ll keep searching.

 

*****

 

Choob khyol or cupping is an ancient remedy that means to suck the wind. I don’t know if it will work any better than scraping, but I must try. Mother says that cupping will not only improve Nisay’s circulation and appetite but restore his balance. My plea is that it stops his diarrhea.

We take Nisay to a practitioner in the city, a man who learned the art from his father. We are greeted on the street by his female assistant and escorted down a narrow alley to his treatment room. It is small but clean. The man inside is young, but he carries himself with confidence, as though he’s performed the treatment a million times. He bows his head in greeting as we enter, but then continues to prepare a tray of glass, globe-shaped cups that stand in rows like soldiers. They are translucent, perhaps blown from melted soda bottles, each about the size of a round lime. He lights the end of a small torch, then sets it aside on a stand that keeps it upright.

“We are ready,” he announces. “Take off his little shirt and we will begin.”

He instructs Ki to lay Nisay facedown on a blanket that is spread across a narrow wooden exam table. The instant Ki complies, Nisay begins to fuss and then squeal. Ki holds his feet so he won’t roll over. I pat his legs for comfort.

“Oh, you whiny child,” I protest, knowing that he’s perfectly fine.

I know from experience that though the cups will feel warm to his skin, they won’t be painful. Nisay doesn’t care. He has been to the doctor too many times to believe differently.

The man picks up the torch and his first cup and then pushes the burning end into the round globe. Just when it looks as though the flame might smother and go out, he pulls away the torch and places the open end of the cup’s rim directly onto Nisay’s back. My child screams louder.

As quickly as the man can pick up and heat each cup, he repeats the process, lining the glass globes on my baby’s body in almost perfect symmetry. As the glass cools, I can see my son’s skin pull upward into the opening, as the excess energy or wind is drawn out of his thin body. By the time the man is finished, my child’s back is covered with eight clinking cups, and he actually looks quite ridiculous. An adult receiving the same treatment may have up to three or four times the number, with cups also being placed on the arms, legs, chest, and even forehead. If it were Ki receiving treatment today, I’d be teasing him to no end. With Nisay, I refrain. My son’s arms and legs are so skinny that the cups won’t stick there, so we decide that his back will be sufficient. True to form, and in spite of my encouragement otherwise, Nisay never quits bawling. Though he kicks constantly for ten minutes (which feel like thirty), the cups hold fast. Then the man pushes his finger against each cup’s rim to pop them off, and as quickly as they were placed, he returns them to the waiting tray—and the treatment is over.

I pick up Nisay from the table and hold his bare, polka-dotted body over my shoulder. “It’s over,” I tell him. “Quit crying now.” Surprisingly, he does.

The man is paid, tears are dried, and we head home. It is on our walk back, after we enter the dump, that we pass Lucky Fat.

“I just came from your house and you guys weren’t there,” he says.

“No, we weren’t,” I reply, confirming the obvious. He doesn’t ask where we’ve been or why Nisay’s bare little body is spotted with perfect circles.

“Well, I found a book and left it for you. I’ll keep looking for more. Oh, and while I was there, Sopeap came by.”

“She’s back?”

“Yeah, and she left a message. She said for you to plan on Friday, that you’d know what that means.”

“It means,” I say, “that my time is running out.”

 


    Chapter Nine
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Sopeap said it was all around us, that we were swimming in it. Perhaps literature is easier to find in the dump if you’re a drunk. I have read wrappers, cans, magazines, notes on napkins, directions, bills, packaging, bottle labels, even tattoos on men picking trash. Nothing feels like literature. I have let friends know to keep their eyes open for books—surely, I must be looking for books. Still, the one that Lucky left yesterday only showed how to fix a moto. While it may be literature to a mechanic or anyone who owns a moto, I am neither. I only need a single example. If I show up with nothing, our lessons will end.

It is after dinner, after dark, after Nisay has finally fallen asleep, and after we are lying down that Ki casually says, “Oh, I forgot to tell you. Your cousin was here looking for you.”

“Narin? When? What did she want?”

“It was when you were still out—working.” He emphasizes the word and I can’t tell if he’s making fun of me for looking for literature in a dump or if he is resentful that I’m not gathering my share of recyclables. When he pokes me and begins to laugh, I’m relieved it’s the former.

“You didn’t say what she wanted.”

“She said she found something, but didn’t say what.”

I take a generous breath, try not to sound excited. “But she didn’t leave anything?”

“Not with me. She mentioned that she was watching Nisay on Friday and would give it to you then.”

That would be the day Sopeap is coming, the day of our lesson, and that means one thing is certain—waiting until Friday to see Narin is not an option.

“I’m not really tired yet,” I say as I roll over and stand up in the darkness. “Perhaps I’ll go out for some fresh air.”

Ki laughs so loud that Nisay stirs. I guess it is pretty funny, when one associates fresh air with the aroma and haze of the dump that permeate our home at night.

“Take the light,” he says, not bothering to ask where I’m going or how long I’ll be gone. “And take the path in front of the homes, around the perimeter. It’s longer, but it’s safe. Don’t even think about cutting across the dump.”

I kiss him quickly, then grab the light that he’ll sometimes use to pick in the dark when we have enough to pay for a charged battery. I don’t bother clicking it on inside, as I’m afraid it won’t work and he’ll insist I stay home. The moon is out anyway, and there is sufficient light to see my way just fine.

When I arrive at Narin’s, I strain, hoping to see a glow coming from inside. There isn’t one. Should I turn around and go home empty-handed?

“Narin?” I call out through an open window.

Nothing. I try again. “Narin?”

The door to the home opens and my cousin steps out. “Sang Ly? What’s wrong?” she asks, her voice ringing with worry.

“Everything is fine. It’s just that Ki said you came by. I would have come earlier, but he just told me. Did you find something? Did you find a book?”

“No, I’m sorry, no book. What I have may be nothing. I was reminded of a simple poem that I learned in the province, one Mother taught me. She would whisper when I was restless and couldn’t sleep.”

“I’m not sure if a poem is what I need. Sopeap did not say if poems were literature, but I’d love to see it.”

Narin glances down in the moonlight. “I have nothing written. I don’t read. Instead I remember it. Like I said, I don’t know if it’s what you want, I just—”

“Narin, I’d love to hear it.”

She points to the step and we sit, so as to not disturb her children, who are already trying to sleep. She scoots close, and as she begins, I can almost hear my aunt’s raspy voice.

 

*****

 

Laugh with me, monkey. Bring impish tricks and mischievous heart. Help sorrow waft and cheer restore before the sun sets red.

Run with me, tiger, with imposing stripes of orange and deafening growl. Cause enemies to cower and bring my spirit courage.

Pull with me, water buffalo. Turn furrowed fields to golden rice that’s sweet. Show true resolve and the strength of a determined mind.

Rest with me, turtle, with emerald shield and wisdom old as time. Teach me to value a strong home that will protect against the rain.

Swim with me, fish, through renewing waters that are broad and deep and blue. Cleanse my body and keep it cool from the sun’s hot rays.

Sing with me, bird. Trill nature’s song and carry tired limbs through indigo sky. Open my eyes to the world’s expanse and Nature’s wonder.

Scurry with me, beetle. Remind of life’s short days and of precious time. Tap your violet legs about to keep me alert and prepared.

Scurry, beetle—sing, bird—swim, fish—rest, turtle—pull, water buffalo—run, tiger—laugh, monkey. Play together in my dreams. Dance across nature’s sky. It’s now time that I must sleep.

 

*****

 

We sit quietly with our thoughts that drift and mingle with the nighttime sounds of the dump. We remember our lives in the province—but mostly we remember Aunty.

“I miss Mother,” Narin finally says aloud.

“I know. I miss her too.” I put my arm on my cousin’s shoulder, hoping to offer comfort.

Narin’s mother, my aunt, passed away just two months after Narin arrived at the dump. Back then, since the family didn’t have a way to contact her, nearly three weeks passed before the news could be delivered from the province.

“Is it literature?” she finally asks. “Is it what you are looking for?”

“I don’t know for certain, but I think it feels like literature,” I reply. She seems pleased as I continue. “I am going to need to write it down. If I come back in the morning with a pencil and paper, do you think you could repeat it again slowly?”

“Yes. But when you return, can I ask a favor?”

“Certainly.”

“Would you mind writing a second copy, one that I can have?”

They are words she knows by heart and yet she wants something in hand—this must surely be literature. I squeeze Narin’s arm. “Thank you.”

“For what?” she asks.

“For helping me find my first piece of literature. Now, there is just one more problem.”

“What’s that?”

“I hope Sopeap agrees.”

 

*****

 

As my teacher arrives, she stumbles, and I presume she has been drinking, but I smell no alcohol.

“Did you have a successful trip?” I ask.

“It was more trying than I expected. But I am here and on time, so let’s get started.”

For the first hour, Sopeap bluntly details the use of grammar. As she promised, it is clear and straightforward, usage that I grasp from speaking the language. While I prod her along, wanting to move the discussion forward, she purposely drags on as if to spite me.

“Do you have any questions?” she finally asks. “If not, we can end.” She hesitates, waits, watches—and I consider that she may be toying with me.

“I did my homework,” I tell her.

“I thought you might have,” she answers. “Are you going to show me or just sit there grinning like a monkey?”

I take out two copies of Narin’s poem and pass one to her.

“Before we read it,” Sopeap says, “tell me its history.”

I narrate Narin’s circumstance, her life in the province, the passing of her mother. I don’t know how much information Sopeap is asking for and so, after I ramble for longer than I should, I apologize and then wait for instructions.

“Read it and I’ll follow along,” she says.

While I want to be methodical and not mispronounce any of the words, I do my best to deliver them with the verse’s natural rhythm—to read it as Narin shared it. The sounds flow smoothly from my lips, and when I finish, Sopeap is quiet, even pensive.

“Did you know,” she says, without revealing whether she likes it or not, “that poetry predates literacy?”

“What does that mean?”

“People recited poems before they could even read or write. They would repeat them aloud, hand them down orally in songs, legends, and stories—and this poem you have read was apparently passed along in the very same manner. You, Sang Ly, are likely the first person to ever write it down.”

I consider the notion, touch my fingers to the page, and let them follow my scribbles, which now feel somehow special. Sopeap has not yet finished her inspection. As she reads it again, I watch the whisper of her lips, the moving of her eyes, and the rhythmic nodding of her head. Her fingers curl around the pages, embracing them, and I promise to read more diligently and with more passion from this moment forward.

“Do you see it?” she asks.

“See what?”

“Look at the words, their order. Can you see the pattern in their structure? The last stanza repeats the subject order, but in reverse.”

I hadn’t noticed. I feel like a blind baboon.

She continues, “And this was recited at bedtime, clearly.”

“Yes, that’s what Narin said.”

“Notice the last line; it caught my eye. It says ‘Dance across nature’s sky.’ Do you see why?”

I stare at the poem, read the lines again. “No, I don’t.”

“Every stanza lists a color. See them? Red, then orange, then golden, which I presume is yellow, and they continue. Do you see each color?”

“Yes.” Now that she’s pointed them out.

“The poem is painting the colors of the rainbow,” she says, “colors that dance across a sky. Fascinating.”

Reading is too new. She couldn’t possibly have expected me to notice such things, and yet I feel as though I’ve failed my first test—and perhaps my last.

“Now, I have a question for you, Sang Ly. Why would you call this literature?” In but a moment, her tone firms and a sudden hardness seeps through.

“You just finished saying, there are words and patterns that repeat—”

She interrupts, even more demanding and stern. “Words and patterns are meaningless.”

“But you’re the one who noticed them. You’re the teacher and you said—”

“Stop!” she demands, cutting me off midsentence. “We aren’t talking about the teacher; I am asking you. Besides, if you ask half a dozen teachers about literature, they will give you twice the number of answers. Now, listen to my question, Sang Ly. WHY IS THIS LITERATURE TO YOU? WHY SHOULD I CARE?”

She raises her voice at me and I don’t understand why. I don’t know what she expects of me. While my nature is to fight back, today I’m not ready for her sudden blows—as if she’s found a hole in my armor and has forced her angry self inside.

“It’s just a poem. Why are you mad at me?” I ask, sounding now like a hurt child.

I must look pitiful because she turns away, slaps her hands to her side, and stomps her foot in frustration against the bamboo slats of my floor. She mumbles, but it’s to herself and I can’t tell what she is saying. I wipe at my face and swallow hard, attempting to gather my composure as I wait for her to turn around and face me. She does.

She speaks now with words so soft and low it doesn’t seem possible they come from the same woman. “I am not angry with you. I am frustrated at a lost and tired old woman who is just too weary. Now, do you have an answer for me?”

If I pretend an understanding with her staring straight into my heart, she will know I’m a fraud. I answer truthfully and remove all doubt. “I don’t know what literature is. I don’t understand it. Is that the answer you were hoping to hear? If so, you can go now.”

“That is the problem today that vexes me,” she explains. “As I once told but a small handful of my students, so long ago—you do know, child. You just don’t realize it yet.”

Sopeap turns the battered watch on her wrist around so that she can see the time. “I had no intention of continuing our classes,” she says, “but I believe I have changed my mind.”

“You have?”

“Over the next several days,” she continues, “I will do my best to remember a few of the literature lessons that I once taught at the university. But we will need to go through them quickly.”

“Okay, but why quickly?”

Sopeap hesitates. Her eyes fidget as her focus darts around to everything in the room but me.

“I wasn’t going to . . . I mean . . . I wasn’t prepared to say anything yet,” she replies cautiously, “but I’m making plans to leave Stung Meanchey.”


    Chapter Ten
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I am kneeling on the floor in the corner to clean the ashes out of my cooking stove when our canvas flap lifts open and Lucky Fat scrambles inside. I am about to scold the boy for not calling out first, as I may have been undressed, but the fright in his eyes waves away my concern. He glances back before speaking, all while sucking in panting breaths.

“Please, Sang Ly . . . I need your help . . . Come quickly!”

“What is it?”

“My friend is hurt . . . bleeding. I don’t know what to do.”

Lucky’s voice cracks as his urgency pulls me to my feet. I brush off my hands and reach for Nisay’s shirt. While dressing my child, I pepper Lucky with questions.

“Where?”

“At my place.”

“What happened?”

“I’m not sure.”

“You said he’s bleeding?”

“Yes.”

“Let’s get Teva. She can—”

“No!” Lucky blurts out. “You must come alone!”

I don’t understand the boy’s fear and it makes me nervous, but I nod my agreement, gather Nisay in my arms, and head out the door.

I insist we stop briefly at Teva’s, but just to see if she can watch Nisay. All the while Lucky waits, terrified, as though I may slip, share the news, and cause disaster. I say nothing.

Lucky lives directly across the dump, on the far perimeter, and currently there are two paths that lead to his home. The longer one weaves around the base of the trash, making a wide circle that is flat and easy to navigate. The shorter path switches up two separate mountains of garbage, across a dipping plateau, and down the opposite side. Lucky doesn’t hesitate as he climbs up the hill. Though the boy is known for being fat and happy—not fast—today I must scramble to keep up.

Like nearly everyone at the dump, Lucky lives in a small hut fashioned from an array of bamboo poles, weathered boards, cardboard, and tin. His place is smaller than most, but for a boy living alone, it suits him fine.

He stops in front of the hut, hesitates, scans around yet again, and then motions for me to step inside. I pull open the door cautiously, creep through the opening, and glance toward the floor.

From what little Lucky has shared, coupled with his nervous hesitation, I expect to find an injured orphan boy, possibly bleeding from wounds caused by working too close to the trucks. As my eyes adjust, I indeed see a quivering child. However, the pleading, coffee-colored eyes staring back belong to a panicked girl. She is lying on the floor in the corner, as if she’s afraid to move, yet her body trembles. Tears roll down both defined cheeks, and the puffiness in her features tells me that she’s been sobbing for some time.

She is perhaps just a year or two older than Lucky, eleven or twelve at the most, and her appearance is striking. Her ebony hair flows out from beneath a faded denim sun hat that is pulled down around her ears. She wears a cotton shirt that was probably white once but is now decorated with a spattering of tan, brown, and grey stains.

And then I see the blood.

She wears dark cotton pants that are soaked nearly black around her pelvis and thighs. As fear lurches in my chest, I drop beside the child, praying that my concern is misguided.

“What’s happened? Are you in pain?” I ask as I take her hand.

“My stomach hurts,” she whispers.

“It’s okay. Breathe deeply. What’s your name?”

She continues to tremble and so I gently stroke her arm to calm her down, as I would do to assure my own child that everything will be okay.

After a moment, she softly answers. “Maly.”

“Maly? That’s a beautiful name,” I reply. “It means blossom.”

She nods, confirming a fact she already knows.

“Maly, has someone hurt you? Has someone touched you?”

I expect her to look away, but instead she shakes her head back and forth. “No one has touched me.”

I turn to Lucky for confirmation. “Can you tell me what happened?”

“We were picking at the dump and all of a sudden she just started bleeding. She got really scared and began to cry—so I brought her here. We didn’t know what to do.”

As the true nature of the situation comes into focus, I am so very thankful.

“Maly, do you have a mother?” I ask, though I can already guess her answer.

“Mother is dead.”

“And your father?”

She shakes her head again to let me know he is also either dead or out of the picture.

“I am sorry. Where do you live?”

Lucky interrupts. “She lives with her older brother. They haven’t been here long.”

I turn to the boy. “Can you get us some water? And do you have some clean rags?”

“I have two shirts.”

“That will help.”

Lucky gathers the shirts from a box in the corner that is surrounded by Buddhas, and then retrieves a bucket that he’s filled with water from the jar outside. He sets it down and watches nervously.

“Lucky, would you mind waiting outside?” I ask. “I need time with Maly . . . alone. There are a few things I need to explain to her.”

Lucky doesn’t move, but instead fidgets with his fingers so he won’t have to look me in the eyes. “Why? What things?” he asks.

“It’s woman talk. I don’t believe you’ll want to hear it.”

“But I need—”

“Just go. Please!”

Lucky leaves with a disgusted sigh, though I suspect he’s listening just beyond the hut’s thin walls. While I don’t yet have a daughter of my own, I’m thankful that he’s brought me here today, and I promise silently not to let this girl down. First, I try to calm her fears. With an equal mixture of clarity and concern, I do my best to explain to Maly the cause of her bleeding, what it means, and why there is no reason to be afraid. She listens quietly, nods often, and says little.

Next I help her to clean up. We rinse her pants as best we can, and then I wring them out and hang them up inside to dry. I let her bunch up one of the shirts to hold in place between her legs to capture any more bleeding. Then I rummage through Lucky’s box and find a pair of shorts that fit well enough for her to use temporarily.

“You are experiencing what is called rodow, meaning season,” I add. “It’s a moment to celebrate in a girl’s life, not to fear.”

“But not everyone is sent away when their season comes,” she whispers in a voice so tender and timid I can barely hear.

“Sent away? Maly, what are you talking about? You won’t have to go anywhere. Just explain to your brother what has happened—what we’ve talked about. He will understand.”

At that moment Lucky screams from outside. “No, Sang Ly! He won’t . . . she can’t!”

He storms in through the door and plants his hands on his waist in a defiant stance that declares he’s not leaving again.

“I was trying to tell you!” he says. “Her brother has joined a gang. Now that she’s . . . well, a woman, they’re going to take her to Tuol Kork.”

As the boy’s words sink in, I comprehend the trembling, the fear, the child’s tears. This stunningly innocent and beautiful girl of no more than twelve is going to be taken by her brother to the city’s red-light district and be sold to a brothel as a child prostitute.

The notion is unthinkable to anyone civilized—but in Cambodia, it happens all the time. Usually the family is poor; sometimes the parents or relatives may even be unaware. At the suggestion of a distant cousin or an acquaintance, a man arrives and offers to pay the family a large sum of money, usually about $200, with the promise of a job for the child as a waitress in the city. But there is no restaurant, and by the time the frightened girl realizes what is happening, it’s too late.

To the right customer, a week with a virgin will sell for more than the amount paid for the child. After that, she’ll become one of hundreds of enslaved child prostitutes, forced to carry out unspeakable acts for as little as $2 a session. If she refuses, she’ll be beaten. No matter how hard she works, her debts for room and board will always add up to more than the money she is able to bring in.

Unable to hold back any longer, Lucky’s distress finally transforms into tears. He turns to hide his face, but as he does, his eyes pause on the girl—and for the first time I see her features brighten. His concern is instantly clear. When he turns back toward me, his plea is also unmistakable.

“Sang Ly, we can’t let it happen. We’ve got to do something, and we’ve got to do it now!”

 

*****

 

For as long as I can remember, there have been gangs at the dump. They prefer roaming Stung Meanchey over the streets of the city because the police typically refuse to patrol here on account of the horrific smell—and also because those who live at the dump are too poor to pay the policemen’s bribes. The thugs are usually young, children in their early teens, often abandoned or without parents—at least any who care. Their crimes are mostly petty, but aggravating nonetheless. If they catch you alone, they will circle you and ask for money—theft by intimidation. If the buyer happens to be closed after a day of gathering and you forget to take your bag of recyclables inside, it’s unlikely you’ll find it waiting for you beside your house in the morning. At other times, the kids cause mischief just to be cruel—tipping over water jars, cutting slits in canvas recycle bags, dumping human waste in front of doors so that you step in it first thing in the morning (though considering we live at Stung Meanchey and encounter human waste all day long, I’ve never understood that).

Lately, however, the gangs have been getting more aggressive, more brazen, and nearly deadly. It is an interesting irony. It’s because they are getting violent that Ki insists something must be done. For the very same reason—fear of violence—many of those living here refuse to get involved, and I can’t blame them.

During the Khmer Rouge revolution in the mid to late 1970s, more than a million Cambodians were slaughtered by the vicious dictator Pol Pot and his government. Since that genocide, those who managed to survive have raised an entire generation of children who have been taught that to stay alive in the world, it’s best to lie low, mind your own business, and let others do the fighting.

I walk to the plateau above the trucks to meet Ki so that I can tell him about Maly. However, he’s been talking with some of the men at the dump about the gangs, and when he finally meets me he’s too angry to listen.

“They are cowards,” Ki hollers as we walk home, gesturing back at the men still sitting beneath the shelters.

“Try to understand,” I say.

“I do,” he insists. “I understand that the gangs almost killed me. I understand that if we don’t do something soon, someone else will be next. I understand that if we just sit around—”

“Okay,” I interrupt. “I get your point.”

“They are thinking only of themselves!”

“And how about you?” I ask.

“What do you mean?”

“Are you protecting your family, or is it something more?”

“What are you asking?”

“I’m asking are you really wanting to protect others—or are you simply seeking revenge?”

He doesn’t answer. I wait until we are far enough away that I’m certain no one else can hear.

“There’s also a little matter that I need your help with—okay, a big matter.”

I explain to him how I helped Maly, including her young age and her fear of what might happen if she returns home. When I tell him her brother is one of the gang members, I see Ki’s muscles visibly tighten.

“What kind of animal would sell his own sister?” he asks in utter disgust.

“I don’t know,” I answer. “The real question is, how do we handle it?”

“We?”

“Yes. We have to help her!” Ki knows I’m right, though his hesitation raises a valid concern. 	

“How, exactly?” he asks. “We live in the same dump they do. I mean, we can try to hide her, but if her brother is in one of the gangs, he’ll have them all looking for her. She’ll never be safe if she stays here.”

“We could try the police?” I suggest, already knowing his answer.

“For the right price,” he confirms, “they will haul her to the brothel themselves—after they’ve had a turn with her.”

“What do we do, then?”

“I don’t know, but until we figure this out, tell Lucky to keep her inside. And be careful who you tell . . . people talk. If the wrong person finds out, one thing is certain.”

“What’s that?”

“It will be too late for the girl.”

 

*****

 

Sopeap arrives, but we do not discuss literature or learning. Instead, she spends her time once again listening to me read while she crouches in the corner and scribbles notes from her books.

Though I am worried about Maly, I try to act as if nothing is wrong. Still, I must sound ridiculously impatient as I read because when I pause, she answers a question I haven’t verbalized—at least not in the last twenty minutes.

“Your reading is coming along well,” she says, “but if we dive into the pool before it’s full, we’ll hit our heads.”

“Is that a literature lesson?” I ask with a hint of sarcasm.

“No,” she replies curtly. “That is a common-sense lesson.”

For someone who insisted that we discuss literature quickly, she is taking her own sweet time. Sopeap also won’t say why she is leaving the dump, just that she’s been planning it for a while but has yet to finalize her timing. Whenever I press her further, she gets belligerent and calls me foolish for asking questions that are none of my damn business.

“Are you ready?” she asks out of the blue as she shuffles her notes.

“Yes,” I answer, not sure to what I’m agreeing, but ready anyway.

“Fine. I’ve taught you how to read. Now let’s teach you how to see.”

She takes pages from her notebook and hands them to me.

“In time, we will learn from stories that come from all around the world,” she announces. “Today, we will start with a few of the most basic stories ever written, timeless stories that come originally from Greece.” Sopeap gestures to the papers now in my hand as she makes the introduction. “Sang Ly, meet Aesop, writer of countless children’s fables.”

I nod, as if Aesop and I are already best friends. She waves her hand at the words, seeming to demand that I begin. So I do.

 

*****

 


The Dancing Monkeys

A prince had some monkeys trained to dance. Being naturally great mimics of men’s actions, they showed themselves to be apt pupils. When arrayed in their rich clothes and masks, they danced as well as any of the courtiers. The spectacle was often repeated with great applause, until on one occasion a courtier, bent on mischief, took from his pocket a handful of nuts and threw them upon the stage. At the sight of the nuts, the monkeys forgot their dancing and became (as indeed they were) monkeys instead of actors. Pulling off their masks and tearing their robes, they fought with one another for the nuts. The dancing spectacle thus came to an end amidst the laughter and ridicule of the audience.

 

*****

 

There are words I stumble through, words I don’t understand. But I get the general idea—it’s a funny story and I can’t help but smile. Sopeap isn’t as amused.

“One of the first lessons that I hope you grasp is that woven into meaningful literature, so tightly that it can’t be separated, is a telling lesson, even in stories as short as this one.”

“Always?” I ask.

“Always!” she confirms. “Good stories teach!”

“Perhaps it should speak a little louder,” I reply, hoping to amuse. Instead she frowns.

“Sang Ly,” she says, in a raised tone that instructs me to pay attention, “what do we learn from this story today?”

I want to say, “Don’t throw nuts on a stage when monkeys are dancing,” but I’m fairly certain that’s not the answer Sopeap is looking for.

“Is the message always obvious?” I ask instead.

She lets out a frustrated grunt before explaining further. “Stories are often layered with meaning. If you don’t learn from a story’s message, if you gloss over or dismiss it—even if it’s a message with which you don’t agree—then you have wasted not only your time but the writer’s time as well. So, I will ask you again, what lessons does this simple fable teach? What does it mean to you?”

I must get this right, but under pressure I get nervous, my blood pumps, my heart races, and my good thoughts run for cover, often not coming back until they are sure the coast is clear. She said that a good story will always have something to say, whether we agree with the message or not. What is she expecting? Please, Grandfather, help me to know how to answer.

And then a question pops into my head. It is sincere, and I don’t mean to sound like I’m still stalling. However, as the words roll off my tongue, I fail miserably.

“What does this story mean to you?” I ask.

She replies with a breath, a sigh, an air of forced patience. It’s only when her eyes drop, her shoulders slump, and the lines of her face wrinkle with such sadness that someone as dense as I can begin to realize that, like the stories she’s describing, Sopeap is also layered. In silent tones her actions scream, This is more than just another one of my ornery days!

“Aesop reminds me,” she almost whispers, “that during my life, there are times when I pretend to be something I’m not. He reminds me that when nuts are thrown on my own stage, I quit dancing, pull off my mask, and stupidly scramble to gather them. He reminds me that—”

She reaches out to touch the easel, not for balance but as if she’s remembering. “I’m sorry, Sang Ly,” she continues, “but I have not been a good teacher today. I am going about this all wrong. I still feel a bit tired from my last trip to the city. I’m going to go home now and get better prepared.”

I want to know what she’s thinking. I want to understand what goes on in her life and her head in between our times together. I long to understand the parts of her life that she keeps hidden—and perhaps, to share some of mine. Instead I ask, “Is there anything I can do?”

“Yes,” she answers. “Please be here tomorrow.”

 

*****

 


I am about to go over to Lucky’s to check on Maly when Ki arrives home unexpectedly.

“What are you doing here?” I ask.

He doesn’t look happy. “There is something I thought you should hear.”

“What is it?”

“I told you people at the dump will talk—well, there is a rumor going around that a young girl has been kidnapped. Now we’ve got more than just the gangs to worry about. Everyone will be keeping their eyes open for her.”

 

*****

 


My night has been miserable. Nisay is still hot and fussy with fever, and to offer even the slightest comfort to the child, I have to keep him constantly draped in wet rags. To make matters worse, Lucky arrived in the middle of the night with Maly. He thought he heard someone walking around his place in the dark, and so when the footsteps abated, he woke the girl up and they ran across the dump in the darkness to stay where they felt safe.

Ki Lim, who was awake most of the night with us, kissed me good-bye early to head out. There was little more he could do, and should we need to take Nisay to the doctor again, Ki thought it would be best if he got an early start to be sure we have enough money.

When Sopeap calls out, I’m the one who feels as though I’ve been up all night drinking. I swear it should be midnight, but the sun that fights its way into our home tells otherwise.

“Nisay has been sick,” I say to Sopeap as I barely pull back the canvas. “I can’t leave him today.”

She twists at her watch, a gesture I have come to understand as a sign of impatience and frustration. For a woman so hesitant just a few short weeks ago about teaching me, her disappointment reads like tattooed words across her face. “We will try again tomorrow, then,” she finally offers.

Nisay lets out a cry, and so I turn around to check him. When I turn back, Sopeap has taken a step closer. She doesn’t look well herself. I am about to suggest she also go home and rest, but then I notice her eyes glancing inside to my floor where everyone is sleeping. A look of curiosity crosses her face. Without trying to be conspicuous, I lower the canvas to block her view of Maly.

“Do you really want to get out of the dump?” she finally asks, as if my haggard appearance doesn’t aptly scream my answer. It is a ludicrous question. Does not everything about me shout that I want to be rid of this place?

“Absolutely,” I say, short on sleep and patience, forcing myself to remain composed.

“People only go to the places they have visited first in their minds,” she says, uttering the phrase as if secrets to the universe have just been shared. “Perhaps that is how learning can help you. However, first you must see it, feel it, and then believe it. When you do, where it takes you may surprise.”

She clasps her hands and waits for my response, but by the time I realize she expects a confirmation, she has already lost patience and is waddling away through the trash.

I stand in the hot sun with bloodshot eyes that burn, a child that whimpers behind me in pain, and a brain that can’t figure out the answer to the more important question:

What are we going to do to help the girl?


    Chapter Eleven
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It’s been two days and Sopeap has not returned. My nerves are frayed. I don’t want my teacher to know about Maly, and so each morning before it gets light, we sneak her back over to Lucky’s. Then when evening comes, with Lucky nervous that someone will find her at his place, he brings her over after dark to sleep with us.

It’s exhausting. To make matters worse, we still haven’t figured out how to help—and I’m growing attached to the girl. When Sopeap doesn’t show up on the third day, my emotions surrender and I do what I should have done the day we found Maly. I go to my mother.

“Sang Ly? Where’s Nisay?”

“That’s what I’m here to talk to you about. You know how I’ve always wanted a daughter?” She stops and turns, staring in disbelief.

“Are you pregnant?”

“Not that I’m aware of, no.”

Her disbelief turns into puzzlement. “What, then?”

I gesture toward the floor and then sit at her side. I take a breath, grasp her hand, and explain as best I can why her own daughter is Stung Meanchey’s most recent kidnapper. Of course, I’ve never been in this actual situation before, so when I finish and she says nothing, I don’t know what it means.

I wait. She continues to think.

“Thank you,” she finally answers.

“For what?”

“For helping a mother to feel like she has raised her child right. Now, as to your little problem, it will take me a day or two to work out, but I may have a solution.”

 

*****

 


Sopeap doesn’t say where she has been for the last several days and I don’t ask. However, the color has returned to her face, she is wearing a pair of new brown socks, and though she will always be demanding, she has never looked better nor been more amiable.

“Sang Ly,” she begins, “I’m old and long past caring about what people think of me.”

I had already figured out that part of the woman and so I bob my head in agreement.

Sopeap continues. “Two things happen when you get to be old. One, you gather experience and knowledge. You learn from your mistakes and thereby offer wisdom to others. The second thing that happens is that you grow forgetful, ornery, and senile, and when you offer advice, well, you sometimes just don’t know what you’re talking about. Often it’s hard for everyone—including me—to know the difference. You see, I haven’t taught for a while, and I stepped ahead of myself last time we met. I launched right into my lesson without giving you a most critical rule.”

I ready my pencil.

“Literature should be loved.”

I raise my head to question, but her lips are already answering. “When I was a child, my father visited a faraway country on business. When he returned, he presented me with a tin that contained a cake. He told me that it was special because it was the custom of that country to mix a small toy in with the batter and bake the toy into the cake. The toy was supposed to be a surprise, though perhaps he worried that I would bite into it and break a tooth or that I’d swallow it and choke. Either way, knowing the toy was there, I began to pull the cake apart, shoving pieces into my mouth, gulping it down, all the while looking for that silly prize.”

“Did you find it?”

“I found it near the bottom. It had been baked into one of the corners, but by the time I discovered it, I’d eaten almost the entire cake.”

“By yourself?”

“Yes, of course. But that’s not the point. The point is that I ate my cake so quickly and with my heart so intent on finding the toy that, to this day, I can’t tell you the flavor of the cake. I can’t describe the texture. I can’t say if it was delicious or bland. I can’t even remember what country it came from. Do you know why?”

“Because . . . you . . . were focused . . . on looking for the toy.”

Sopeap sighs again, but this time with relief rather than despair. I bite my tongue to remind my pride to stay seated.

“Yes!” she says. “Literature is a cake with many toys baked inside—and even if you find them all, if you don’t enjoy the path that leads you to them, it will be a hollow accomplishment. There was a playwright named Heller, American, I believe, who summed it up this way. He said, ‘They knew everything about literature except how to enjoy it.’ ”

I scribble this quote also.

She continues, “Learning is an affair that takes a lifetime. Just be patient. As we delve into stories—which we will—you will soon understand. As Plautus said, ‘Patience is the best remedy for every trouble.’ ”

“How do you remember these quotes?” I ask.

“Unfortunately,” she answers, “I have the curse of memory that only rice wine will erase. Macbeth had it right when he called memory ‘the warder of the brain.’ ”

“Do you realize,” I point out, “that you just answered my question about a quote with another quote?”

Sopeap smiles—and we end for the day.

 

*****

 


When Ki steps inside, next to where I am boiling our rice, I expect to see disappointment. He has been meeting again with a few men at the shelters, hoping to convince them to stand up against the gangs. Instead, as he pulls off his boots, I think I see him smile.

“You convinced them?” I ask, tempering my disbelief.

“Three of them,” he says, “Okay, two and a half.”

“It’s a start, but three—er, rather, two and a half of you—can’t take on the gangs by yourselves.”

“Why not?”

We’ve had this discussion before and I already know how it ends. I plow ahead anyway. “Ki,” I plead, “it’s not worth getting hurt.”

I wait for his rebuttal, but he instead throws me a question I don’t anticipate. “You are reading to help our family; I’m protecting us with my knife. How is it any different?”

I don’t care for his tone, the way he seems to mock me, but I stay silent—for all of ten seconds. “Perhaps they’re not any different,” I say to his astonishment as I let my supposed surrender marinate. “But at least my reading isn’t going to get me killed, leaving my family behind and all alone.”

If I were Ki, I’d get angry. He doesn’t.

“There’s a time and place for defending yourself,” he says calmly, “whether it be with words—or with a knife. Keep reading; your stories will teach you that.”

We’ve each said our piece and the ending is no surprise, though there is one thing he has said that causes me to wonder.

“I’m curious,” I ask. “The half person you mentioned . . . are you talking about Lucky Fat?”

The corners of his mouth turn up ever so slightly, and that tells me that when he answers, I won’t be certain if he’s serious or teasing. Either way, I know from experience that I won’t discover the truth for the rest of the day.

“No,” he says with a straight and sincere face, “it’s not Lucky. The person I was counting as a half, the gutsy person willing to also take a stand and fight with me—I was talking about Lena, your mother.”

 

*****

 


The air is heavy and warm, enough so that I pull back my canvas and sit on the ground in the shade. I look to the distant hut of Teva Mao and listen for Nisay. My good friend has been anxious to watch my son of late, when Mother can’t, and while I’m not certain, I suspect that Sopeap has made arrangements with Teva to forgive a portion of her rent.

I worry about Nisay, leaving him almost every morning for so long while I learn from Sopeap. Learning to read feels like the right thing to do, yet when my child cries as I pass him along to waiting hands, I want to throw away the books and pencils and just hold him close. But then, his constant whimpering throughout the day reminds me that if conditions don’t change, he’ll never improve. I wonder . . . is life so conflicted for everyone everywhere?

Sopeap notices my concern. “Don’t worry about your son,” she says. “He’ll be fine.”

“Will my learning help him?” I ask, needing to confirm that I’m making the right choice.

“Education is almost always good, especially when it brings us to an understanding of our place in the world.”

“And literature will do that?”

“Sang Ly, we are literature—our lives, our hopes, our desires, our despairs, our passions, our strengths, our weaknesses. Stories express our longing not only to make a difference today but to see what is possible for tomorrow. Literature has been called a handbook for the art of being human. So, yes. It will do that.”

“Will it help me to know how to get him better?”

She sets down her book. “I am a tired old woman who lives in a dump. I can’t say if this is the right direction for you. That is a question only you will be able to answer. But I should warn you.”

“Warn me? About what?”

“As you learn, as you read stories that speak to you and begin to understand how they relate to you and your family—you may find questions you weren’t expecting.”

“What kinds of questions?”

“The deepest questions of mankind: What is the meaning of my life? Why am I here at the dump? What’s in store for me on this path? Do the ancestors listen and care about me? Why is life so hard? What is good and what is evil? What must I do about it? The list goes on and on.”

“I don’t understand. How does reading stories about others answer those questions for me?”

“That is what I’m hoping you will understand—every story we read, Sang Ly, is about us, in one way or another.”

“But how . . . ?”

“Hold your questions, child. Let’s not let the morning pass and find out that we haven’t yet cracked open a book. We’ll begin today with the story Tum Teav by Cambodian author Preah Botumthera Som.”

She hands me a worn text. “I think you’ll enjoy this story,” she says. “It’s about a beautiful adolescent girl named Teav. She is caught in a rather unusual predicament.” Sopeap’s eyes lock on mine, as if she can read my thoughts, and her words carry such wryness that I’m certain she must have found out about the girl. And if she knows, who else also knows?

I freeze, not budging, not breathing, until Sopeap finally points to the book and says, “Open to the first page and we’ll get started.”


    Chapter Twelve
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Mother is causing trouble again at the shelters, and I seem to be the only one to notice. By the time I arrive, she has convinced Sida Son and Jorani Kahn to build a large single shelter together rather than two smaller shelters of their own. “If you work together,” she told them, “you’ll create the best shelter ever seen at Stung Meanchey.”

The problem is she knows full well that Sida and Jorani hate each other—and yet she persists. If my mother’s motives were pure, if she were trying to get two friends to make up, I would applaud the woman. Instead she finesses the less-than-brilliant pair together, just so she can sit back and watch the show.

“Shame on you,” I say as I take a seat beside her while the two women continue to argue about how far their cardboard should extend past their fabric roof. I would step in and break things up, but I know better.

“What would Father say if he were still alive?” I say to Mother.

“First of all, I don’t know what you are talking about,” she says. “And second, you should talk—you’re the one who killed him.”

Naturally I don’t remember, and the story would change every time Mother or Grandfather would tell it. It was said that during my childbirth, Mother was in heavy labor, pushing and pushing, while I refused to come out. She was encouraged by the midwife while my father smoked homemade cigarettes as he paced nervously in the front yard.

Grandfather said I refused to leave the ancestors, who must have been gathered around telling jokes. I suspect, instead, that someone there must have warned me about my future at Stung Meanchey. Either way, my birth took hours. When I finally filled my lungs and announced to the village that I had arrived, the midwife ran out to deliver the good news and found my father stone-cold dead on the ground.

As a child, I liked to imagine that he gave up his life for me, that whoever was in charge that day had decided to allow a limited number of my relatives on the earth at one time. I convinced myself that I was the one destined to die, but then, at the very last moment, my father somehow pulled a phlah bdo (a secret switch) and volunteered himself instead.

It was just a child’s silly story, but it helped ease the pain of one of my biggest regrets growing up: I never knew my father. To this day, I don’t know what he looked like. Pictures were rare in the province, and the single photo Mother had of him was lost when I was still a baby.

“Do you want to stay for more?” Mother asks as Sida begins to curse and Jorani starts to throw trash.

I don’t mean to laugh, but the two women are rather comical.

“It’s no wonder we’re both at Stung Meanchey,” I tell her as we lean back and resist the temptation to clap. “It’s no wonder at all.”

Only when the fighting winds down does Mother lean over and casually mention, “You should also know . . . I have made arrangements for the girl.”

I lurch forward. “Arrangements? For Maly? What does that mean?”

“It will be best if I keep the details to myself,” she says, “for everyone’s safety. Let’s just say I’ve found a good situation, away from the city, where she will be safe.”

“When?”

“I will leave with her tomorrow.”

“So soon?”

“Yes, but there is one slight problem.” I hate it when Mother mentions problems.

“What kind of problem?”

“To make this work, we’re going to need the help of the Rent Collector.”

 

*****

 


I’m waiting outside my curtain when Sopeap arrives. I sent word that we needed to speak and, thankfully, she arrives on time.

“What is so important?” Sopeap asks, irritated.

“I’m sorry,” I begin, unsure how to explain. “I just . . .” When I pause, she loses patience.

“Is this about the girl?”

I take a breath. “You know about her?”

“Since the day I saw her sleeping on your floor,” she scoffs.

“I’m sorry. We wanted to keep her safe until—”

“Do you have a plan?” she interrupts.

“Yes, but . . .”

“Spit it out.”

“We need your help. The girl—Maly is her name—will need money for the bus trip, and then for the family, to cover her expenses.”

“Why are you telling me this?” Sopeap asks.

To me it seems obvious, but I continue. “The only extra we have is the money we’re saving for next month’s rent.”

Sopeap’s voice hardens. “Are you asking if I think helping this girl, a stranger to us both, is more important than you paying rent?”

I didn’t expect her to be so belligerent, though I’m not sure why. Her question demands an answer, but I hesitate in my reply.

“Are you?” she repeats.

“Yes,” I say. “I am.”

There is no mistake in her tone. “I won’t allow you to use your rent!”

“But Sopeap . . .”

Abruptly she reaches into her pocket and removes a tight roll of money, as if she expected this all along, and passes it to me. “This should be sufficient. However, offer it only to those you can trust—for the girl’s sake. When does she leave?”

I am so taken aback, I say nothing.

“I asked, when does she leave?” Sopeap repeats, as if I’m hard of hearing.

“Tonight.”

“So we won’t be meeting today?”

“Not today.”

“Then I’m going to have a drink—and tomorrow you can finally get your mind back on your studies.” As she wobbles away, she calls out, “And don’t be late with your rent!”

 

*****

 


Life is a funny thing. One day I’m worried about our safety with Maly staying with us. Days later I’m scared to death to have her leave. Even though the sun still beats down outside and we desperately need some air, we keep our canvas down until it gets dark.

Lucky is the first to say good-bye. He stands next to Maly, looking confused as to whether he should hug her or not. She helps him decide by wrapping her little arms around his neck. They whisper words we can’t hear, and when the two separate, the boy quietly announces that he’s going outside to look around and make sure it’s safe. As he wipes his sleeve across his forehead and eyes, we all understand.

I step over to Maly next, and when she begins to tear up, I pull her close.

“I have something for you,” I say as I present her a copy of Reamker, a book given to me by Sopeap.

“But I don’t read,” she answers.

“Not yet,” I add, “but you will.”

She touches the cover. “What is it about?”

“I have just finished reading it myself. It’s a celebrated Cambodian epic that you are going to love. You’ll fly away with Prince Rama and Queen Sita, fight giants, befriend monkeys, swim with mermaids, and rescue a forlorn princess. It’s a wonderful world where good balances evil, friendships last forever, and magic keeps you safe—and every time you read it, you can think of us.”

I hold her close a little longer until Lena reaches out her hand to indicate that it’s time to go. Maly takes Lena’s fingers and then hesitates.

I stoop beside the child. “Maly, be strong. You can do this.”

“How will I live on my own?” she asks, gasping now as she weeps.

“You won’t be—we’ll all be here cheering for you.”

She gathers her courage and nods, and then, as quickly as the child dropped into my life, she is taken away. Despite my head explaining to my heart that she is not my own daughter, that her leaving is for the better, my chest still aches.


    Chapter Thirteen
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The stories that Sopeap brings are sometimes written by Cambodian authors. Most, however, are translated books by writers from distant parts of the world. Many are also in English, but with scribbled Khmer translations penned between the typed lines. I don’t know where she gets them all.

I’ve learned that Sopeap not only taught years ago at the university in Phnom Penh but, prior to that, attended college in America, studying English. (She hasn’t said, but her family must have been well-off to afford such blessings.)

The opening page of her book today shows a penned engraving of ocean waves and the splashing tail of a fish.

“We are reading a condensed version today,” she says, “but even so, I suspect it will take us two days. The story was written by an American named Herman Melville and was translated by Khun Chhean.”

Other than one or two Cambodian authors whose names have sounded vaguely familiar, the author’s names for the stories Sopeap brings are meaningless to me. She insists that will change.

Since I am new to learning and still trying to grasp the depth of the stories we read, on occasion Sopeap will explain what is going to happen beforehand, so that when I come to relevant passages, my brain will click and whir, my eyes will light up, and I will make her feel as though she is doing an adequate job.

“In this tale today,” she begins, “some say Captain Ahab represents evil as he seeks revenge. The white whale, on the other hand, is said to represent good.”

“Does everything always have to mean something else?” I ask before we get started. Who knew that literature was so tangled and complicated?

“That is a wonderful lesson, Sang Ly. Remember it.”

“What was it again?” I ask, not certain to what she was referring.

She repeats it for me. “In literature, everything means something.”

We open the pages and read.

 

*****

 


Call me Ishmael. Some years ago—never mind how long precisely—having little or no money in my purse, and nothing particular to interest me on shore, I thought I would sail about a little and see the watery part of the world . . .

 

*****

 


It takes four days instead of two to read the shortened version of the whale story, but these are four of the most exciting mornings I’ve spent at the dump—and they have helped take my mind off of Maly. The story ends in a valiant battle between the captain and the whale.

Captain Ahab is a consumed old man, bent purely on revenge for a deed his enemy committed long ago (if you must know, the whale bit off his leg). His words and actions are vicious, and even in his final moments, as he harpoons the animal from his sinking boat, Ahab cries, “ . . . to the last I grapple with thee; from hell’s heart I stab at thee; for hate’s sake I spit my last breath at thee.” Yet in spite of his coarseness, Ahab is not completely repugnant. Wretched, certainly, but also consumed by a misguided desire for revenge.

Likewise, the white whale, which Sopeap reminds me represents good, isn’t a pure creature either. Though he wins the battle—I presume signifying good prevailing over evil—he also kills the captain and his crew (except for the young man telling the story), an act far from benevolent.

Throughout the story, Sopeap’s observation bounces back and forth in my head—everything means something. I can’t help but consider Ki. He seems bent on revenge, perhaps to a small degree the same as Ahab. Yet Ki is a good man, a wonderful provider and husband. The question I keep asking is: Is Ki Ahab or the whale? It’s uncomfortable because if Ki is not the whale, if he’s more like Captain Ahab and his crew, I’m worried. Ahab and his crew all drown.

“Can you help me understand what this story says about dealing with evil?” I ask Sopeap with real intent.

“Can you be more specific?”

“How are we supposed to react to evil in our own lives? Should we battle, as Ahab and the whale? Or, is it better to steer clear and mind our own business, like people tend to do in the dump? What about Maly, for example? We helped her get away, but the gangs are still here—and they only get worse.”

Perhaps because my teacher is educated and knows so much about literature, I expect a reasoned, deliberate answer. Instead, her glance darts back across her shoulder.

“If you are certain you are facing evil,” she says, “and not ignorance, you must, if you can, destroy it before it destroys you!”

I have come to know Sopeap well, to read the emotion in her face, to understand her body movements and her quirks. When she twists her watch, she’s impatient. When she throws her left foot to the floor harder than her right, she’s angry. When she purses her lips and turns her head away, she’s trying not to smile at something I’ve said that she finds funny. As she tells me now that I must destroy evil, a new emotion creeps across her face, an emotion that I have never seen in the woman in all the time I’ve known her. When she speaks about evil—true evil—the emotion that gathers in Sopeap’s face is fear.

I don’t mean to belabor the point, but I need to be sure I understand.

“I tell Ki that I’m learning about words and stories to help our family. He says he’s protecting our family with his knife. Who is right? Which is best, protecting with words or with his knife?”

She is instant, certain, and solemn, and there is no misunderstanding her meaning.

“Fight ignorance with words. Fight evil with your knife. Tell your husband, Ki, that he is right.”

 


    Chapter Fourteen
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While I wait for Ki near the shelters, on my own I find literature—at least I think so. The paper is stuck between two tattered magazines and I almost toss it aside. The title reads Sy Mao’s Advice for Growing Rice. It’s not the title that intrigues, but two handwritten words beneath. I read the page aloud so Mother, holding Nisay nearby, can listen.

 

*****

 


Rice is the most important crop in the world. These tips will help you raise your rice properly.

Growing rice is challenging but not impossible. It takes patience, care, and a tremendous amount of work.

Even though rice adapts to many environments, it needs plenty of sunshine, water, and nutrients to thrive.

Rice comes in many varieties—brown, black, white, and red—including long-grain (slender), medium-grain (short and fat), short-grain (nearly round), sweet, sticky, and more. All varieties are good.

The secret to growing rice that thrives is to provide a proper environment. Clean out all noxious elements that may harm young plants. Use plenty of healthy organic matter.

Make certain your plants have plenty of room to grow. Stay close to remove sprouting weeds. Trying to care for too many plants at one time can be difficult and tiring.

While rice does best in certain environments, sometimes you have no control over natural conditions. Don’t worry. Rice has an uncanny ability to tolerate both drought and flood.

Sometimes rice is planted in a nursery bed and then moved later to a garden. Other times, rice is sprouted right in the garden itself. Both methods work. The advantage of direct seeding is that you reduce transplant shock to the young and tender plants.

Above all, never take your rice plants for granted. Every plant is important. Care for them properly and they will grow to be mature, tender, and strong.

Good luck.

Sy Mao

 

*****

 


At first glance the page appears to be nothing more than simple advice for gardening, and so, naturally, Mother is confused at my giggles.

I explain. “Though the page claims to be instruction for growing rice, beneath the title, someone has written the words ‘and children.’ The title now reads, ‘Sy Mao’s Advice for Growing Rice and Children.’ ”

Mother is not following, so I try a different approach. “I’m going to read it again, but when I say rice or plants, in your mind think instead of children.”

As I read, I pause each time the word rice shows up, giving her time to grasp the new meaning. She is soon smiling as well.

Knowing that I’ve been in search of literature, she asks the same question I’m thinking. “Do two written words turn ordinary instructions into literature?”

I think through the question carefully, as Sopeap would expect, before I offer an answer.

“I don’t know if it becomes literature,” I say, suddenly feeling uncomfortably like the teacher. “I just know the two added words cause me to look at the ordinary sentences differently. And quite honestly, I find that to be magical!”

 

*****

 


Sopeap must know that I’m excited because after I pass her a copy of Sy Mao’s Advice for Growing Rice, I bounce around like a schoolgirl.

“This illustrates a lesson I’d planned on bringing up tomorrow,” she says. “However, now is as good a time as any. Words, Sang Ly, are not only powerful, they are more valuable than gold.”

I pause. Doubt must show in my features.

“You hesitate?” she asks.

“Well, yes,” I say, “gold pays for food, clothing, rent—everything. What do words buy?”

“When you take your child to the doctor, how do you explain your son’s illness so the doctor can offer help? Will all the gold in the world communicate what is wrong?”

“I guess not,” I answer.

“How then does he know?”

“I tell him—”

“Precisely . . . with words. You use words. While gold may pay the doctor’s bill, words have already helped save the child.”

She doesn’t quit there. “If you want to tell your husband how much he means to you, what do you do? Do you give him gold?”

“He would no doubt prefer that.”

“If you gave him garbage trucks filled with gold, you would give only empty riches. To convey true love, Sang Ly, you whisper . . .”

She waits for me to fill in the answer. “Words.”

“What words? What would you say to him?”

“I guess I would say, I love you.”

“Three words, Sang Ly, three simple words that communicate more, mean more, than worldly riches. Words provide a voice to our deepest feelings. I tell you, words have started and stopped wars. Words have built and lost fortunes. Words have saved and taken lives. Words have won and lost great kingdoms. Even Buddha said, ‘Whatever words we utter should be chosen with care, for people will hear them and be influenced by them for good or ill.’ Do you understand?”

“I think so, except for one thing.”

“Yes?”

“If words are so powerful, why do you—an educated woman who is able to speak and write many words—why do you live at Stung Meanchey?”

It is a long time before the teacher speaks. “Words are also like ropes,” she finally says. “We use them to pull ourselves up, but if we are not careful, they can also bind us down—at times by our own doing.”

“Are you saying you choose to live at Stung Meanchey?” I ask.

Often, when I raise an uncomfortable topic, Sopeap answers with a question. She says it’s the sign of a good teacher, that it makes a student reflect. I think it’s a sign of a teacher avoiding a difficult answer.

This time is no different. “Sang Ly,” she replies, “don’t we all choose to live in the dump in certain aspects of our lives?”

 

*****

 


When I tell Ki Lim after dinner that Sopeap spoke about him, he throws back a glance of immediate disgust. “This ought to be good. What did my favorite teacher say?”

“She said that you were right.”

“What?”

“You heard me—though I worry about how proud you are going to be now.”

I have his attention. “Right about what?” he asks.

“That if we face evil in our lives, we should defend ourselves, stand up and fight, not tolerate it. She said there is no way to stop true evil but to destroy it.”

“When she agreed with me, was she drunk?”

“I don’t think she’s drinking as much anymore, at least not before she comes to teach.”

It takes Ki a minute to digest the notion: Sopeap agrees with him on something. While his shrug reads, it’s really no big deal, the contentment radiating in his face screams, I told you so.

“Now that I’ve mentioned it, you have to make me one promise.”

“What’s that?”

“Don’t be Captain Ahab.”

“Who’s Captain Ahab?”

“He’s a guy who fights a big whale.”

“What’s wrong with that?”

“He dies in the end.”

 


    Chapter Fifteen
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Most of Sopeap’s books contain no pictures. However, the first one she pulls out today has a hard cover with an illustration on the front that almost reminds me of Nisay’s book.

“Are we reading another children’s story?” I ask.

“Some may call it that.”

“What would you call it?”

Sopeap considers my question. “I would call it . . . remarkable.”

I think her pause was for dramatic effect, and it has worked, because I am reaching toward the book to get a better look. She moves it away and I surrender, letting my hands fall to my side.

“What is so remarkable about this story?” I ask.

“It was written in Cambodia many years ago. But more important, it comes from a rather distinguished family of stories—sisters, if you will, that deserve discussion.”

I wonder if sometimes Sopeap tries to confuse me just for fun. I pretend to understand and move on. “What is the name of today’s story?”

“It is called Sarann.”

“Sarann? Who is Sarann?”

“Sarann is a Cambodian girl. Now, before you can ask any more questions, let’s read it.” She lets the cover fly open and begins. Her words are beautiful, and I am soon lost in the story as well.

 

*****

 


Many centuries ago, when the Khmer Empire of Cambodia stretched from the farthest tip of Thailand to the costal shores of Vietnam and was regarded as the strongest kingdom in all of Southeast Asia, there lived, near the kingdom of Angkor, a wealthy rice farmer and his wife, with their only daughter, Sarann.

The family lived on the edge of the great river, Tonle Sap, in a beautiful home built on stilts to protect it from the seasonal rains that caused the water to rise. Since her father owned fields along the river and employed many servants to plant and harvest rice, Sarann had never lacked for any of life’s comforts. Yet in spite of their wealth, she wasn’t a spoiled child. Instead of thinking only of herself, as many children do, Sarann would help her mother carry food to her father’s servants as they worked in the fields. At home, when her mother was tired, Sarann would sit by her side and brush her mother’s silky hair; and if a family less fortunate in the village ever needed shelter, clothing, or food, Sarann would volunteer to help out, as best a young girl could.

While most days brought contentment, the moments Sarann cherished most came each year when her parents took her to the Water Festival, an annual celebration that began when the waters from the great lake reversed their course to flow back down the river, the only place on earth where such a phenomenon in a river occurred. It was a celebration that also coincided with the full moon of the Buddhist calendar month of Kadeuk.

In addition to plentiful food, magnificent dancing, and sacred ceremonies, competing villages would race elaborately decorated dugout canoes, each carved with an ornate prow and stern that curved toward the sky. When a winner was declared, the king himself would present the prize, a ceremonial oar emblazed with the king’s seal. Often the king would then take a ride in the winning canoe, bringing luck to the triumphant village.

It was at the Water Festival that Sarann’s mother and father purchased her most prized gift, a silk sampot [a formal skirt], embroidered all over with beautiful threads of silver and gold. It was a special sampot, one that she would save until the day she married, and it came in an ornately carved box with a secure lid. It was presented to her at the festival and provided a moment she would never forget.

An afternoon rain had just passed as an eager sun poked out through the clouds to create a sash of rainbow color that draped across the sky. Sarann and her parents sat together by the river and unfolded the skirt. To Sarann, it meant that her parents realized she was growing up. It was a gift that also came with fatherly words of admonition: “My daughter, as you blossom and grow, always look for ways to serve others, and most important, never lose sight of your dreams.”

But dreams, like rainbows, can be fleeting, for just after Sarann’s fourteenth birthday, a fever swept through the village and both her father and mother were taken gravely ill. Within three days, her mother died, and her father would have followed had it not been for the hours Sarann spent by his side, replacing clean cloths that helped cool his head and whispering words of love and encouragement into his ear.

Even though he eventually recovered, the sickness had weakened his heart (and, some said, his mind). Fearing that the fever would return and take his life, thus leaving Sarann alone, he decided, in haste, to marry a widow who had recently moved to the village with her daughter. Even though she was regarded by many as the most beautiful woman in the village, others with perhaps more sensitive eyes regarded her as mischievous, cunning, and ruthless.

In spite of people’s gossip, Sarann hoped the marriage would bring her father peace. Besides, she would finally get a sister—or at least a stepsister. Unfortunately, just a few short months after the wedding, her father’s heart gave out and he died silently in his sleep. After his passing, the stepmother’s true nature emerged. With her newfound wealth, she became obsessed with her own beauty and began to look down upon anyone who threatened her status—especially Sarann.

The vain woman spent fortunes seeking out astrologers, sorcerers, and magicians who would concoct spells and potions to preserve her beauty and help her remain looking young—but envy is hard to cover.

The stepmother greatly resented Sarann’s natural beauty, and every day she would give the girl difficult and dirty chores—feeding pigs, shoveling sewage, digging for special mud in the jungle that was said to make one’s skin radiant. But it didn’t matter how filthy the job, because the radiance of virtue is equally hard to cover. And though Sarann’s stepsister didn’t condone the treatment that Sarann received at the hand of her mother, she did little to stop it.

As the years passed, life became more difficult for Sarann. Her skin became rough, her hair thin, and her cheeks hollow—yet she worked hard to remain cheerful. She would begin each day by opening her hand-carved box (which she hid in the wall of her room) to admire the golden threads of her sampot and remember the goodness and love of her parents. Silently she would repeat her father’s admonition: “Always serve others and never lose sight of your dreams.”

And then one day, a sorcerer came to the door to inform the stepmother of a rare flower with a yellow center and purple petals, with just a touch of white at each petal tip. It was a flower that grew only in the deepest, most dangerous part of the jungle. Men had tried to retrieve it, but none had. In fact, few had ever returned, most likely devoured by wild and ferocious beasts. It was said if the petals of the flower were rubbed against one’s skin, they would draw such radiance and stunning beauty to the surface they would make the person irresistible.

With each passing day, the stepmother grew more delirious with envy and greed, wishing to have the flower for herself—so much so that she devised a wicked plan. She would send Sarann deep into the jungle to search for the flower. If she returned with the petals, it would be wonderful. If Sarann were instead eaten by ravenous beasts, it would be almost as wonderful. What plan could be more perfect?

Sarann was not so thrilled. She feared the jungle and understood its dangers, having been warned of them many times by her father. And so she refused to go. Her stepmother ranted, screamed, and threatened. She even hit Sarann several times across the face, but nothing would change the girl’s mind. For there were no dirtier jobs she could be given than those she was already doing. She couldn’t be made to work more hours, as there were only so many in a day. Quite simply, there was no punishment that she wasn’t already receiving.

Then one morning, her stepsister (at the command of the stepmother) hid herself beneath a mammoth pile of clothing that was stacked in Sarann’s room, waiting for mending. The stepsister watched Sarann remove her secret box from its hiding place in the wall, admire the embroidered skirt, and then whisper words of remembrance and love toward her parents. It was a scene so touching that the stepsister should have been moved to tears—but she wasn’t. Instead, she dutifully reported to her mother what she had witnessed, then went about her own selfish business.

Later that day, when Sarann returned from slopping the pigs, she was horrified to find her stepmother calmly holding the open box above the noonday fire on which Sarann would cook their meal. “Please, have mercy!” Sarann screamed, but the stepmother knew no mercy.

“You will go into the jungle and return with the flower, or I will burn your precious sampot and the last memories of your pathetic parents forever.”

Sarann left early the next morning, heading into the wild jungle in the general direction the sorcerer had pointed. She hiked until no more sounds of the village could be heard and no remnant of the initial trail remained. With every rustle ahead, she was certain she would meet her end and be devoured alive by wild beasts. But she wasn’t, so deeper and deeper into the jungle she trekked.

When the night came, she found a tree and slept in its branches, though she was really only dozing off for a few moments here and there until the sun rose once again in the morning sky. Though she was incredibly hungry, thirsty, and tired, she continued on, getting farther and farther away from home with every step, constantly scanning the dense vegetation for a yellow-centered flower with purple petals that showed just a touch of white at each petal tip.

Soon her hands and feet, lacerated by the sticks, thorns, and sharp edges of the jungle’s plants, became swollen, red, and bloody. Her neck and face, covered in bug bites, itched and burned.

By late in the afternoon, just when she doubted her ability to take another step, she looked toward a dark green thicket of spiny foliage. And there they were—the most vibrant and wonderful flowering vines she had ever seen, each displaying scores of yellow-centered blooms with deep purple petals tipped with brilliant white.

Even more peculiar, when she got close, she could see, perched on a vine next to one of the blooms, an Asian Fairy-bluebird, almost as vibrant and colorful as the flowers themselves. The bird was not alarmed by her presence, and it even looked as though it wanted to smile but couldn’t because it only had a beak. Instead, it sounded a pleasant chirp and then flitted away, leaving her alone to admire the spectacular blooms.

Fearing she might be suffering the delusions of jungle fever, Sarann reached out to touch the flowers, just to see if they were real. They were, and she plucked a flower from its stem, which proved more difficult than she would have expected, and rubbed its velvety petals between her fingers.

She was still very hungry and thirsty, but the thrill of finding the flowers was so exhilarating that she forgot her pains and began to gather handfuls of the vines to take home. Then she realized that carrying them would be impossible because, at times, the vegetation in the jungle was so thick and matted that to pass through it took both her hands to bend back the leaves and branches. She would never be able to make her way back home carrying the flowers.

Then an idea blossomed. Though the blooms looked delicate, they were very hardy, and the vines were surprisingly wiry. She wove some together into a sturdy but lovely wreath. When she placed it on her head, it fit so perfectly that she felt just like a princess. Even better, the petals of the flowers were soft and soothing against her skin.

When she was ready she looked for the path out, but the jungle all around her appeared the same, making it impossible for her to remember the way she had come. Then she again saw and heard the bird that had been perched on the vine when she arrived. It seemed to be calling to her, bidding her to follow, and so she did.

Even though the trek out of the jungle was equally as tiring and treacherous as her hike into the jungle, she no longer seemed to notice or care. Just when she was certain that she must be nearing home, a handsome young man emerged from the brush. He looked as surprised to see Sarann as she was to see him.

With his eyes locked on hers, he tried to speak. “Hello. My name is—” But that’s when he stopped, and it seemed peculiar to her that he’d forgotten his own name. It was several moments before he could continue. “Forgive my bad manners. What I’m trying to say is that my name is Kamol.”

She was about to tell him her name when she realized, with embarrassment, how she must look and smell after hiking for so long in the jungle. She wanted to apologize for being filthy and scratched and red and swollen, but as she looked down, she realized she wasn’t any of those things at all. The bites that had itched on her face and neck were gone. The cuts on her hands and feet that had throbbed as they left trails of blood had vanished. Her skin was instead smooth, soft, and radiant. And the terrible thirst and hunger that had plagued her—well, she hadn’t been hungry since heading toward home. That’s when she remembered the gentle and soothing flowers of the wreath that had been rubbing against her head. The sorcerer must have been right—the flowers had a powerful and magical effect.

Curious, she asked the handsome young man what he was doing alone in the jungle and learned he was gathering pyracantha berries that he would boil into dye with which to color his canoe for the upcoming race at the Water Festival. When she heard him mention the festival, her face brightened. They sat together on the fallen trunk of a tree and reminisced about the marvelous event and all the things they each loved to see and do. Before they knew it, the sun sat low in the sky and it would be getting dark soon. But when Sarann looked for the bird that had guided her home, it was nowhere to be found. It didn’t matter. The young man knew the way, and, together, they walked out of the jungle.

Sarann could see her home in the distance, so she quickly thanked the charming boy before rushing away to recover her treasured sampot. As she approached her home, she saw her stepsister out front, watching rice that boiled in a pot over a fire. The stepsister looked surprised to see Sarann, as if she might be seeing a ghost, for the flowers had made Sarann so radiant and beautiful that she almost glowed—and quite frankly, neither the stepsister nor her mother honestly expected to see Sarann ever again.

Sarann was about to explain—to show her stepsister the flowers, and to tell her all about the bird and the boy, when she glanced down at the dancing flames of the fire and noticed the charcoaled remains of a box corner. Also littering the outer circle of ashes were glowing golden threads. As reality registered, Sarann couldn’t help but scream.

“What have you done? What have you done?”

Hearing the commotion, the stepmother rushed from the house—but it was too late. Sarann ran as fast as her legs would carry her, with tears streaming down her face, back into the darkness of the wild jungle. When the vegetation became too thick for her to run, she dropped to her knees sobbing, praying that an animal would appear and eat her, for she could bear her misery no longer. And an animal did appear, but it wasn’t a boar, snake, or crocodile. Instead, it was the Asian Fairy-bluebird that had led her previously from the jungle. It fluttered close, then landed beside her. Suddenly, before her eyes, it transformed into a beautiful woman wearing a flowing golden robe and holding the lovely green branch of a willow. She spoke to Sarann.

“What is the matter?”

“Who are you?” Sarann asked.

“I am the Goddess of Mercy. I have come to ease your burden.”

“It’s too late,” the girl cried. “It is simply too late.”

“It is never too late. You are barely just beginning.”

“But they have burned my sampot, and I have nothing left to remember my parents.”

“My dear,” she answered gently, “you don’t need a sampot to remember. Your heart is flowing with memories. Signs of their love and admiration are all around you, whether you choose to see them or not. All that your parents wish is that you have a happy and fulfilled life. I think it is time we get started.”

The Goddess of Mercy then waved her willow, and, as she did, the lights in the heavens above began to swirl.

The sound of distant laughter caused Sarann to awaken from the spot at the edge of the jungle where she’d fallen asleep the night before. As she sat up and rubbed her eyes, she wondered if it had been a dream. However, when she looked down, she was dressed in a vivid red and gold sampot of the most striking hues. Her hair lay as a dark mantle draped gently across her shoulders, as if it had just been washed clean in the river and it now flowed radiantly from beneath the flowering wreath that still adorned her head.

When she heard voices, she stepped out from the jungle growth and called toward the streaming throng of people, “Where is everyone going?”

“Why, to the Water Festival, of course. Have you been living in the jungle?”

They laughed but then invited the stunning stranger to join them as they walked to the river’s edge. She hadn’t eaten a good meal in days, and so upon arriving at the festival, she stopped first at the food sellers. She reached into an empty pocket, only to find that it wasn’t empty at all but contained sufficient money for her needs. She bought a large bowl of cooked rice, pork, and vegetables, just like the one she and her parents used to share together. As she ate, she smiled, remembering how her father would make her eat the vegetables first, before she was allowed to fill up on too much of the sweet pork.

Next, she wandered through the sea of vendors offering drinks, fish, hats, sandals, toys, incense, clothing, and just about everything else one could imagine—even ceremonial sampots. She looked until she found one similar to hers, the one that had been burned, and she recalled the day it had been purchased.

“You are growing up, daughter,” her father had said. “Your mother and I spoke and we agreed that even though you are still young, it is time for you to pick out your Sampot Lbak—the one most special that you will save until the day you marry.”

As she listened again to the words that echoed distantly in her head, she whispered her reply, “Thank you, Father, for having so much trust in such a young and naive girl.”

Sarann wandered to the river, where she and her father would stand atop a stone wall built along the deepest edge of the river. (It was always too scary for her mother, so she would wait below.) Her father would climb up first and then take his precious daughter’s hand to lift her gently up. It was the perfect spot from which to watch the races, as it raised them above an otherwise thronging crowd and allowed them to see the boats, even when they were still distant. Today, there was no one there to lift her up and hold her hand, so she climbed alone. While she was sad that her father wasn’t with her, she was also grateful he had taught her how to climb by herself. Standing atop the wall, she felt an unusual peace.

Shouts from the crowd grew loud as the racing canoes appeared. It was just like old times, and, encouraged by those around her, Sarann also waved and cheered. Even from far away she could see that the canoe on the near side, closest to the wall, reflected a deep crimson red, almost the color of her sampot, and she guessed it must be Kamol’s canoe.

The crowd roared as the crimson boat won, and as it shot past the finish line, Kamol, the head oarsman and navigator, turned his head for just a moment as if to acknowledge her. He must be well loved in his village, she thought. Not only would her newfound friend’s victory gain him the respect of his village elders, but Kamol would also have the honor of meeting the king.

Sarann climbed down from the wall and pushed her way through the crowd to the place where the boats docked, to get a better look at the victorious oarsmen. To her surprise, the handsome boy noticed her peeking through the well-wishers and waved her to come forward.

“It’s you!” he shouted as she approached. “You helped us win!”

“I don’t understand. I just watched,” she replied.

“To win the race,” he said, “the navigator must pick out a distant landmark and then guide the boat hard and fast toward it. To deviate left or right will increase the distance traveled and slow the overall time. As we rowed toward the finish, I picked out a woman in a bright red gown, and I steered the boat toward her—never wavering. We were behind at first, but with concentration and focus on our goal, we soon pulled ahead. As we shot by the wall where the woman stood, I realized it was you, the girl from the jungle, and I don’t even know your name.”

“My name is Sarann.”

The boy held out his hand to her as the crowd looked on, wondering about the beautiful girl in the red and gold sampot.

“Miss Sarann,” he continued, “would you care to take a victory ride in the winning canoe?”

She was honored but also confused, for the king himself stood several yards away watching but had not yet stepped forward.

“The king is always the first,” she replied.

“The king? Of course,” said the boy, as he turned toward him. “Father, this is the girl I told you about. Is she not even more beautiful than I described? Shall I take her for a ride first?”

The king smiled, nodded to Sarann, and then waved his permission.

“You are Kamol, the prince of Angkor?” Sarann asked with disbelief.

Before he could answer, Sarann felt a terrible tug as the wreath was jerked off her head. She had not noticed her stepmother and stepsister, who had worked their way through the crowd, creeping up on her from behind.

“Finally, I have them. I have the flowers!” the stepmother shrieked as she tore a single blossom from the headpiece and furiously rubbed its petals against her face, arms, and hands. The stepdaughter followed her mother’s example, tearing two flowers from the mangled vine instead of one.

Before the king could command his soldiers to step forward and arrest the two women, the flowers’ magic began to take effect. But the petals’ power was to bring beauty already deep within to the surface, to reveal one’s true nature. Since the stepmother had long ago replaced any goodness with greed and vanity, there was no virtue left to surface. There, in front of Sarann, the king, the prince, and throngs of onlookers, she painfully twisted and withered into a common swamp leech, then dropped from where she stood into the river’s muddy depths.

Moments later, the stepsister also began to change. However, instead of becoming a leech, she shrank into a small, lifeless rock—doing no evil, but doing no good—and she also rolled into the river with a plop and sank from view.

Seeing the danger the flowers posed to those in the crowd, the prince grabbed what was left of the magical wreath and, before others could touch it, flung it far out into the river, where it disappeared forever into the watery depths. Since the prince had also touched the flowers, all held their breaths to see what would happen to him. But, like Sarann, his true nature was already known and he could not be changed for the worse. Instead, he stepped to Sarann’s side, held out his hand, and helped her into his canoe for the victorious ride around the river. As they circled, those on the banks cheered for the girl who they understood would soon become the new princess of Angkor.

 

*****

 


Sopeap turns the last page and waits for my reaction. “Did you enjoy it?” she asks.

“Oh, yes, it’s a wonderful story,” I answer before I fittingly add, “though I am very inexperienced in these things.”

“Can you tell me why you enjoyed it?”

Speaking to a teacher, I feel duty bound to offer a reasoned and thoughtful reply, one that recognizes the story’s qualities. The truth, however, is much simpler. “It makes me happy.”

Sopeap tips her head as if to agree, but it’s so slight I think I may have imagined it. “The story we have just read,” she says, “can be found in hundreds of versions all over the world, in every country, continent, and culture.”

“They all know the story of Sarann?”

“The girl’s name is different and her circumstance will vary. However, the story’s message is the same. She is Ye Xian in China, Tattercoats in England, Aschenputtel in Germany, Critheanach in Scotland, Nyasha in Africa, Cinderella in North America—which story is probably the most well-known—and the list goes on and on.”

“Where did the story begin?”

“No one is absolutely certain. There are so many versions that researchers can’t accurately count them. Some say there are hundreds, others cite thousands. Many once believed that the first Cinderella story was written in seventeenth-century France by a man named Perrault. Then they discovered a Chinese version told hundreds of years earlier. Still others say the first is Rhodopis, a story recorded in the first century B.C. by a Greek historian. It seems that every time old records are uncovered, another version pops up.”

Sopeap speaks with genuine excitement.

“Do you understand, Sang Ly? People living on distant islands of the seas, isolated from all other civilizations, they also have their own Sarann stories as well.”

“How? Why are there so many?”

“I think the answer lies in the story itself. Perhaps you touched on it when you said that it made you feel happy. It seems, quite simply, that as human beings, we are born to hope.”

“To hope?” I ask, wrinkling up my brow. “But you told me that hope died at Stung Meanchey.”

“And therein lies another lesson—consider the source.”

“I don’t understand.”

“Never rely on the advice of a disillusioned drunk.”

“Then you do believe in hope?” I ask.

A longer pause, a deeper breath. “I believe the message of the story that we have just read anchors deeper than our doubts.”

She can see by my face that my tired brain is working hard to process her comments and so she decides to make it easier for me. “Sang Ly, the desire to believe, to look forward to better days, to want them, to expect them—it seems to be engrained in our being. Whether we like it or not, hope is written so deeply into our hearts that we just can’t help ourselves, no matter how hard we try otherwise. We love the story because we are Sarann or Tattercoats or Cinderella. We all struggle with the same problems and doubts. We all long for the day when we’ll get our own reward. We all harbor hope—and that’s why it’s such a problem.”

“Problem?”

“Yes, an issue that bothered so many teachers at the university—myself included—a problem we could never explain away. Is our DNA to blame for this inherent desire to hope? Is it simply another survival mechanism? Is that why we love Sarann or Cinderella? Or is there more to it?”

“Such as?”

“I had colleagues who would dissect and quantify the stories, as though the paragraphs were laboratory frogs. They would split the sentences apart, dig through their insides, write up theories about the why and how and when—but in the end, when the letters all settled, their answers often pointed to something deeper. It would make them crazy. I’ll admit that, at times, it still makes me crazy.”

“When you say deeper, are you talking about the ancestors?”

“I am talking about the constant nature of truth. Look at Buddha’s philosophy—it’s about the path and our journey. That’s what his teachings of the Noble Eightfold Path are all about. Do you see what I mean? Have you ever found a classical book of literature that isn’t about a journey—whether actual or within?”

Other than the few I’ve read with Sopeap, I can’t name any other stories. It doesn’t matter. She answers her own question.

“There isn’t one. It’s not just Sarann and Cinderella. Look at all books, plays, movies—we keep writing the same plots, with the same characters, teaching the same lessons. Why do you suppose that is?”

“Nobody has an original idea?”

She eyes me intently. “Or is the original idea so intrinsic, inherent, and ingenious, so fundamental to our existence, that we can’t help but be drawn back?”

I try to grasp what she means but can only shrug.

“I’m suggesting writers can’t help themselves,” she says. “Our trials, our troubles, our demons, our angels—we reenact them because these stories explain our lives. Literature’s lessons repeat because they echo from deeper places. They touch a chord in our soul because they’re notes we’ve already heard played. Plots repeat because, from the birth of man, they explore the reasons for our being. Stories teach us to not give up hope because there are times in our own journey when we mustn’t give up hope. They teach endurance because in our lives we are meant to endure. They carry messages that are older than the words themselves, messages that reach beyond the page.”

She takes a deep breath and waits.

“Your words today are all so beautiful. Why did you ever quit teaching? Why would you ever give up on literature?”

“Perhaps it gave up on me,” she answers more faintly.

“Do you believe that our ancestors care about us, that they watch over us?” I ask Sopeap, still a bit unsure of the point she is trying to make.

She licks her plump lips, hesitates. “I’m inclined to, but . . .”

“But what?”

“We all want to be Sarann, to have hope for our future. While I also want to have my story end happily, there’s a problem that keeps getting in my way—I wake up most days to find I’m just another ugly stepsister.”

“Do you say this because not all our stories end happily?”

“That, Sang Ly, is the paradox,” she continues, “the part that is perplexing. It seems that if we take these stories too literally, if we expect our personal lives to always end with a handsome prince, most of us will close our books with shattered dreams. Yet, on the other hand—and this is the part that frustrates—if we don’t take the meaning of these stories literally, if we treat these tales as simply entertainment, we miss the deepest, most life-changing aspects of the stories. We miss the entire reason they even exist.”

This time her pause is longer. Then her tone changes. “And if that happens, we grow cynical, teach literature at a university, and end up drinking rice wine at the dump.”

Only when Sopeap forces a smile do I understand that her last comment is meant to be funny. “Besides,” she adds, perhaps to relieve us both from an awkward moment, “if every story ended with a handsome prince, there wouldn’t be anybody left in the kingdom to stand around and cheer.”

 


    Chapter Sixteen
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On the far southeastern side of the dump, where the bulldozers have not yet piled mountains of trash, the ground turns to swamp and the water pools into small, irregular ponds, each a foot or two deep and a couple of hundred feet across. Reeds thrive around the edges, and, at certain times of the year, the snails that live in the water will grow big enough for us to gather.

Since I’m now seldom picking trash, and since Sopeap has only forgiven the single month’s rent, I’m hesitant to spend too much of the money Ki Lim earns to buy pork at the market. Instead, when Ki arrives home early today, I grab one of the bags we use to gather recycled trash, ask him to watch Nisay, and tell him that I’ll be back home shortly with dinner.

I once told a doctor, who asked what I fed Nisay, that on occasion we eat boiled snails. He jerked around excitedly, as if snails were a staple in everyone’s diet, and then added that he’d eaten them at Le Bouillon Chartier, one of the finest restaurants in France. He was the same doctor who told me that the practice of scraping Nisay’s skin was a waste of time, and I couldn’t tell by his tone if he was mocking me about the snails or if he was being sincere. I presumed the latter, and so the next time I cooked snails, I explained to Ki that we were eating just like the rich do in France. I don’t remember his exact reply, but I know it contained the word chkuat (crazy).

Teva Mao’s oldest girls are playing out in front, and when they realize where I’m headed, they follow along for the adventure. As we approach the ponds, there are already others gathering, and in spite of the fact that we’re talking about snails from the dump, I pick up my step anyway, worried I’ll miss out. Though the water is muddy, a quick inspection confirms that the snails are still too small—until we wade out to where the water deepens. Not only are they larger, but they are plentiful. Then it starts to rain.

I work an area where the water reaches my knees but where there are still patches of reeds, and there I pluck snails the size of errant limes. As I gather them into my bag, the rain increases. It’s a bit treacherous as I try not to slip, but I can’t complain. The job is tolerable until I glance at my ankle while stepping through the water to see what looks like a black spot of mud.

In this life we all have our own phobias and fears. Lena hates snakes. Narin dreads stink beetles. Dara Neak can’t stand the thought of spiders. I, in turn, am terrified of leeches—just like the one now attached to my ankle.

I’m not stupid enough to leave my bag behind, but I clutch it tightly and high step out of the water as if I’m about to be eaten by a swamp creature—which I am. Once I reach the safety of higher ground, I toss my sack aside and reach down to pull the miserable creature off of my skin, but I can’t. Either my fingers are too slippery from the snails I’ve gathered or my hands are too shaky from my panic. No matter how hard I try to grab hold of the monster still sucking blood from my body, I can’t get a grip. I try an alternative tactic, which entails repeatedly stomping my foot against the ground, as though my pants have caught fire at the dump, hoping to shake the leech loose; but the stubborn little animal doesn’t budge.

“Girls! Come quick!” I scream, as if the swamp water has also caught fire and if they don’t come this instant, we’ll all be consumed. They continue splashing at each other and giggling.

I scream louder.

When they finally reach me, Vanna, Teva’s oldest, rolls her eyes.

“Pull it off, quick!” I say, and she reaches down to give it a try. It stretches out, long and plump, sliding through her slender fingers, and I’m certain it’s getting longer and plumper every second.

“This one’s hard to get off,” she says as she tries again and fails miserably.

Teva’s youngest pipes up next. “Usually they let go once they’ve had their fill of blood.”

It’s an interesting tidbit of advice that I have no intention of testing out!

“Quick, give me your sandal,” I say to Vanna.

She slips it off and hands it to me. Using a flat end, I finally scrape the wretched leech from my leg. After I do, blood continues to ooze out from the spot on my skin where it has been attached.

“I’m going home. I’m through gathering snails,” I declare with a pout as I pick up my bag and stomp away, looking carefully where I step. I feel like a tantrum-throwing child who refuses to play when she doesn’t get her way, but I don’t care. Teva’s girls don’t care either. They shrug, wave, and then, after I’m distant, laugh at me.

By the time I arrive home, I’ve calmed down. I give Ki the snails I successfully gathered before the cruel leech attack, watching as he dumps them into our Styrofoam box. He swirls them around with water to clean them off, then mixes in a little salt to draw them out of their shells. As he works, I rehearse the vicious assault in more vivid detail. He tries not to smile but does a poor job hiding his amusement.

“Where exactly did it bite you?” he asks, and I can’t tell if he’s concerned or just teasing. I think I’ve already shown him, but to eke out as much sympathy as possible, I twist around and pull up my pant leg so he can see for himself.

“It was right here—” I point to my wound, but when I look down, there’s nothing there. I must have mixed up which leg got bitten. I twist to the other side and pull up that pant leg instead. “I mean it was—” It’s not on that ankle either, which is confusing, and suddenly, I can’t remember exactly where it bit me.

No matter; Ki can hardly contain himself. I want to join his laughter, as the situation really is hysterically funny. Instead, I shake my disgusted head, bend down, and transfer our dinner into a cooking pot, promising myself not to speak another word to the man until well into the evening.

 

*****

 


“I have been thinking about something you said last time we met,” I say to Sopeap after we finish talking about the story we have just read.

“Then you do listen.”

I ignore her sarcasm. “You said we all want to be the story’s hero.”

“Yes.”

“Well, I asked Sida Son what she thought about heroes.”

“What did she say?”

“She chuckled and told me to look around at where I lived. She said to let her know when I saw a hero walking past, but that I’d grow old waiting—and then she left.”

“Perhaps she’s looking for the wrong kind of hero.”

“I don’t understand.”

“Heroes come in many varieties—some are reluctant, others are willing; sometimes heroes act alone, other times they represent a group. Seldom are heroes perfect.”

“Then what makes them heroes?”

“Most teachers will agree that the true mark of a hero, what sets him apart from everyone else, is sacrifice. A hero gives something up, sometimes even his own life, for the good of others.”

“Does giving up time for another count, like you teaching me how to read?”

Our discussion so far today has been friendly. Instantly Sopeap flashes anger. “Don’t pander to me! I won’t tolerate it.”

I don’t understand how she can turn so mean so quickly. “I’m not . . . or I don’t think I am. I don’t even know what pander means.”

She isn’t finished. “Understand, child, I’m nobody’s hero.”

As always, I should shut my mouth. But when she gets angry for no reason, it makes me . . . well . . . angry. Rather than show it, I decide to play dumb.

“But you are teaching me—isn’t that a sacrifice?”

It works. She steps so close I have a hard time focusing on her eyes. Her tone reaches out with invisible fingers and grabs my neck. “Don’t you ever assume that I’m doing this for you. I am not a hero—not to you, not to anyone! Do you understand me?”

I’m not certain exactly what point I’ve proven, but it feels as though there must be one in there somewhere. “Yes,” I answer. “I’m sorry.”

Sometimes when I get Sopeap angry, we finish early for the day. I think if I had to put up with me, I’d drink also. But today, she gathers her composure and keeps going.

“There are other vital characters beside the hero. Stories are littered with characters you will recognize from our everyday lives. We should talk about them as well.”

“Like who?”

“Have you ever known someone who pretended to be something they were not? A friend, perhaps, who later crossed you?”

“Yes, of course.”

“Then you have met a shape-shifter—and yet it’s not always a person. Fate is the most maddening shape-shifter you will ever encounter.”

Perhaps it’s because my face is all scrunched up that she thinks I don’t follow. I do. It is just that she is talking so fast I have to concentrate to not miss something. “Tell me about others.”

“Do you have friends or acquaintances who are always mischievous and making jokes?”

“Everyone does.”

“Not only do these people provide relief with their wit, but their often impish actions point out the absurd, things that need to change.”

“Just like Lucky Fat,” I say.

“Explain what you mean.”

“The other day Lucky joked about how ridiculous it is that the buyer pays less to women and children when they bring in scrap than to a man—and he did it right in front of the buyer’s face. I thought it was funny, but the buyer seemed annoyed. Yet, when he paid me that day, it was as much as if Ki had gone.”

“Then you are already acquainted with the benefits of a trickster.” Sopeap raises her arm to cover the lower part of her face, then crouches at her waist. She glances wildly about the room, and when she speaks, her voice almost sounds sinister. She is actually acting; it’s a side of the woman I have never seen. “And then there’s the mask of the shadow,” she says, “a cunning character indeed.”

“The shadow character must be the evil person, like the gangs,” I say.

“It could be,” she agrees, standing back up straight. “Sometimes, the shadow is the villain, but a shadow may also be someone who simply disagrees with the hero and tries to pull him or her in a different direction. And sometimes the shadow isn’t a character at all.”

“Why not?”

“At times the shadows can be within us—all of our dark secrets that try to tear us apart, secrets that we can’t or don’t admit, even to ourselves.”

“There is something you’ve said that confuses me,” I say.

“Some of the things I say confuse me also. What is it?”

“If the shadow isn’t always evil, if it can also be someone who disagrees, does that mean Ki is a shadow when he tells me I’m wrong?”

“Good question. Remember, from the shadow’s point of view, we are the shadow and he is the hero. And here is something else just as confusing: sometimes these characters are all mixed together. We may find that any character in the story can temporarily wear the mask of any or all of these, even the hero.”

“Then how do I keep them straight?”

“Often we don’t. That is why literature—and life—are so exciting. These characters can be right in front of our faces and yet we don’t see them.”

Sopeap hesitates.

“What is it?” I ask.

“Also think about this, and then we will finish for the day. All of these characters we have discussed, and many more that we haven’t—their struggles aren’t always evident. In almost every story, the fiercest battles often take place within.”

Sopeap places her books in her bag, a sign that tells me we are finished for the day. Perhaps it’s the confusion still pinned to my face, or that I’m finally silent and not asking incessant questions, but either way, just before heading out the door, she leaves a thought that I sense will percolate in my head for the rest of the afternoon.

“Just when we think we have our own stories figured out,” she says, “heroes arise in the most unexpected places.”

 

*****

 


The Momordica charantia is a tropical plant grown in Cambodia that is widely known for its edible fruit. The fruit is a grassy green color and comes in a variety of shapes and sizes, though typically oblong with bluntly tapering ends. In short, it looks like a skinny cucumber with a horrific case of warts. It is also called bitter melon, and rightly so. Of all the fruits in Cambodia, there is none more bitter or acrid to the taste.

Teva Mao says the leaves of the bitter melon plant stimulate digestion, reduce fever, and just may help my son. When she returns from a trip into the city, she brings back some leaves that she purchased at the market, and I am most thankful. Nisay is not as excited. I don’t care. He’s been getting worse and I’ll try anything. I boil the plant until the bubbling water has leached color from the leaves, turning the liquid a pale emerald green. It actually looks quite delicious, until I take a sip. My lips tighten and purse and my tongue involuntarily blocks access to my throat. It makes me wonder: If I can hardly stand its taste, how am I going to get Nisay to try it?

Ki thinks it’s funny, so I give him the job of feeding it to the child. He starts with a spoonful, and while Nisay is eager on the first try, he’s not stupid. I question how much of the liquid the boy actually swallows as green splashes trickle down his bare chest. On Ki’s second try, Nisay cries, spits, and jerks his head sideways, and it’s plain to everyone—okay, at least to me—that this is not going to work. Ki, however, can be as stubborn as Nisay. He tells us that he’ll be back, and he soon returns with a small container of juice from a fruit called Tieb, also known as custard apple. (I have no idea where he got it, and he refuses to tell me.) While the bitter melon is known for being sour, the custard apple is known for being sweet. On the third attempt—Nisay twists away at first—Ki finally forces a spoonful of the sugary liquid against the child’s lips. The fussing stops, Nisay turns to Ki with interest, and his tongue pokes out of his mouth, as if to say, “Hey, something is different here!”

The transformation is so swift we can’t keep from laughing, and Nisay now looks like a baby bird waiting for breakfast. I almost feel sorry for the child, as I can see what’s coming. He gulps; he realizes; he coughs; he cries. Ki then presses another spoonful of the sweet liquid to his lips and the process starts all over again. It is parenting by deception at its finest, and my husband is quite proud of himself—in spite of the fact that our son will have obvious issues with trust well into adulthood.

Still, it’s a happy day and I have hope that the medicine will help. But by the next morning, there is more diarrhea, this time a pasty green color, and my son cries for most of the morning before I hand him to someone else, someone who is not his mother, someone who doesn’t care about him as much as I do, and I trudge back home to learn about literature because it’s supposed to somehow, in my warped mind, help my child.

When Sopeap finally arrives, she asks, “Are you okay, child? You look as though you’ve been crying.”


    Chapter Seventeen
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Dreams are curious.

Most dreams are nonsensical scenes that cause us to giggle when we recall them in the morning. Others are frightening nightmares during which we are attacked by gangs, chased by garbage trucks, or endlessly falling in menacing darkness. A few rare dreams are so real, so detailed and profound, that they alter the course of our lives. Last night I had such a dream.

It was not of my childhood. I didn’t speak with my grandfather or try to decipher his often puzzling advice. In fact, I didn’t utter a word. Instead, when I awoke in the morning—or thought I had—I opened the flap on the front of our little home at Stung Meanchey to find the entire dump covered in a blanket of white ash. I assumed that the fires must have been especially terrible to create so much ash, but then, as I looked over the horizon, I could see Jorani Kahn. She was waving me to follow, and it was then that I understood Stung Meanchey wasn’t covered in ash at all—it was covered in snow.

I have never seen snow in person, never felt its touch against my skin. I only know about snow through occasional pictures of faraway countries that we find in discarded travel magazines—and from Jorani Kahn’s stories. She once visited a place called Co-lo-ra-do in America with her father when she was a child. She told me about molding snow into balls like cotton, but heavy like mud, and throwing them at other people for fun. She said that the piles of snow in the mountains were so tall that they would almost reach the height of the trash at Stung Meanchey.

I didn’t have time to play in the snow. Nisay had been sick again and we had no money for the doctor. I had to work, but when I looked again for Jorani Kahn to tell her, she was gone. Instead, I saw only stillness—no rumbling trucks, no clanking bulldozers, no scavenging workers, no grunting pigs, no clucking chickens, no boisterous children, no buzzing flies. It was completely and utterly silent.

In spite of the unusual scene, I snatched my picker and an empty canvas sack, as if it were just another normal day of work. Yet the fact that it was just an ordinary day is partly what made it so extraordinary. I stepped out into the snow, but as I began to dig down through the sheet of white, I realized the putrid trash was no longer there beneath. Everything dirty at Stung Meanchey was gone—no germs, no stench, no toxic water, no smoke, no fires, no bustle, no gangs, no rotting food. The filthiest place on earth had been made clean.

As I turned about, marveling at what had happened, in the distance I could see my home province of Prey Veng. I understood that this was impossible, since Prey Veng and Stung Meanchey lie far apart, a distance that requires a long trek by bus, much hiking, and lastly a ride by boat—but I could see the province anyway. And in my village home, a man stood waiting with his hands stretched out in my direction, as if he wanted me to hand him something, or perhaps he was beckoning me home. At first I assumed him to be my grandfather, for he often visits me in my dreams. However, this man stood too tall, too straight, too broad to be my grandfather, even in his younger years.

And then he spoke.

“You should have come sooner. Why didn’t you come sooner?”

He repeated the question three times before I responded. But just when I was about to ask his name and what his question meant, I awoke with his voice still ringing in my ears:

“Sang Ly, you should have come sooner.”

 

*****

 


“Do you dream?” I ask Sopeap before we end for the day.

“As in goals, such as ‘reach for your dreams’? Or do you mean waking up relieved that I wasn’t actually working naked in the dump?”

Until I came to know Sopeap, I didn’t realize how funny she could be.

“I mean seeing people and places in your dreams that are familiar, but then not understanding what they mean—if they mean anything at all.”

“You’re talking about serious dreams?”

“Yes.”

“The only real dreams I have anymore are usually not pleasant.”

“Nightmares?”

She nods. “Perhaps a symptom of old age.”

“I’m sorry,” I say. “How do you keep them away?”

“Rice wine. Why all the questions?”

“I had a dream that feels important, but I don’t know for sure.”

“I guess that would depend on whom you believe.”

“How so?”

“William Shakespeare called dreams the ‘children of an idle brain, begot of nothing but vain fantasy.’ ”

“What’s my other choice?”

“Dreams have also been called a sign of ambition. I think the quote was: ‘Dreams, indeed, are ambition; for the very substance of the ambitious is merely the shadow of a dream.’ ”

“And who said that?”

“That was also William Shakespeare.”

“He couldn’t make up his mind?”

She shrugs. “I would say if it feels important it probably is. Our subconscious can be downright persistent in prodding us along our path, even if it’s a road we’d rather not travel.”

“Then dreams matter?”

“Absolutely. Some of the world’s most important stories, works of literature that have changed lives, have come through dreams.”

“Seriously?”

“Let’s see. Many sacred writings of Buddha depict specific dream images. Then there is Lewis Carroll’s Alice in Wonderland, a perfect example of a story inspired by dreams. There’s Kubla Khan, a poem by Coleridge that’s considered one of his greatest works. It celebrates creativity and our connection to the universe—and it was composed one night after a dream. Robert Louis Stevenson, a Scottish novelist, was a vivid dreamer, as was Bunyan, who wholly attributes his Pilgrim’s Progress to dreams. Cambodian writer Nhean Uy composed several of his dreams into stories. Give me time and I can probably list dozens, perhaps even hundreds more. And let’s not forget Carl Jung, the Swiss psychiatrist. He was the grandfather of dream psychology. He believed that literature and dreams weave together in astonishing ways. He documented a connection between the dreams of his patients and figures in mythology—even with people who had never read mythology.”

“How is that possible?”

“His conclusion was that both came from a deeper source.”

“But how can I know what my dreams mean?”

“If you listen to Jung, he said that to learn from our dreams we should ponder them. I believe he said, ‘Consciousness succumbs too easily to unconscious influences, as these are often truer and wiser than our conscious thinking.’ ”

“I don’t understand what he means.”

“It’s his way of saying that dreams are more important than we can ever imagine—we just need to listen.”

 

*****

 


Nisay is filthy, so we step around to the side of the house where I pour water over the child with a tin cup to try to get my little puppy clean before his father comes home. Too late. Ki arrives early and rushes around the house to find us. Before he even opens his mouth to say a word, his face tells me something is wrong.

“What has happened?” I ask.

“Don’t worry. Everything is okay. It’s Lucky Fat.”

“Tell me! What’s happened?”

“When he wasn’t at the dump today, your mother dropped by to see if he was okay . . .”

“And?” My eyes lock on his, willing him to continue.

“Apparently, some in the gang are still looking for the girl.”

“They went to Lucky’s? How did they know? What did they do to him?” I’m raising my voice to the one person in the dump I shouldn’t.

“When he wouldn’t tell them anything,” he replies, “they decided to teach him a lesson.”

My heart picks up a beat and I wish Ki would just spit it out. “Please tell me if he’s okay.”

“They roughed him up and smashed most of his Buddhas. In the process he was hit in the eye by one of them. It’s swollen shut, but Lena is with him now and it looks like he’s going to be fine.”

“He’s a child. How could they hurt a child?” It’s a stupid question, as I’m talking about those willing to sell an innocent girl into a life of prostitution. Though I’ve always been the pacifist, I instantly want to bash in their faces with a stone Buddha myself.

“What are we going to do?” I ask, ready to take Ki’s knife and go after them this instant.

“I’ve just been meeting with more of the men. It seems that Lucky is well liked. This, coupled with Sopeap’s words, which I shared, suggesting that we fight against evil . . . well, it looks like I’m finally making some progress.”

“What are you saying?”

“I’m saying the number of men finally willing to stand up and fight—it’s now closer to thirty.”

 


    Chapter Eighteen

[image: ]

 

Sopeap decides to sit today because she’s feeling a bit tired, so we share space, side by side, on the floor where both of us can see. She opens the volume to a marked page. “I think it’s time for a tragedy,” she says.

“Really? I’m not sure I’m ready for more tragedy.”

“We never are, Sang Ly.”

She hands the book over and then explains, “This is the story that many believe inspired Shakespeare to write Romeo and Juliet.”

I nod agreeably, as if it’s common knowledge, as if I’ve heard of the story of which she speaks.

“In the original story,” she continues, “they were called Pyramus and Thisbe.”

“Why did he change their names?”

“He didn’t. The two are different stories about different people. It’s believed that the Pyramus and Thisbe story was the first . . . well, let’s begin and then you’ll understand.”

This time she asks me to read, and I begin slowly.

 

*****

 


Late in the afternoon, when I reach the shelters, I witness a sight at Stung Meanchey more miraculous than snow. Four trucks are lined up in a row, each methodically purging its load, and no one—I mean no one—stands near to sort trash. I stare at the peculiar scene, certain it’s not a dream, but not sure what to make of it, while my mind attempts to process an unfamiliar sound. Mixed in with the beeping of the backing trucks and the humming of the swarming flies, I hear what could be the cheers from a children’s soccer game. Yet, as I glance around, I see only emptiness.

It is then that a woman runs past from behind. I recognize her, but I can’t recall her name. She often waits at the shelters in the afternoons while her husband, who is new to the dump, works the trucks. “Hurry, they’re just over the hill,” she says, panting and pointing to a direction that I now identify as the source of the sound. “They’ve caught one of them,” she adds, with utter excitement resonating in her voice. “They’ve caught one of the thieves who beat the boy.”

By the time I approach the horde, the yelling and jeering has all but ceased. I push through the circle, past strangers, neighbors, and friends, making my way to the middle of the melee. As I break through to the very center, I stumble and fall to my knees, not prepared for the scene that waits. They have given the culprit some room now, because he isn’t going to go anywhere. He’s no more than a boy. His eyes are open, but they gaze directly into the sun. His arms are pushed underneath him, as if he could jump up and run, except he is lying on his back and his limbs twist in ways they were never meant to bend. Fresh blood oozes from his mouth and ear, and his shirt has been torn from his body to reveal puncture wounds, certainly caused by the sharp metal hooks from the picking sticks that we use to separate the trash.

The boy—now just inches away from my face—is dead.

Then I notice something familiar in the shape of his defined cheeks. I blink, and the scene begins to tip and spin. My head feels light and I realize that I’m hyperventilating. I cover my mouth, not only to control my breathing but also to subdue the contents of my stomach that are trying to push their way out.

“He’s the one who beat Lucky,” a man calls out. “A thief,” another adds. “We caught him stealing red-handed,” someone else exclaims. Their asserting voices mix and muddle together in swirls of lawless justification toward the boy who can’t respond.

“What did he take?” I ask, to no one in particular.

A woman across the circle answers. “There were four of them who tried to steal a bag of cans from Menn Chim. Lucky was resting two shelters over, still fresh from his beating, and he recognized at least three of them.”

I look for Lucky, but I don’t see him anywhere.

“What is the boy’s name?” I call out. “Please, does anyone know this boy’s name?” I am hoping that I’m wrong, that it is not Maly’s brother lying dead before me, but then a voice answers. “I don’t know his name, but he’s the boy who has been looking for the runaway.”

Before I can properly process the answer in my head, I heave and vomit into the garbage on the ground.

It was just days ago I wanted to kill the criminals myself. But my desire was for revenge on crooks, thugs—dark images of evil that gathered in my head when I pictured the men who beat my husband and Lucky Fat—not boys, especially this boy.

And then I feel Ki’s trembling touch on my back. He pulls me up from the ground, away from the broken body, through the crowd that begins to thin, as many retreat toward the trucks. Ki is breathing heavily, clutching his knife with his other hand.

“What happened?” I ask as we find a place to sit in a swirl of garbage, not certain I am ready for his answer. He takes a minute to catch his breath before speaking. His words are halting and his hands shake. As I look at my own, I see they tremble as well.

“I was working with the men . . . near the trucks . . . when someone up at the shelters began to point and shout. A few men began chasing them, then others followed. Soon it was everyone.”

He looks at his hand and realizes he still holds his knife, then glances around as if there should be someone to take it, some easy place to put it. There isn’t.

“When one of the boys tripped,” he continues, “they caught him. The crowd was screaming thief and robber and hitting him with their pickers as I ran past.”

“Who?”

“I don’t know exactly—everyone, I guess. They had surrounded him, so I chased after the other three with Chey and Pran Teo. We were close to catching them, though I remember thinking I wasn’t sure I wanted to.”

Ki pulls up the leg of his pant, his hand still quivering, and slips the knife into its sheath. He wipes his fingers against his shirt.

“They made it to the streets,” he says, “near the factory on Choam Chao, and we lost them . . . and I was glad. Then, by the time we got back . . . well, that’s when I found you kneeling beside . . .” Ki doesn’t know the victim’s name, doesn’t yet realize his identity, and doesn’t want to call him the boy, so he pauses for a second before he continues. “I could see he was dead, and then I . . . didn’t want you to have to look at him.”

“It wasn’t right they beat him. It wasn’t right that he die,” I manage to mumble, as tears that have been waiting in my eyes run down both cheeks.

“I know, Sang Ly,” Ki answers, with fear still trailing in his voice. “I just wanted to stop them . . . I didn’t mean for this to happen . . . ”

And then neither of us has anything further to say. We just sit together in the garbage of Stung Meanchey and weep for the killing of a thief, a crook, a thug, a brother—a boy—whom we didn’t even know. And amidst my quiet tears, a vision of a white whale and an angry captain rows into my head. It was so exciting at the time to read the story with Sopeap—the captain bent on revenge, harpooning the whale from the sinking ship, then being dragged to his death with a rope tangled around his neck.

Sopeap insisted that I understand the underlying theme—good vs. evil. But I wondered at the time, why, if that is the critical message, wasn’t it better defined? Was the author an amateur writer, not up to the task? In the story, Captain Ahab wasn’t always despicable and the whale wasn’t always pure. Instantly I realize that the man who wrote the words understood the world completely—and I can’t help but wonder if he ever lived in a dump like Stung Meanchey.

When our breathing softens and our eyes dry and our stomachs finally settle, Ki lifts me up from the trash and we clasp hands and walk together to pick up our son. Just before we arrive at Mother’s, Ki stops. “I am sick knowing that a boy has been killed,” he says. “But there is something I need to make clear.”

I take his hands. “Yes?”

“I want you to know that if he or any other gang members like him—boy or not—ever tries to harm you or our son, I will not hesitate to defend you.”

We pick up Nisay and finish our walk home in silence because, in spite of the power that so many words carry, as so eloquently explained by Sopeap, neither of us can find adequate meaning to the guilt, sorrow, anger, relief, worry, and overwhelming anguish that mix in our hearts.

 

*****

 


In the morning, with the dead boy’s image still burned into my head, I leave a note for Sopeap, telling her I’ll be back soon. Then, with Nisay in one arm and a small white sack in the other, I swing by for Lucky Fat. He agrees that my idea is fitting, and we head out together.

In Cambodia, when someone has perished it is common to make an offering, a gift to appease the person’s soul. As we approach the spot where the boy was killed, a woman who lives close also arrives with an offering. She tells us that the police never showed up, that when she went to bed late last night, the body was still there, torn and broken, but staring peacefully toward heaven. By morning, the body was gone, and she could see fresh bulldozer tracks where the garbage had been pushed around during the night.

“May your next life be more peaceful,” Lucky pronounces, and then we lay out the gifts we’ve brought—a banana, a can of rice, salt, incense, and a small Buddha statue that Lucky found still intact.

Lucky’s eye is looking better, and on the walk home, he is talkative and happy once again.

“How do you think she’s doing?” Lucky asks.

I don’t need to ask who. “I’m sure Maly is doing well.”

And then Lucky speaks words that confirm he is more mature than his young years let on. “I think her brother will now be in a place where he can finally watch over her.”

“Yes,” I admit, “I think you’re right.”

I had considered telling Sopeap on my return, if she were still there waiting, that the last twenty-four hours had been too emotional for me to continue our study of books today. Yet, as I contemplate life and death, justice and mercy, Captain Ahab and a thief at Stung Meanchey, I wonder if it isn’t a perfect time after all.


    Chapter Nineteen
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To wash clothes at Stung Meanchey, I stoop down over a large blue bucket that I keep behind our house and I scrub and scour our clothes against each other until they are clean—well, as clean as they will ever be at Stung Meanchey. While some women at the dump use a washboard, a few rub their clothes against a flat rock. They say it reminds them of home, doing laundry by the river in the province.

Our clothes are typical Western styles—sweats, T-shirts, shorts—many with popular name-brand logos. We don’t wear American clothes to be stylish; we wear them because they are cheap. All of the major companies have factories in Cambodia, and we can buy blemished seconds for just pennies.

Ki comes around the house to where I work to bring me Nisay’s towel. It suddenly needs washing. Before he can say anything, I ask him a question that’s been rattling in my head.

“Sopeap said that in books, stories foretell other meanings—she called them metaphors.”

“Metaphors? What do you mean?”

“According to Sopeap, it’s using a word or phrase to explain a different meaning. It would be like when I tell you Stung Meanchey is a prison. It’s not really a prison, and there aren’t any guards, but it feels like there could be.”

Ki glances down at the dirty towel he still holds in his hand, and I can tell he’s thinking it was a mistake to come out back at this particular moment. He can’t help but voice the obvious.

“So?”

“Well, I have been back here doing laundry by myself for nearly an hour—washing mostly yours and Nisay’s clothes—and I’ve finally figured out its true meaning.”

“A metaphor for laundry?”

“Yes.”

“The fancy words you’ve been reading are mixing up your brain. You do laundry because our clothes are dirty.”

“See,” I explain, “I think it means that since we both wear clothes, you should help me do the wash—I think that’s the metaphor that was speaking to me.”

“Fine,” Ki says. “Then I think it means I should take off your clothes right now to wash them.”

He steps behind me and tugs at my shirt—only he hasn’t washed up yet from his day of work and the stench of garbage lingers.

I protest. “I think it means that you smell too bad for that right now. And besides, it’s still light and Nisay is up.”

“Okay, then,” he says. “That means that I’d better take a bath so I’ll be clean later when Nisay is not up.”

I’m trying to remember exactly when I lost control of this conversation. “Well, that means if you’re going to bathe now, this early, then you’d better give your dirty son a bath along with you.”

“That means—you have a deal!”

Ki leaves with a grin, and I hear him tell Nisay that it’s time to step outside for a good scrubbing because Mommy and Daddy have something to do later. Then I reflect a little longer on who is really getting the better end of the bargain.

Metaphors in literature can be a very confusing thing.

 

*****

 


Grandfather had a saying: If you know a lot, know enough to make people respect you. If you are stupid, be stupid enough so they can pity you.

I wait for the right moment, put on my pity face, and then make a request of my teacher. “I would like you to bring a certain book to read next time.”

She is pleased that I’ve taken some initiative—that is, until she hears which book. “I’d like you to bring Nisay’s book, the one that you—”

“I remember the book,” she interrupts. She isn’t angry but rather faceless, like a book with its cover torn off. “Why that book?” she asks.

“Last time I held it, I couldn’t read the words. Now that I can, I’m curious. It seemed like a beautiful story.”

“It’s a children’s book,” she answers.

“Yes, I understand.”

“It’s not a typical children’s book.”

“Are you trying to say you’d rather I not read it?”

“I’m saying that if you’re going to read it properly, the way that particular book was meant to be read, I insist that you read it with your son sitting in your lap.”

Her passion intrigues me. “I can do that—but I have a condition as well.”

“You’re giving me conditions now?”

“Yes, this time I am.”

“And your condition is . . . ?”

“I want you to be there when I read it.”

I have either left her speechless or she has a lot to think about. “Why?” she finally asks.

“You are the teacher. We may need to discuss it afterwards.”

There’s a heartbeat of uncomfortable silence, followed by contemplation, surrender, and a nod of agreement. “I will bring it tonight.”

As Grandfather said: . . . stupid enough so they can pity you.

 

*****

 


The thought was charming—my young child, Nisay, would sit patiently on his mother’s lap, waiting for each page to turn, listening intently as the story unfolded. Like so many classics, my plot is pure fiction. Instead, Nisay wants to maul the book and then eat it—if he can just get his hands on it. We decide the only way he won’t destroy the thing is for him to sit in Ki’s lap beside me so his father can physically restrain him, if needed, and otherwise force him to listen. It also lets me concentrate on reading.

I wonder when the Model Parent Award will arrive?

With the soul of a teacher, Sopeap stands behind us, observing but saying nothing, and for a split second, I think I catch the corner of her mouth turning upward.

The book’s cover is more alluring than I’d remembered, and as I flip through a few of the pages, just to get a grasp of the task at hand, I recall the striking illustrations of mountains, trees, and oceans.

“Are you going to begin?” Ki asks impatiently.

“Certainly.”

I read the title, Love Forever, and then I turn to the first page.

 

*****

 


If I were the trees . . .

I would turn my leaves to gold and scatter them toward the sky so they would circle about your head and fall in piles at your feet . . .

so you might know wonder.

If I were the mountains . . .

I would crumble down and lift you up so you could see all of my secret places, where the rivers flow and the animals run wild . . .

so you might know freedom.

I’m using inflections in my voice to keep Nisay’s attention. However it’s Ki whom I’ve roped in. He sits wide-eyed as a curious little boy at story time.

If I were the ocean . . .

I would raise you onto my gentle waves and carry you across the seas to swim with the whales and the dolphins in the moonlit waters,

so you might know peace.

If I were the stars . . .

I would sparkle like never before and fall from the sky as gentle rain,

so that you would always look towards heaven and know that you can reach the stars.

If I were the moon . . .

I would scoop you up and sail you through the sky and show you the Earth below in all its wonder and beauty,

so you might know that all the Earth is at your command.

If I were the sun . . .

I would warm and glow like never before and light the sky with orange and pink,

so you would gaze upward and always know the glory of heaven.

But I am me . . .

and since I am the one who loves you, I will wrap you in my arms and kiss you and love you with all of my heart,

and this I will do until . . .

the mountains crumble down . . .

and the oceans dry up . . .

and the stars fall from the sky . . .

and the sun and moon burn out . . .

And that is forever.

It’s a treasure. I turn to thank Sopeap for allowing me to read it, but she is no longer standing by the door watching.

Sopeap is gone.

 

*****

 

It’s early when Sopeap calls out. She has stopped by to ask if we can put off meeting for today. She has a touch of the flu and needs to rest. Before she leaves, however, I grab Nisay’s book.

“I don’t think my son listened to a word, but Ki enjoyed it,” I say.

“Nisay will. Just give him time.”

When I try to hand her the book, she waves me away. “Actually,” she says, “I would like your son to have it as a gift.”

I want to tell her no, that it’s too important, it means too much to give away so easily—then I remind myself, giving it away probably isn’t easy at all.

“We will treasure it. But may I ask why it means so much to you?”

“Yes. I have also come to share its story.”

We sit on the ground and, once she is comfortable, she begins.

“This book was written by a dear friend. We taught together at the university. We had both studied in the United States years before and had discussed the many children’s stories that are published there every year. We wondered why few such books were written for Cambodian children. My friend was tenacious and passionate and created a book, first crafting the words, then hiring an artist to paint the illustrations. After everything was perfect, I helped her find a small, local publisher.”

“Did it sell?” I ask.

She hesitates, stepping cautiously among banished thoughts.

“We didn’t get a chance,” she says haltingly. “Just weeks after the publisher delivered the first copies, the Khmer Rouge soldiers pushed into the city. The schools and universities were ransacked. Books were stacked in great piles and burned. Those who had written them were tortured, shot, and burned as well. Can you imagine dying for having written something so beautiful?”

“She was murdered?”

“Yes. And the illustrator—and thousands like them. There were so few copies printed in the first place that I presumed all had been lost—until the day I saw it on your floor. I wasn’t sure if life was offering me a second chance or slapping me in the face. Sometimes the two can be confusing.”

“I am so sorry to hear about your friend.”

“Though it’s been many years, I still miss her. However, she was not the reason I was so overcome the day I visited your home.”

“No?”

“Sang Ly, my friend had no children.” A pause, a sigh, a hesitation. “The story was written about me—and my son.”

 

*****

 


The tap on the wooden post outside our front door is timid, and when I come out from around back with a pan filled with water to cook rice for dinner, I find my cousin Narin waiting.

“Sang Ly, I am sorry to disturb you.”

I can tell by her trembling tone, the panic in her face, that this isn’t a social call. My own heart quickens. “What is it? Is Ki all right?”

She shakes her head. “It’s not Ki.”

“Who, then?”

She leans up against the house, and so I do likewise. “Do you know Makara Hong?” she asks.

“No.”

“She sells fruit in the city, near the French clinic.”

“Yes. I mean, no. I don’t know her, but I know the fruit stand. Why?”

“We’ve become friends. Makara’s older sister lives in the Dangkor district of Phnom Penh.”

As Narin pauses, I must ask: “Please, what does Makara or her sister have to do with me?”

Narin quickens her pace. “Her sister works as a nurse at the hospital. I went with Makara to meet her, to pick up some money.” Narin shifts her weight uneasily. “We talked, and when she found out that I live at Stung Meanchey, the sister said they were treating a patient there from the dump.”

“Who?”

“She said it was a woman named Sopeap—Sopeap Sin.”

“Treating? For what? What are you saying?”

“Sang Ly, she has something wrong in her chest. Cousin, I’m here to tell you that Sopeap is very ill, perhaps dying.”

I hear her words, but I don’t believe them. “What does that mean? It’s not true. This woman at the hospital is mistaken. Sopeap was here. She just left and she said nothing about . . .” My own words trail as my mind darts back—the vomit, the blood, the stumbling, the bad days—how could I have not seen it?

Narin continues. “She said it’s a tumor in her chest; it’s pushing against her heart.”

“Cancer?”

“I guess.”

“Did she say anything else?”

“Yes, she . . .” Narin hesitates.

“What is it? Please tell me!”

“The time that Sopeap has left is very short.”

 


    Chapter Twenty
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Sopeap hobbles in and drops her bag on the floor. I say nothing as she leans down and removes a small yellow paperback book. She opens it to a marked page and then holds it out away from her face so that she can focus.

“We’re going to read parts of a story today from a Japanese author, Yasunari Kawabata,” she announces. “This is a story I would often read to my students.”

I can hold my tongue no longer. “Why didn’t you tell me?” I demand.

She stops, looks me over, but I don’t give her the time to decide if and what I know.

“You’re dying,” I scream, “and you said nothing to me!”

She closes the book. “I told you I was going away.” She answers with such composure, it’s confusing. “I just failed to mention how far.”

I want to jump up, to cry, to yell, to hit her in the chest myself until she understands that I feel the same pain in mine. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

“I had planned to—just not yet.”

“I deserved to know.”

“I was waiting for the right moment. It was your fascination with learning, your childlike desire to drink in the stories. It was so—refreshing. I just didn’t want to spoil it, for either of us.”

“Spoil what?”

“Your innocence, your hope for the future, your trust in the words and messages that stories carry. I didn’t know how to make you understand.”

“Understand what—that all stories aren’t happy? That life can be miserable?” I should settle down, but I can’t help myself. “You think I’m too stupid to realize that? Did you forget that I have a sick child, that I live in a disgusting dump?”

While I’m the one behaving hysterically, Sopeap remains calm. She takes a long and steady breath, as if drawing on a pipe. “You may have a point,” she says. “There’s a possibility that I may have been thinking about myself—trying to rewrite things that should be left alone.”

I don’t pretend to understand what she’s talking about, but her tone hints of remorse. I should tell her that it’s okay, that I understand—but I don’t. I am still too angry.

“What did they say is wrong with you?” I ask instead.

“It’s a long list, but if you’re referring to my medical condition, I’m told it’s a growth contracting the artery that feeds my heart. Apparently, arteries don’t like to be contracted.”

“Can they operate? Can they cut it out?”

“They could if . . .”

“If?”

“If I were younger, if I had gone in sooner, if I had more money, if I were living in America or Europe or any other country in the free world that has modern facilities. Life is full of so many ifs.”

“How long have you known?”

“A while.”

“Please, how long?”

“The doctor broke the news to me the day I threatened to kick you out—not one of my better days. It was a bit emotional and confusing.”

“You should be home resting.”

For the first time, Sopeap bristles; her voice hardens. “I’ll do no such thing! We’re here to learn about literature. I’ve taken the time to translate much of the book myself and, by damn, you’re going to listen! And just so you know,” she says, waving her crooked, pointing finger directly between my eyes to be crystal clear, “there will be no negotiation on this point. I’m going to show up here every day until I think you are ready, or until I . . . well, until you are ready.”

She opens the book and lets her finger find the sentence.

“Besides,” she adds, “I can’t die yet. I’m just starting to like you.”

 

*****

 


Our lessons become a blur. I listen; I make notes; I try not to ask contentious questions. Now that I know about Sopeap’s condition, there are little things I notice: long breaths from the teacher that I once thought were meant for drama’s sake in telling the story but that I now realize are to ease the pain in her chest; her choosing to sit beside me, not so I can see the page but because she’s too tired to continue standing; her finding excuses to end early so I don’t have to watch her stumble outside, fall to her knees, and vomit.

There are times my eyes water—I simply can’t help myself—though Sopeap’s eyes never do, and I admit to feeling a bit hurt. It causes me to recall a conversation I had with Ki the day I found out that Sopeap was sick.

“How could she sit there reading stories so casually, knowing the entire time that she was sick—and then never tell me?” I asked with complaint.

“She wasn’t angry?” Ki inquired, a bit surprised.

“No, she hasn’t been angry for a while.”

“Then don’t you be angry,” he said.

Since my husband obviously wasn’t understanding, I would need to better explain. “It’s just not right. She needs more time.”

He paused, letting me settle down, and then he asked a question that still lingers. “Does she need more time—or do you?”

How ironic that Sopeap is the one dying and yet I’m the one feeling sorry for myself because she doesn’t mind that she’ll be leaving!

I let my thoughts wander again and only snap awake when I realize my teacher is speaking to me.

“I’m going to bring one of my favorite books tomorrow,” she says.

“What’s it called?”

“It’s a story that is . . . well, it’s my favorite,” she says.

“What is it about?”

“It’s a metaphor, but then, what in literature isn’t? It’s an old story that seems tragic at first, but in the end . . . well, I don’t want to ruin it for you. No, this is a story best understood if you don’t know the ending.”

“Then you won’t tell me?”

“Tomorrow. We will read it tomorrow.”

 

*****

 


“Sang Ly! Sang Ly!”

Even from far away, the terror-filled echo of my mother’s cry yanks me from the floor to my feet. I bolt to the front yard. She is out of breath, chest heaving, eyes wide with horror, and Nisay is collapsed lifeless in her arms.

She mutters so fast I can barely understand her. “He was playing . . . on the floor . . . not crying at all . . . he slumped over . . . I can’t wake him up . . . I’ve tried and I can’t wake him!”

“Nisay? Nisay!” I pull open his eyelid, but his pupils are rolled back. I press my face close to his, strain to feel any signs of life. I think he’s breathing; I hope he’s breathing; I look heavenward. “Please, Grandfather, help him to keep breathing.”

I take him from my mother’s arms and, out of instinct, turn toward the house for Ki. Wait, he’s not home. It’s late. The sun is setting. He should be here—but he’s not. He is still picking at the dump. Who else can help? Teva Mao. I speak first to Mother. “Run to the trucks. Find Ki. Tell him what’s happened. I’ll take Nisay to Teva.”

I don’t know how, but Teva knows about such things. Surely she can help. She is just a few houses away, over the slight rise of garbage that separates the view of our two homes. With Nisay cradled in my arms, I do the only thing I can think of—I run.

My left sandal flips off, but I don’t turn to retrieve it. I fly across the garbage with a single bare foot toward Teva’s, oblivious to anything sharp or dangerous that may cut my feet. As I reach Teva’s home I scream, “Teva! Help!” There is no answer, no sound, no bustle inside to see who may be calling. “Teva, please!” Teva Mao is not home.

I check Nisay again and he looks terrible. I want to scream, to cry, to curse, to plead to the ancestors, but none of that will help my child.

The clinic! I will take him to the French clinic.

I retrace my steps back toward home. My lost sandal sits patiently in the trail and, miraculously, it’s facing the right way. I slip it on almost without slowing down. I pass our home, heading down the slope on the opposite side, until the ground levels out to the trail that leads to the city streets.

On a good day, I will walk with Nisay to the clinic. Today is anything but good. I am panting by the time I reach the street where the motos cross. I wave frantically but the first two don’t stop. Perhaps they realize I have left what little money we have at home. The third to approach jerks his tuk tuk to the curb beside me. He is an older driver.

“Please,” I beg, with all the motherly compassion I can muster. “I need help. I must get my boy to the clinic on Khemarak Boulevard, near the Russian hospital. He’s sick!”

He hesitates, as if he also knows I have no money to pay, but then he glances at my son. “Get in!” he says.

We climb into the two-wheeled cart hitched behind the motorcycle, and before I’m even settled, he lurches out into traffic. Any other day, I would be furious. Today, I am only grateful. As we weave in and out of the busy city traffic, I whisper encouragement to Nisay. “We’re almost there, son. They are good doctors. They will help and you’ll be fine.”

Except for the sway of the moto as it darts back and forth, Nisay is motionless. And then the moto brakes to a stop and I jump out. I pay little attention to the pained looked on the driver’s face. I ignore his grimace as he stares past me to the clinic entrance. Only when I turn do I understand—the windows and doors are all covered with grates. The clinic is closed.

“No,” I scream. “Open, please open!” I command the doors, as if I expect the chains to obey and part. They don’t.

And then time blurs. I am in such a frantic frame of mind, wishing, hoping, pleading for someone to help, that I can’t be certain what is really happening and in what order. I am riding again in the moto, but I am crying hysterically because I don’t know where the driver is taking us. It’s my worst nightmare. Instead of endlessly falling into blackness, I am riding though the nighttime streets of Phnom Penh with my dying son lying limp in my arms, unable to wake up or get out of the racing moto.

But I can’t be dreaming because surely in a dream, such pain and panic would have caused me to wake up screaming—and Ki would console me and tell me that everything is fine.

Instead I am alone and my dreams are not only real—they get worse.

We arrive at a tall glass building. When I realize the driver wants to put me out on the street, I refuse to get down. He pulls at my arm while I scream at him. “How could you! How could you!”

He physically yanks me out as I grasp my son, but I continue to stand in the street shrieking in anger and pleading for help. Then someone else touches my shoulder. She’s an older Cambodian woman, dressed in a white uniform of the sort that medical workers wear. I am standing in front of the National Children’s Hospital off of Kampuchea Krom Boulevard.

The woman escorts me to the entrance with my son. Just before passing through the doors, I turn to thank the driver, to apologize for my conduct, but I can no longer see him. He is gone.

My child is taken from me and I think I tell the nurse what is wrong with him, but later, as I try to remember, I can’t be sure. I’m asked to wait in a room, but when I enter there is no place to sit. The seats are full of other desperate people living nightmares of their own.

I find space against a wall, relieved to feel that it’s solid, and slide exhausted to the floor. I grab my knees as the adrenaline that has filled my body retreats. I may throw up, but I’m too tired to find a bathroom. I am uncertain whether I doze off or just stare blindly at the distant, whitewashed wall, but sometime during the night, the woman who escorted me into the hospital touches my shoulder to get my attention. She needs information. I give her my name and tell her where we live, and when she hears Stung Meanchey she doesn’t bother asking if we can pay. Before she hurries away, she says that my son is fine, that a doctor will find me soon to tell me more. To those watching, it must look as though she has delivered awful news, because as she walks away, I am so relieved that I cover my face and sob.

There is a clock on the wall and at 2:10 A.M., I remember my own clock at home. I worry about Ki and the panic that he must feel, not knowing what’s happened to his wife and child. Then, an hour later, he runs into the waiting room. He is sweating and breathing heavily. When he sees me, still leaning against the distant wall, the relief that spreads across his face is so palpable that I feel it from across the room. It washes over his body, and by the time he reaches me, he slumps beside me on the floor. He puts his arm around me and he asks, “How is Nisay?”

I hug back as best I can while sitting. “They are taking care of him. He’s going to be okay.”

We say nothing more for several minutes, content to simply be together in spite of the circumstance.

“How did you find us?” I finally ask.

“I’ve been checking all of the hospitals. I’m so glad you didn’t go to the one on the north side of Phnom Penh.” And that’s when I realize he ran to each one.

In Cambodia, it’s unfortunately common for husbands both to drink and to beat their wives. Other families are abandoned, left to fend for themselves. Instead, my husband runs through the city for the better part of the night to make sure that his wife and son are safe.

We sit together on the floor for hours, taking turns resting as we wait for the promised doctor. Late in the morning, a haggard-looking man in a white coat appears. He is rushed and I expect we won’t talk long.

“I am Doctor Chan. Your son will be fine. He was severely dehydrated and we’ve given him fluids throughout the night. We’ll be discharging him now, so you’re free to take him home.”

I can’t express enough joy that Nisay is okay, but I also understand that he’s going home because we have no money to pay for his stay.

“How can he be better so quickly?” I ask.

The doctor doesn’t answer but instead offers instructions. “It’s critical that you give him plenty of liquids and—”

“I try to,” I blurt. “But he has diarrhea so bad, and then he won’t eat or drink anything.”

“I’ve got some pills that should help.”

“When the pills run out, he always gets sick again.”

“Just remember, plenty of water. Now, I’ve got several other patients waiting, so if you have any questions, the nurse should be able to help you.”

And as quickly as the doctor appeared, he is gone. I don’t blame him, and I am not bitter. I sit in an overflowing hospital waiting room, brimming with desperate mothers, including many who lost their loved ones. How can I be anything but indebted to this man?

Nisay is sleeping when the nurse hands him to me, but I can see that his color is back. They don’t ask for payment and we can’t offer, but instead we use what money Ki has with him to take a moto home. I hope to see the driver who brought me, to pay him and to thank him. When the moto stops, I look, but it is not him.

It’s nearly noon by the time we arrive home, and our energy is spent. In spite of the heat, we close the tarp on our home to block the light and we lie down. I let my eyes close and invite the smells and sounds of the dump to swirl in my head and join me in slumber. They oblige, drifting across me like a nonexistent breeze that will soon make everything right in the world.

“I love you, Ki. Thank you for finding us,” I whisper—or think I do. Then, as I drift to sleep, I open my mouth wide toward the heavens because all around me something wonderful is happening. For the second time in a month, snow falls from the sky to cover up Stung Meanchey.

 

*****

 

As the man calls to me again in my dreams, his face remains obscure. However, the distance in his tone, the inflection of his voice, his guarded manner, all remind me of someone, a forgotten acquaintance from years past. He is like the person you bump into at the market and recall as a friend, but no matter how hard you try, you can’t remember his name. Then, after a few days pass—or a week, or even a month—the name jumps into your head, as if it’s been hiding behind a curtain in your mind, planning for just the right moment to step onstage.

When I awake, Ki is no longer beside me. His boots are not in the corner, and I presume that he’s gone to the dump to pick. I can tell from the color of the light peeking in through the cracks that it’s already late afternoon, and I am starving. I hope that he can make enough in this short day to buy more than rice.

Nisay lies beside me, breathing heavily. I’m not surprised. It’s always the same after our visits to the Western doctors and the modern hospitals. They give him medicine—sometimes vitamins, other times antibiotics, always names I can’t pronounce—and almost immediately, he feels better. He’s content, his diarrhea goes away, his appetite comes back. But then the pills run out, and in spite of the doctor’s insistence that my son is fine, his fever always returns.

Nisay will soon awake, and I’m counting on the fact that he’ll be hungry. I roll away slowly so as to not disturb the child. He doesn’t move, though I’m sure his slumber will be short-lived. I’m also thrilled there’s no mess around him to clean up.

We still have a kilo or two of rice but nothing more, so I quietly stack several small pieces of kindling into the lower opening of my clay cooking stove, which sits obediently in the corner. I click and touch the handheld lighter to the wood beneath until the flames burn on their own. It doesn’t take long to retrieve water from outside, pour it over the rice, and then place the pan on top where the heat is already converging. It will soon boil and, with any luck at all, Ki will arrive in time with something more—vegetables, pork, beef, anything. I’d even settle for more snails, if it weren’t for those nasty leeches.

As the steam dances away with the smoke, I’m taken back to my childhood, realizing that mothers have been cooking rice in Cambodia this same way for hundreds, perhaps thousands of—

And then, in the middle of my thought, I remember!

The admonition in my dreams is from a man in the province, a man I haven’t seen in years. Even then, as a child, I kept my distance and he kept his. It’s not that he was cruel to me or any of the other children, or hurtful in any way. It’s that childhood rumors, even those borne of young imagination, can leave impressions that linger. The man lived up the river from our home, perhaps ten minutes by boat, three times that following the river’s path by foot. Since leaving the province, I’ve seldom given him any thought. But now he’s shown up in my dreams, and I can’t help but wonder if it’s coincidence or if my overwhelming desire for Nisay to get better is creeping into my subconscious.

I forget the name of the Swiss psychiatrist whom Sopeap quoted, but he believed that dreams are important, that we should ponder them for meaning and answers to our life’s problems. This entire notion now makes me nervous. The man calling to me from my dreams, insisting that I should have come sooner, is Bunna Heng. While some Western doctors and other medical professionals might call him a witch doctor, he is better known in the village of my childhood as the Healer.

I’m not bothered by what modern doctors think, for their remedies haven’t proven overwhelming. Instead, his words are what make me anxious.

“You should have come sooner.”

If my dream is about Nisay, and if I should have come sooner, does that mean I am already too late?

If the Swiss dream doctor was right, if the stories and images of our dreams do matter, if they truly offer insight, understanding, and even warning, then I had better listen carefully.

As my rice boils, I instinctively understand what I must do. I need to travel with my son to the Prey Veng province of my childhood and visit the Healer—and I must leave as soon as possible.

 

*****

 

Most of our clothes fit into two worn suitcases—gifts from the dump. Everything else of value—my cookware, clay stove, utensils, sleeping mats, and even my broken clock—I hide underneath our raised floor, which I access from the rear of the house. Still, nothing is secure. Everything we own could be taken at night, or anytime, for that matter, and nobody would notice. But we have no choice.

I have not seen Sopeap since arriving home from the hospital, and my stomach tightens every time I think about her. It’s a distress overshadowed only by worry for my son. I presumed Sopeap would drop by to schedule our next lesson, and I could say good-bye then, but she hasn’t. I’ve been to her home twice, wanting to explain the reason for my departure, but there has been no answer.

“Should we stay one more day?” I ask Ki for the hundredth time. “She may be back soon.” He ignores me, knowing another minute later I’ll tell him to hurry, that we need to leave now. In truth, I can’t honestly say if my urgency to get Nisay to the Healer is a prompting or paranoia. At times it’s so hard to tell the difference.

We have counted our money and have just enough for the trip there. How we’ll afford to get back is still unanswered. I’ve convinced Ki that we should leave the dump the long way, out the western pathway, the one that leads past Sopeap’s home, to check for her one last time. We step from the house, ready to leave, when I see Lucky Fat running toward us.

“She’s coming!” he says, tired and breathless. And it’s true. Sopeap trudges down the distant path, a slow but unmistakable silhouette against a backdrop of towering garbage.

“I’ll take Nisay and the two suitcases and wait for you on the corner of Boeung and Keng, by the chicken farmer,” Ki says.

“You can’t carry everything. Leave me a suitcase, and I’ll catch up soon.”

But he somehow takes both suitcases anyway, along with the child, and then motions for Lucky to follow. The boy looks disappointed that he can’t stay and listen but he obeys. I study Sopeap as she approaches, once again finding myself at a loss for the right words to convey the mix of aching and gratitude that tangle in my heart.

“How are you feeling?” I ask as Sopeap shuffles beside me and then rests against the floor where it steps up into the house. She looks exhausted.

“My artery feels a bit constricted,” she says, reaching for her chest. Then I catch the slightest glimpse of a grin. “It’s my new favorite reply,” she adds.

I return a smile. “Seriously, are you doing okay?”

“I’m still here. Besides, it’s nothing a sip of rice wine won’t help.”

“You shouldn’t drink, knowing you’re going to die.”

Apparently I’m the only one who follows my logic. “Why wouldn’t I drink, knowing I’m going to die?” she asks.

I change the subject. “I came by several times, but you weren’t home.”

“Yes, I had some additional business in the city—rent collection duties. It took longer than I expected. I was happy to find out that Nisay is feeling better.”

“Who told you?”

“I hear these things. I am still the Rent Collector, you know.”

But then her gaze drops, her demeanor darkens. “I do wish we could have finished. There was so much more I was hoping to talk about.”

“We will,” I say.

“Did we ever read the phoenix story?” she asks, ignoring my reply.

“No. I don’t believe so.”

“That’s too bad. It’s one of my favorites. I think that’s why I was saving it.”

“We’ll read it together later,” I tell her, “just as soon as I return.”

She is silent as she studies the garbage at our feet. “Of course,” she finally answers, but the words ring with hollow conviction. And then she adds, “No matter how much we cling to hope, our stories seldom end as we expect.”

“Is that a quote?” I ask, uncertain whether she is referring to herself or to me.

“No, that’s a fact,” she replies. Then she reaches into her bag, a gesture I’m going to miss. “I brought you something to read—for the road.”

“You did?” My voice brightens.

She takes out a bound leather volume and hands it to me. “It’s so that you can read to your son.”

“Thank you.” I take it from her aged, experienced hands. I fidget with it, saying nothing more. In the same way I read her body language, she reads mine.

“What is it, child? Spit out your question.”

“I just . . . well . . . I’ve been thinking about you being sick . . . wondering about what happens . . . you know . . . when you leave Stung Meanchey?”

“When I die?”

“Yes. How do you think it works? Are the ancestors really waiting? I don’t know a lot about these things—and I wonder.”

“These are questions pondered, argued, and discussed by some of the most intelligent men in the universe.”

“What did they decide?”

“I believe they are still in committee.”

“That’s a joke, right?”

“If you must ask, it wasn’t a very good one.”

“Do you ever talk to your ancestors?” I ask.

“Mostly we wrestle.”

“Wrestle?”

“Yes, and I don’t recommend it. You will always lose.”

“I am looking for a serious answer.”

And then she sighs. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t joke with such bad arteries, should I? The problem is you need a sincere answer, and I don’t think I’m the person who can best offer it.”

“Why not? You’re the teacher.”

“Because I distance myself from heaven and then complain that heaven is distant. Look, as you continue to study and learn, you will find many opinions. You can believe writer Darany Ma, who suggests we face a cold and silent universe, or you can listen to Phirun Vann, who sees a power that guides our steps—”

“That’s my point,” I say, interrupting. “How do I know? I love what you’ve taught me, I’ve loved reading our stories, but at times, it can be so . . .”

“ . . . damned confusing?” she asks.

I smile, and then, in true Sopeap fashion, she answers with another quote. “The poet Hunt said, ‘There are two worlds: the world that we can measure with line and rule, and the world that we feel with our hearts and imagination.’ I think if you follow his advice, you’ll do okay.”

“I will miss your quotes—I don’t always understand them, but I will miss them.”

We then sit quietly, neither of us speaking, yet there is no awkwardness in the moment. Sadness? Perhaps. Regret? A little, but it mixes with the right amount of contentment.

“Good-bye, Sang Ly,” she finally says.

“Good-bye, Teacher.”

 


    Chapter Twenty-One
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The streets of Phnom Penh are a constant buzz of commotion as thousands of scooters, bikes, cars, buses, trucks, and especially motos weave, bump, sway, honk, hum, and rattle together in a maniacal sea of mechanical chaos—a tumult that we always manage to survive. We wait in front of the terminal near the new market downtown, where the lines of buses are parked so uniformly together they feel like mismatched dominoes that could topple one another at any moment. Finding the correct bus was once a dreadful task of stress and worry that entailed asking several people the same repeated question, hoping for enough consistent answers to be fairly certain we were lining up in the right place. Now I simply read the destinations posted in each front window.

As I do, an elderly woman watches and then approaches. “Can you tell me which bus leaves for Seim Reap?” she asks.

I scan the window signs until I find her bus, then point assuredly, letting her know that I am certain. She bows graciously and disappears into the crowd.

Our bus doesn’t load for forty more minutes, so we park ourselves near the terminal and eat some of the rice that we have packed for the trip. We decide to delay buying pork and vegetables until after we get off the bus. Food will be less expensive near the river, and the more of our money we conserve, the sooner we’ll be able to return.

As we eat, a man walking past catches my attention—he is carrying a stack of brightly colored books, though it’s not just his books that give me pause. He sets them down near an adjacent garbage can with the spines toward me, and then he proceeds to clean out his pockets, throwing scattered items away. Naturally I long to read the titles, to learn what the books are about, to thumb through their pages and attempt to read them myself. However, as these thoughts roil through my head, I also have the odd desire to tear open the bag of garbage and see if he’s throwing anything worthwhile away.

It’s such a striking display of the emotion that now clashes in my heart and head that I’m certain it’s more than a coincidence—and I know who is to blame. I speak heavenward. “Funny, Grandfather—very funny, indeed.”

 

*****

 

Our bus is a rickety old thing that bears the scars of boisterous children who long ago grew to adulthood. The still visible names carved into the seat backs are foreign. Before its happy retirement to Cambodia, it appears our bus served time in Thailand. It coughs grey smoke that wafts up on both sides rather than in back where a working exhaust would be located. The fumes dissipate as we pull out of the station and creep north through the traffic away from the city. The passengers seated around us are also hot, impatient, and grateful to finally be moving. In the seat to my right, a younger woman cuddles a sleeping baby—a little girl, I think. It would be quite a touching scene, except Nisay has just begun to cry and the mother keeps throwing glances toward us, as if wondering why I can’t keep my baby content like hers.

Two rows forward and across the aisle, a businessman sits alone with an array of papers spread out on his seat that dare anyone to try to sit beside him. Since the bus is not full—and perhaps even if it were—he looks capable of defending his territory. He is ranting to the man seated in front, complaining about the bus having no air conditioning. It makes me consider our home at Stung Meanchey, not only without air conditioning but without electricity and with only a tarp for a door. I am just grateful for the wind now blowing through the windows as we clear the city and pick up speed.

Seated directly in front are two old women with similar features, perhaps sisters, who take turns pointing out scenes on the street as if it’s their first time in the city and they’ve booked a low-budget tour.

As I study the travelers who surround me, I wonder about their stories. Sopeap taught me that stories are all around us, that we are swimming in literature, even at Stung Meanchey. If literature is about us—our hopes and dreams, our trials and struggles—could she have been talking about people: friends, neighbors, strangers, enemies? At first I dismiss the thought, since most people’s stories feel so mundane compared to the exciting tales of dragons and maidens, old men and boats, young love, and valiant war. I suppose that outwardly that may be true, but she also taught that life’s most difficult battles are those fought within—and that would include everyone.

The longer we drive, the harder Nisay wriggles and the louder he cries. I had hoped that the bus’s vibrations would soothe his fussing and settle him down, but they’re doing just the opposite. I rock him back and forth and begin to hum. I want to think that my actions are to ease his discomfort, but I fear I’m just trying to deflect the piercing glares from my fellow riders. Their expressions speak louder than words: Terrific. No air conditioning, uncomfortable seats, stifling heat, and now a screaming child!

Ki offers to take Nisay, but instead I stand up in the aisle and hold him over my shoulder, bouncing him softly and pleading with him to close his eyes and sleep. Even I am losing patience with the child, though I shouldn’t, because my heart also aches for him to feel better. Like most on the bus, I am sweaty, tired, and irritated. What nobody else can understand is that, in addition to worries about my son, anxiety over Sopeap also rakes me with concern.

Then Ki motions me over and offers a second time. “Sang Ly, let me hold Nisay and you read him a story. See if that will settle him down.” At first I shake my head, thinking that it will disturb our fellow riders even more—and then I glance around. At this point, nothing is going to make matters worse.

I pass Nisay to Ki and pull the book that Sopeap has sent from my bag. I can see from the cover that it’s a volume of short stories from India and Southeast Asia. Too bad; long stories would have been much better, as we have a lengthy trip ahead of us. Nonetheless, I thumb through and stop at a chapter with a picture of a tiger on its opening page. Surely Nisay will enjoy a story about tigers. Below the picture is a paragraph about the author. His name is Rajam Banerjee. It says he was born near Sawai Madhopur, in Northern India, and that he wrote this story over a hundred years ago, a fact I find stunning. While almost everything that surrounds us in life gets old and wears out, stories, like our very souls, don’t age. It was translated into Khmer in 1963. I also read that Mr. Banerjee wrote adventure stories and—

Ki touches my shoulder to encourage me—no, to beg me—to quit reading silently and begin.

“Tiger Road,” I announce, as I let my finger underline the words as I read, “by Rajam Banerjee.”

I find that it’s a story about a man traveling across India in search of riches. He describes the conflicting beauty and sometimes harshness of the country with such vivid words that pictures of the place come rolling into my mind as I read.

The man works his way deep into the heart of the country in search of ivory, near an area called Ranthambore. He narrowly escapes with his life after a large tiger kills his only horse while the man watches helpless nearby. 

The description of the tiger killing the animal is so gruesome that I quit reading and glance over at Ki.

“Should I keep going?” I ask. “Do we really want to read our son a story about killing?”

Nisay is still crying, not paying attention. Ki looks down at the fussing child, rolls his eyes, and then slings a glance of disbelief toward me, as if to ask, “Seriously?”

I keep reading.

Without a horse to pull his small wagon, the man appears to be stranded deep in the Aravali Range. Rather than try to walk out and save his life, he becomes so angry at the tiger that he grabs his gun and sets out in the moonlight to track the animal down and kill it himself—unless it kills him first.

After several more chapters, Nisay is still whimpering and I find myself reading loudly to get him to pay attention. When I realize that I must be making those around me absolutely crazy, I prepare to deliver my sincerest apologies. Except the sight that greets me is most unexpected. The woman across the way, who was sitting against the window, has shifted toward the aisle to be closer. The businessman, who not long after we began the journey buried his face into his work, has put down his papers and is watching me. Most surprising are the two old women in front. One has turned sideways, with her legs in the aisle, so that she can point her ear in a better direction to hear. To my disbelief, her companion has pulled her legs up into squatting position on the bench and twisted herself completely around in the seat to face me directly. It looks most uncomfortable, but her tip of the head lets me know that she is just fine—and then she speaks. “Please, dear, keep going.”

The mother across the way chimes in to agree, and so I point my finger back to the spot where I left off and I continue.

With anger filling the man’s heart, he tracks the tiger throughout the night, finally realizing the animal has taken refuge in a tract of dry reeds. Knowing it would be suicide to enter the reeds alone, where the tiger could see him but he couldn’t see the tiger, he waits until morning’s first light. Then, with a strike of a match, he sets the reeds ablaze.

After reading in such a loud voice for such a long period of time, my mouth is getting dry—and then it hits me. Not only is Nisay no longer crying, but other than the vibrations of the bus as it travels across the uneven road, it is quiet. Everyone surrounding us is silent and attentive. The bus is only about half full, but I can see that several of those who were sitting in the front of the bus have moved back to take open seats closer to where I sit. Though I’m not a fast reader, nobody seems to mind. When the businessman sees that I’m licking at my lips, he passes a bottle of water to the old woman on the aisle and gestures to her to pass it along to me. I nod my thanks to both. For a trip that started out so uncomfortably, I instantly feel as though I’m surrounded by friends. I open the bottle and take a long drink. Then, with all ears still focused in my direction, I pass the bottle to Ki and continue our Indian adventure.

The fire burning toward the tiger is so hot that it sends spouts of fire twenty feet into the air, filling the sky with smoke and ash. Still the man waits patiently with his rifle poised, ready to shoot the moment the animal emerges.

When the tiger finally bolts, he’s followed by a smaller female and two adolescent cubs. The man takes careful aim, but just as he’s about to squeeze the trigger, a bit of burning ash drifts into his right eye. He dances in pain and rubs his eye vigorously, clearing it out just in time to see the tail of the last tiger disappear into the surrounding brush.

If ever there was an angry man, it was he. He should have given up at that moment and turned around toward home to escape with his life—but he doesn’t.

I am about to start the next chapter when Ki leans over and whispers, “How much is left? We’re not that far away from where we get off.”

When the old woman in front hears his question, a look of panic fills her eyes. “Please,” she pleads, “read faster. You must finish.”

Ki continues, “I’ll walk up and show the driver where to pull over. You keep reading. You can finish it for me later.”

He scoots past me to the aisle with Nisay and heads to the front of the bus. I press on.

I continue to read pages that describe the man chasing the tigers through a ravine.

Then, when the brush thins, he catches a glimpse of brown stripes, raises his gun, and shoots the first of the four beasts—one of the young cubs.

However, when he opens his gun to insert another cartridge, it jams, leaving him helpless as a tigress creeps toward him on her belly. He steps back cautiously, all the while banging at the jammed cartridge with his hand until his palm begins to bleed. He is certain that death is imminent, but then realizes the tigress is approaching because he’s backing right toward the other cub.

After finally dislodging the stuck cartridge with his knife and taking up a new position, he raises his site, squeezes the trigger, and drops the second cub. Instead of fleeing, the tigress turns directly toward him. In a matter of moments either he will kill the tigress or she will kill him. The animal stops to growl with such an expression of diabolical fury that he hesitates. Then, finally, he fires, killing the creature barely in time.

With a single tiger left, he should count his revenge sufficient. Instead, he follows the final ferocious beast to a rise of boulders where the animal waits, lashing its tail. Before the man can raise his gun, the tiger springs from the cliff in one mighty bound.

As I turn the page, I realize the bus has slowed, and with a tiger hurtling through the air—I stop. I don’t know what to do because we are at our destination. “I’m sorry,” I say, “we get off here.”

“No, you can’t,” the old woman nearest the window insists. “You must finish.”

“How much is left?” the businessman hollers.

I flip the page over and see that there are not quite two pages.

“Just a page or two,” I say. “But I’m reading as fast as I can.”

And then the businessman, a stranger to everyone on the bus, offers an act of kindness and sacrifice that I find admirable and moving. “I’m going to go and have a talk with the driver. I’ll stall him while she finishes.” And then he pats his wallet. “Trust me, I’m persuasive.”

He turns to the old women. “You two listen very carefully and then tell me how it ends.” Then, without hesitation, he strides away toward the front of the bus.

Sopeap said that literature has the power to change lives, minds, and hearts. Until this moment, reading to others on this rickety old bus about tigers in India, I had not fully understood what she meant.

“Don’t worry,” I announce to everyone. “I will finish.”

High into the air the massive creature flies, leaping in one great arch. Just as he reaches the highest point of his spring, the man pulls the gun to his shoulder and fires. The bullet hits its mark, but it is too late. The tiger falls upon the man and sinks his great white teeth into the man’s thigh. The man screams in agony as the tiger’s teeth grate against his bone. He counts himself as dead—but then the tiger’s grip loosens.

The animal stands and roars with a sound that shakes the very rocks before swaying to and fro and then falling over dead. The man ties a handkerchief around his wound to stop the flow of blood. Then, with the aid of local villagers, he makes it out of India alive—though he remains a cripple for the rest of his natural life.

I close the story’s last page and glance about at pensive faces and pondering thoughts, mingled with splashes of satisfaction. Old woman number two, as I have named her in my head, is the first to speak. “He was crippled,” she says, nodding her belief that the ending was just. Then she adds, “But he shouldn’t have shot the tigers.”

The woman across the aisle leans my direction. “You are a very good storyteller. We enjoyed it very much.”

Others agree, and I’m not sure what to say until satisfaction trumps embarrassment. “Thank you,” I finally mutter as I step toward the front of the bus.

The businessman, standing beside the driver, watches me approach. Ki Lim steps down off the bus first with Nisay, but before I can follow, the businessman stops me. Everything about the man is meticulous, including the quality of his clothes, and I can’t help but wonder why someone of stature would even ride this bus.

“Thank you,” he says as he reaches out and clasps my hand. When he does, I feel him pass along money.

“No, please, I can’t accept this,” I say. “I was just trying to calm down my son.”

“I insist you take it. I had decided, even before the journey began, that it was going to be a miserable trip—and, well, you proved me wrong. Trust me when I tell you, you were better than book-on-tape.”

He is obviously used to getting his way, and I realize any protest will be in vain. I push his gift into my pocket and bow. Besides, I am flattered. An important businessman has just politely thanked me—Sang Ly, a scavenger from Stung Meanchey. I bow again as graciously as I can, all the while suppressing a spontaneous grin. I step off the bus.

Ki Lim, Nisay, and I all stand together at the side of the road as the bus drives away and complete strangers wave their good-byes.

“What did he say?” Ki finally asks.

I pull out the folded money and look at the amount. It’s enough to cover all of our fares and then some. “He said I’m better than buk-on-tape,” I tell him.

Ki wrinkles up his nose. “Who is buk-on-tape?”

“I have absolutely no idea.”

 


    Chapter Twenty-Two
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It takes a little more than an hour to hike from the road to the bank of the river where the boats stop. We are tired, hot, and hungry, so a ride on the water will be welcome. With some of the businessman’s money, we buy a dinner of rice, pork, and dragon fruit. We should eat it more slowly, but we don’t. After we finish, I rest with Nisay in the shade while Ki arranges with one of the boats to take us down the river to the village.

Back at the bus station, we borrowed a phone and called my Uncle Keo to let him know we would be coming. It apparently paid off, as we are greeted by waves and shouts from the path along the river as we near our village. It is two distant nephews who have been assigned as a welcoming party. After the boat drops us off on the bank, the boys volunteer to each carry a suitcase. We don’t complain.

The villages along the Mekong River (or almost any river in Cambodia) are all laid out the same. Homes are built to hug the riverbank and can dot the water’s edge for miles. Behind the homes, where the flooding river deposits its annual mud and silt, lie the partitioned fields of rice that have provided sustenance, livelihood, and hope to countless generations. Beyond the fields of groomed rice lies the jungle.

Uncle Keo’s home is a short walk. For three years, Uncle has worked for the provincial government, though I’m not certain in what capacity. Every time we ask, we get a different answer. Even Auntie can’t say for sure. Either his job is very shady or it’s very uncertain, as he keeps changing responsibilities. Regardless, the position comes with benefits. Two and a half years ago, he received a load of wood to build a new home across from his old one. A little more than a year later, he became one of the first in the village to get a phone.

As we arrive, Aunt and Uncle greet us warmly. “It’s so nice to have you back. How is my little monkey?” Auntie asks. She’s looking at me, but she must be talking about Nisay, as I haven’t been called little monkey in twenty-five years.

“He’s not doing well,” I say. “That’s why we came: to see the Healer.”

Her quizzical look answers my monkey question and we both laugh. She waves us to follow her up the ladder and inside.

Auntie prepares some fruit while Uncle catches up. “How is your mother?” he asks.

“Stubborn,” I say, not trying to be funny but getting a chuckle in response.

We chitchat—rather, gossip—about the province, the dump, and the difficult life living in either place. He tells us that Munny Sap, a dozen houses up the road, was bitten by a pit viper in the middle of the night and died three days later. I tell him that Prak Sim was run over by a garbage truck and died instantly. I am about to explain that my friend Sopeap Sin, an ornery and wonderful woman who has taught me to read, has something constricting her arteries, and I plead to heaven that she’ll still be alive when I get back—but I stop myself.

During the conversation, Uncle mentions that after our call, he tried to contact the Healer to let him know we’d be coming, but learned he’ll be up river for at least another two days. My heart sighs. He must sense we are tired, so, as the conversation wanes, he tells us we will be staying in his old home to the west but that his mother-in-law has moved in recently so it’s a space we’ll need to share. When I assure him that it won’t be a problem, he restrains a grin. I’m not clear if it’s a warning to us or payback toward his mother-in-law.

The old home’s stilts are not quite as high as his new home’s, portending to the heavier flooding as of late, and I offer gratitude that it’s not the rainy season. Once the river’s waters rise, the only way to get to any of the homes along it will be by boat. When we enter behind Uncle, an old, pearl-haired woman grunts; it’s apparent that she’s none too pleased to welcome invaders. I don’t remember her from my childhood, and I’m sure I should, but then Uncle explains she’s been living in Stung Treng with a sister-in-law. However, circumstance (a term on which he doesn’t expound) has made it necessary for her to relocate to the province. The way he now emphasizes the word relocate makes the woman sound as though she were a convict, and I soon understand why.

Her things are spread out, almost too neatly, across both rooms, though notably concentrated in the smaller area where we’ll stay.

“Nana,” Uncle says, taking a scolding tone, “I told you, we’re having company for a few days.”

She doesn’t reply.

“I call it magic hearing,” he says, talking to us as if she weren’t there. “It works on the oddest occasions, such as when it’s time for dinner. Then, when work needs to be done, it fades away . . . magically.”

I think I see the old woman scowl.

As Uncle gathers her things and tosses them into the adjoining room to make space, I attempt to make peace. “I’m sorry. We won’t be here long. We’re just here to take my son to the Healer.”

If she understands, she doesn’t let it show.

“Make yourself at home,” Uncle says with enough cunning in his voice I can’t help but think he’s hiding something. He’s halfway down the ladder when I hear him call out, “Goodnight, Nana.” Then I hear him laugh.

Ki, who has hardly said a word, glances at the woman now fussing with the pile Uncle has created on the floor. He decides to retreat as well. “I’m taking Nisay down to the river for a quick bath. You get things situated here.”

I’m not sure why he’s leaving. He’s the one with a knife. Then again, Ki bathing Nisay is an offer that’s hard to turn down.

I’m alone with the woman, who still hasn’t uttered a decipherable word—and then I take out Sopeap’s book. Her eyes brighten; the corners of her mouth reverse position; her new grunting echoes glee rather than disdain. That’s it, I decide. Who doesn’t like a story? Tomorrow I’ll read the tiger story again so that Ki can hear the ending. The old woman can listen and it will be just like our ride in on the bus.

I will read her literature, she will understand that we mean her no harm, and all can be right with the world once again.

 

*****

 

The air is magnificent and the sun eager as the countryside welcomes us home as old friends. Uncle has arranged with a village farmer to let Ki Lim help plant rice. While he won’t make as much per day as recycling trash at home, at least it’s something.

I cart Nisay down to the river to let him watch the local villagers rise out from the murky flow atop their massive water buffalos as they cross from the opposite bank. If he were feeling well, Nisay would laugh, giggle, and clap. Today he barely opens his eyes. His fever and diarrhea were especially acute last night, and our roommate was none too happy about it. Still no words from the woman, but I listened to enough of her groans and mutters to make me decide that we’ll spend the day outside.

When the water-buffalo parade is over, I wander with my son along the river path, tracing many ancient steps that intertwine into my childhood. I wish Nisay could have known his grandfather, but then again, I could fill a bushel basket with my wishes, and for what? We rest beside the twisted roots of a banyan tree for shade, to eat some of the food Auntie prepared, but we don’t stay long.

“We need to go,” I say. “You know what Grandfather said. ‘We can’t claim heaven as our own if we are just going to sit under it.’”

Then I remind myself, he’s also the grandfather who said, “If you are going to do wrong, at least make sure you don’t get fat from it.”

When I realize we’ve wandered close to the Healer’s home, I decide to drop in and set a formal appointment. I understand that it is not necessary for him, but it is for me. The Healer’s wife greets us, and at first I don’t recognize her—too many years have passed between already distant neighbors. When I explain the reason for my visit, she agrees politely. “Yes, come back in two days. He will see you then,” she says.

I bow my thanks and we leave. “Two more days, Nisay,” I tell my child on our walk home. “Two more days and then you can finally get better.”

 

*****

 

As we reach home, smoke wafts from the open windows, though I’m fairly certain—no, I’m positive—it’s not Ki cooking us dinner. Then I see him standing several yards away speaking with Uncle. Nisay sees Ki as well and gurgles something I consider close enough to Ba (Daddy) that I pass the child off. Then I climb the stairs to our room.

When I see the source of the smoke, I let out a horrific scream. “NO! STOP!” The crazy old woman is boiling rice on her ceramic stove. Adjacent, and providing the fuel for the stove, is my book of short stories with most of the pages torn out and in flames!

From my shriek of death, the woman must think I’m about to kill her, which I will commence to do shortly, but first I try to pull the burning pages from beneath her stove. It’s too late. I instead snatch what remains of the book from beside her as I contain another battle of my own—fury versus tears. Before a winner is declared, Uncle and Ki rush in, responding to my lament. I want to ask Ki for his knife, but before I can, tears throw a knockout punch. Clutching what’s left of my book to my chest, I slump helplessly to the bamboo floor, whimpering like a distressed child. It is several minutes before the men’s consolation registers.

“She’s just getting so old and ornery,” Uncle says. “She doesn’t think clearly all of the time. She didn’t realize anyone here reads. All she’s ever used old books for is to start fires.”

I don’t buy her innocence, but my only evidence of her malice is the satisfaction that glows from her face. I wipe at my cheeks, draw back my shoulders, and attempt to regain my composure. “The book was for reading to Nisay,” I manage to mutter.

“Perhaps we can find you another?” says Uncle, missing the point of the old woman’s vengeance.

“She should replace it,” I demand.

Uncle glances at the cover, still in my hand, then says, “That may be difficult, unless you can wait until the next time I head to the city. Other than a handful of basic readers used by the teacher at the school, I don’t know of any books in the village.”

I know this to be true—or at least it was when I was growing up in the province. Yet the words still stun. Even at the dump, the filthiest place in Cambodia—perhaps on the entire planet—I can always find something to read.

 

*****

 

Even by morning I keep a suspicious and wary eye on the old woman. Auntie must presume I’m planning wicked revenge because she invites me to carry Nisay down to the river with her while she scrubs clothes. Mostly it appears she just wants to talk.

“Your mother mentioned you and Ki are happy, in spite of your financial challenges with Nisay,” she adds.

“Mother? When did you speak to Mother?”

“We talk on occasion.”

“You do?”

Auntie chuckles. “The province is remote, but dear, we do live in the twenty-first century.”

The way she calls me dear almost reminds me of Sopeap, and I find it comforting. Auntie continues, “Since we got our phone, she’s been borrowing a few cell minutes every month or two. I’m not sure from whom, but it’s enough that we’ve managed to stay caught up. She’s so proud that you’re learning to read—though a little nervous.”

“Nervous?”

Auntie hesitates. “Don’t say anything.”

“Of course not, but why would she be nervous?”

“That may not be the right word. She’s proud of you and wants to always live close so she can watch her grandchildren grow up.”

“Grandchild,” I clarify. “Singular, not plural—and why would my reading interfere with that?”

“I think now that you’re reading, she worries you’ll find a job and move away from Stung Meanchey. She says you hate the place.”

“She’s right. I do hate the place. It smells. It’s filthy. The air is smoky all the time. Nisay never gets better. Here in the province life is so . . . peaceful. I miss being here.”

“Yes . . .” Auntie says pensively, “memory can be such a pernicious monkey.” And then she smiles.

“I’m not sure what you’re getting at.”

“I’m saying that the province is no different from the dump. It’s just as hard and unforgiving—in many ways, harder. Have you already forgotten the reasons you left?”

“But you do okay.”

“Since your uncle started his new job, things are better. But they haven’t always been—and who knows what the future will bring? Most of the families here struggle. You know that.”

What she says is true but I’m not willing to concede so easily. “Yes, but—”

“Sang Ly, do you love durian fruit?” she asks, changing the subject so abruptly, I sense an ambush coming.

“Yes . . .” I say cautiously. “I guess so.” And it’s true. I do like the taste, though it does have a bad reputation. While it’s considered one of the tastiest fruits in all of Cambodia, it’s also the worst smelling—so bad, in fact, it’s actually banned at many hotels.

“I think, Sang Ly,” she says, “that the dump is a lot like the durian fruit.”

“You’re right. They both stink.”

“Correct, they do. But that’s not what matters. What’s important is what you find beneath. That is what makes the durian so popular.”

“Seeds?” I say, being obstinate.

It doesn’t slow her down. “It not only tastes good,” she says, “but it’s one of the country’s most nutritious fruits.”

And then she goes in for the kill. “The dump is like the durian. Though it’s smelly, it provides a way for families to stay together—families such as yours. Even though it’s putrid, it provides nourishment.”

I presume the lesson is over. It’s not.

“On the other hand, Sang Ly, the province is like the dragon fruit. Its bright colors are pleasing and attractive, and it smells delicious—and it is. However, if one were to eat only dragon fruit, he would starve. It doesn’t provide enough nourishment on its own.”

I lean over and clasp her hands, as if to offer thanks for her lesson. Only now, she stops scrubbing and turns to make eye contact. It’s obvious she is not yet finished.

I reply with a gracious bow as she continues.

“Coming home from time to time is a good thing—and you are always welcome. Returning to one’s roots is healthy and admirable. However, if it’s at the expense of following your own path in the world, or of losing sight of what matters most, then I think you’d be making a mistake.”

If she wants to get serious, so can I. “Auntie, what if fate tries to keep me in the dump? It’s so ugly there. That can’t be right.”

“If it does, then so be it. But remember, the province, though beautiful, has its own pockets of ugliness. While the dump is ugly, it also has pockets of beauty. I think finding beauty in either place simply depends on where you decide to stand.”

And then Auntie points to her scrubbed clothes. “Now, Nisay’s not that heavy. You have a free arm. Help me carry this wash back home, will you?” 


    Chapter Twenty-Three
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As I hold Nisay in my arms while we travel up the river, there is a thought I can’t shake from my mind. If people are placed in our path, if events happen for a reason, if everything has meaning and the characters in stories and myths mimic those of our own lives and dreams, why did the Healer—a man who was always cold, uncaring, and distant—show up in mine? Is he an unlikely hero in my story, the man who finally helps my son? Or will he turn out to be just another shape-shifter and once again dash my hope into disappointment?

Ki decided it was best for him to keep working the fields, to ensure we’d have sufficient money to get back home. Auntie agreed to come in his place to help me. Now, as we step out of the small boat onto the riverbank, I must appear to be nervous because Auntie puts her hand on my shoulder and delivers words that encourage. “Everything is going to be fine. Don’t worry.”

The Healer waits nearby the path and greets us.

“Hello. It’s good to see you,” he says as he bows graciously.

He’s a wiry man of medium frame, wearing plain black shorts, sandals, and a dark T-shirt with white English lettering. I haven’t seen him in years, so I’m not sure exactly what I am expecting, but he’s not nearly as intimidating as I had remembered. In fact, if I passed this man on the street, I probably wouldn’t even notice he was there.

“How have you been?” he asks, and though I can’t imagine he actually remembers who I am, I’m impressed that he pretends.

“Fine,” I tell him, before I remember that I’m not fine at all. “Except that my son has been sick. That is why we’ve come.”

“What is wrong?” he asks, sounding surprised, though I don’t know why he would be, since he knew we were coming to see him, and he is the Healer.

As we walk, I tell him about Nisay’s diarrhea, his lack of appetite, his constant crying, and my despair. I tell him about the hospitals, the Western doctors, my treatments of Koah Kchol and Choob khyol, and the modern medicines that work only for a short while. He disparages none of it but simply says, “I’m sorry to hear. You should have come sooner.”

“We would have, it’s just that we live in the city now and—” His reply was so typical, so expected, that I’m halfway through my response before my ears tell my brain to hold up a minute and pay attention to the words he just spoke—you should have come sooner!

In my dream his admonition was definitive and certain. Today his manner is casual and quiet. As I try to decide if there is actually a connection or if my imagination is now having a terribly good laugh, the Healer reaches out and touches Nisay’s cheek. At first it appears to be a friendly touch, something a grandfather might do, but when he leans forward to smell the child’s breath, I understand he has already started his work.

“Don’t worry,” he says, looking into my eyes, “I can help him.”

We reach the steps to his treatment room, a separate hut also on stilts that is apart from his home. He leads the way up and Auntie follows. I take a breath, tell myself it will all be okay, praying that this time it actually will, and then I follow with my son. I sit down cross-legged on the bamboo floor opposite the Healer, with Nisay in my lap. Auntie stands distant to stay out of the way.

We all watch attentively as the man unwraps a plastic bag tied with rubber bands and then separates several used syringe needles, a sharp silver knife, a spoon, and a small plastic jar that contains two irregular-shaped black rocks. Though I watch in silence, Nisay doesn’t. Just as with his treatments of Koah Kchol and Choob khyol—or at any recent doctor visits, for that matter—my boy begins to protest the moment we sit. The longer the Healer prepares, the more I realize Nisay may have a point.

After the man lights incense, he uses his knife to break off a measured portion of the coal-like medicine. He places it in the underside indentation of a broken, overturned teacup and grinds it with the corner of a wooden block into what soon becomes a sticky, pasty mixture that he continually sniffs, as if the odor will tell him when it’s ready. His splotchy fingers and the dark lingering residue caked beneath his nails tell me that this gummy tar—whatever it may be—is his medicine of choice.

An array of needles waits patiently in a tin, and he selects one that must work well because it looks as though it’s been used often. He coats the sharp end in the pitchy mixture. “We are ready,” he announces.

He instructs me to hold out Nisay’s arms, a task that proves difficult. Nisay too recognizes that the show is about to begin and resists mightily. The more I try to straighten his arm, the harder he pulls it inward, wailing his fear.

“Be calm. This will help you,” I whisper—words that I hope will console, but that I fear may instead confirm that this boy’s mother is nothing but a neak kohak (big, fat liar).

The Healer pokes Nisay first in the center of his left wrist—he wails louder—then again slightly to the left, and yet again on the other side to the right. The black tar must seal the wounds quickly because, though the needle pierces my son’s skin, there is no blood.

There is a Cambodian proverb Grandfather loved that says, For news of the heart, watch the face. At this moment, I think it would be more apt to say, For news of a mother’s heart, watch her child’s face. Nisay is terrified and my heart weeps.

The poking and screaming, the tense muscles and tears, all continue on the opposite wrist, and then the Healer moves to the boy’s feet. The man must sense that I reach a point where I can’t bear to watch my son’s fear and pain any longer because he sets the needle down. I expect him to say he is finished. Instead, he passes me the teacup that holds the rest of the menacing concoction and says, “Put some on your finger and place it in the boy’s mouth.”

My son is sobbing so hard in my arms that when I reach my finger into his mouth, he gags. I try again but only manage to spread more of the inky goo on the outside of his lips than inside. I look to the Healer for guidance, letting my despair-filled expression plead for mercy.

“Just a little more on his tongue.”

I scoop the last of it on my finger, push it deep inside his mouth, and let it coat his throat and tongue the best I can. The Healer then speaks words that cause my eyes to tear. “It is over.”

Auntie steps beside me and takes Nisay, while I take money from my pocket. “Let me take him outside,” Auntie says. “We will wait for you down by the river.”

My legs have gone to sleep, and it takes a moment to properly stand. There is a small table that holds the burning incense where the offering of money is placed. It is customary to leave payment, but there is no set price that the Healer charges. It is up to the patient to decide. Yet as I unfold our money and count, the Healer waves it away.

“No payment is needed today.”

He waits until my gaze meets his, as though he wants to be sure I share his conviction, his words that address the real concern still weighing down my heart. He speaks in a tone so matter-of-fact, I almost do believe him. “He will now get well,” the man assures.

I don’t mean to be a skeptic, to lack hope, or to harbor fear. However, experience has been my diligent teacher. Still, I hate it. I don’t want to raise a child of doubt. I want my son to believe, to hope, to dream that the future holds brighter days.

Grandfather, where is the balance between humbly accepting our life’s trials and pleading toward heaven for help, begging for a better tomorrow?

And then Sopeap’s lesson drops out of hiding and into my head. “Whether we like it or not, hope is written so deeply into our hearts that we just can’t help ourselves, no matter how hard we try otherwise. We love the story because we are Sarann or Tattercoats or Cinderella.”

And it must be true; some hope must remain in my heart, for I am standing in the hut of the Healer. If all hope had died at Stung Meanchey, I would not be here.

I am so caught up in my own internal brooding that it takes a minute for the Healer’s next words to register. “The way you stand there so perplexed, you look a lot like your father,” he says.

“You remember my father?” I ask with such surprise it causes a man who had yet to smile to offer what some might call a grin.

“Assuredly. We were good friends. We grew up together, not terribly far from here.”

“I didn’t know. Mother never mentioned that.”

“That is my fault,” he replies with reluctance. Though I wait for an explanation, he offers none.

“I wish I could remember him,” I say, speaking of my father. “Unfortunately, I don’t. He died the night I was born.”

“Yes, I know,” the Healer says, with a still solemn tone. “I was with him.”

“No . . . but . . . you couldn’t. You were with him? I was told he died alone, in front of our home, while Mother gave birth inside.”

“Half of your story is correct,” he says.

“Which half?”

His pause is evidence of his reluctance, but I don’t turn away. When it is apparent that I’m not leaving until I know more, he motions for me to sit once again. “Your mother was in labor. I waited with your father in front of his home. He was so pleased to finally have a child.”

“He was pleased?”

“Beside himself. I mean, he was also worried, as all new fathers are; but he couldn’t wait to teach you about life.”

“What happened?”

“As we talked, he lost sensation in his left arm, hand, and fingers; then he began having difficulty breathing. I was just learning the art of healing from my father, but I wasn’t married yet, and I was still trying to decide if my father’s path should also be my own. Sang Ly, what I’m trying to say is that when your father collapsed, I didn’t know how to help.”

“What did you do?”

“I ran to find my own father, hoping he would know what to do—but I made the wrong choice. By the time I came back, others had discovered your father on the ground, and I was too late.”

The man leans toward me with eyes that plea for absolution.

“You couldn’t have known,” I tell him.

“That may be true,” he says. “I couldn’t have stopped death from coming, but I should have been with your father when it led him away. Nobody should have to pass away from this world alone.”

It’s a reminder that stabs at my heart with thoughts of Sopeap. I reach out and touch the Healer’s hand, but he is not yet finished. “I have one more regret,” he says. “I wish I had been closer to your family. I convinced myself that staying away would make it easier to forget. It turns out, it only deepened remorse—though I suppose there was one bright side.”

“What is that?”

“Had your father not passed away as he did, it is unlikely that I would have become a Healer. After his death, I promised myself I would learn all that my father could teach about the ancient ways of healing—so that the next time, I would know what to do.”

The Healer’s eyebrows rise when I ask my next question. “What did he look like?”

“Your father? He was a handsome man—looked just like your grandfather. Yes, imagine your grandfather, but take many years off.” Then he pauses. “You have never seen a picture of him?”

I lower my head. “I know of no photograph. Mother said the one taken at their marriage was lost when the river flooded.”

The Healer’s previous sadness skips to excitement. “Please, wait here.”

He climbs down the stairs and hurries next door to his home. When he returns, he passes me a small black-and-white photograph of two handsome young men standing in front of a rice field. The man on the right indeed bears a striking resemblance to Grandfather. It is a peek into heaven, and I am left without words.

“Please, take it with you,” the Healer says.

The photo is old. It is stained and it is grainy—and it is, without a doubt, the most wonderful gift I have ever been given in my young life.

“He would have been proud of you,” the Healer says as I prepare to depart.

Perhaps he didn’t listen earlier. “We live in the dump,” I remind him.

He nods warmly. “It doesn’t matter where you live, Sang Ly, it is how you live.”

It sounds as though he’s been talking to Auntie. I don’t know proper protocol with Healers—what is acceptable and what is not—but I reach out and clasp his hands in mine, pull them close, then offer a sincere bow of gratitude. He returns my bow.

With thanks complete, I place Father in my pocket. By the time I reach Auntie and Nisay, they are sitting at the river’s edge watching a man fish. Nisay’s crying has ceased.

As the sound of the boat’s motor mixes with the splashing river, I glance at the picture once more and then slide it into my bag, where it will stay safe and not get wet. I gaze heavenward toward a man I can finally picture.

Thank you, Father, for helping your friend decide to become a Healer so that he could be here today to help Nisay. Thank you for not caring where I live. Thank you for being proud of me. Oh, and when you get a moment, tell Grandfather that if he has something to say, he will have to wait in line. You and I have a lot to catch up on.

 

*****

 

As we say our final good-byes, Auntie is somber.

“Give this to your mother,” she says, passing along some folded bills. “Tell her it’s to help cover the phone calls, since she’s always the one to call me.”

I take the money, bow to her and Uncle, and thank them for their kindness. Ki says his good-byes the way most men do, with a quiet tip of the head and few words.

I carry Nisay. Ki has a suitcase in each hand. We are a few steps away when I notice the old woman, our book-burning roommate, clinging to the distant stairs. Perhaps she wants to be certain we are actually leaving.

“Ki, wait,” I say. “There’s one more thing I need to do.”

He glances at the woman, then at me. His expression reads, Don’t do anything stupid. I answer by trading him Nisay for a suitcase. I then open the lid and remove my torn-up book. I have already inventoried the damage. She ripped out sections randomly, and no complete stories remain.

When Ki understands what I’m doing, he smiles—as do Uncle and Auntie. The old woman eyes me warily until I step to where she lingers and present my parting gift—the rest of my book.

Once the woman realizes I’m bestowing a peace offering, the suspicion in her eyes melts into wonderment. Her wrinkles turn upward and her old hands shake with glee. She snatches the book’s remains from my fingers, says not a word, but immediately shuffles around to gather matches, a pot, and her old stove. Shortly the crazy girl who wanted to murder her will be but a distant memory, while she happily cooks rice and vegetables for her dinner.

 


    Chapter Twenty-Four
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Ki’s head rests against the closed window of a bus that thankfully has both air conditioning and plush seats. When catching a bus ride home from the province, you wait by the side of the road and take whatever comes along. Today the ancestors were smiling.

Thank you, Father.

Nisay is draped across Ki’s chest and both are sleeping like content babies. The scene is so picturesque I wish I owned a camera. The black spots on Nisay’s wrists and feet remain, since I forgot to ask the Healer when to wash them off. At this point, I’m not taking any chances.

I try to sleep myself, but my occupied mind is holding my tired body hostage. The bus slows to a stop near a crossroads on the highway to let an elderly couple disembark. As I wait, I can’t help but glance across my husband and our sleeping son to the faces of the villagers who mix and mingle along the road. I’m certain that each of them has an interesting life story to tell.

And then I see her.

I lean forward as my heart quickens. Just to be certain my eyes aren’t playing tricks on me, I slip out of my seat and into the empty row in front, where I can scoot right up against the window.

Yes, there is no mistaking that girl. It is Maly, walking beside a well-dressed woman who is perhaps older than I am, but not by much. The two carry half a dozen rolls of brightly colored fabric, as if they are returning from the market. As they pass parallel to the bus, they chat contentedly together.

I want to pound on the window to get the girl’s attention, to chase her down and wrap my arms around her and tell her that I’ve been thinking about her, that we’ve all missed her. But as I reach for the latch to slide open the window, my hand freezes.

Does Maly know about the death of her brother? Does she know that Lucky Fat wonders daily about how she’s doing? Are the memories she holds of Stung Meanchey ones she hopes to forget?

As my questions swirl, I remember the story I read with Sopeap about Pyramus and Thisbe. It was about two children in love whose homes were separated by a thick wall—and yet they found a crack through which they could sometimes speak. I touch my fingers to the glass as Maly turns down a dirt road that leads to a distant village. I notice her giggle and laugh as she converses with the woman. She doesn’t even realize that I am there.

I imagine this is how it must be with our ancestors. They watch us closely, full of love and concern, sometimes whispering encouragement through a crack, but mostly just satisfied to know that we are happy.

When I scoot back to my seat beside Ki, he lifts his head and glances up. “What’s the matter? Sang Ly, why are you crying?”

“It’s nothing,” I tell him as I reach down to grasp his hand. “I was just allowed to peek through a crack in the wall. Let’s go home.”

 

*****

 

It’s late when we finally arrive at Stung Meanchey, but there is enough moonlight shining over the dump that we can see our way. When we reach our shack on the mound, my feet become anchors and I jar to a stop. My mouth opens, but no words escape. I carry one suitcase while Ki holds the other and our son, and my suitcase hits the trash with a thud.

While I can’t seem to verbalize my disbelief, Ki fills in for me. “It appears we’ve been robbed.”

We have been more than robbed—we’ve been plundered, pillaged, and raped. Our home is completely empty. Except for its three bare walls and a roof, which surprisingly remain intact, there is nothing left.

I dash around back but don’t have a light. Ki brings his lighter, and, with one flick of a finger, my fears are confirmed. They’ve even taken our possessions that were stored beneath—my washtub, my pans, my stove, our quarter sack of rice. They’ve taken my books and magazines, our sleeping mats and pillows, Ki’s long rubber boots, our empty plastic jugs, and our old Styrofoam cooler still filled with empty snail shells.

The ground that once held our ceramic water jar, the same one we’ve used since moving to Stung Meanchey, is bare and empty. Ki’s picking tools are also missing, as well as our supply of empty sacks that we fill with recycled trash.

We stumble back around front and confirm that our canvas—the one that served as our fourth wall, our front door, our protection from the elements—isn’t just folded up onto the roof. It’s nowhere to be found. They have even taken my broken clock.

Every last thing we own—except what we have carried home from the province—is gone.

 

*****

 

I hear the sound of a distant, gurgling brook as an animal pulls at my face in the darkness. I am dreaming—only it is not a dream at all. When I open my eyes, it’s no longer dark. Nisay is beside me, and he is wide-awake and grabbing at my hair. I sit up in the unfamiliar surroundings and then remember we are at Mother’s. Late last night, when we discovered that all our earthly possessions were gone, we decided to sleep here for protection in case it rained.

My husband is still asleep behind me, as is Mother across the room. I lie back down, pull my naked baby close, and realize there is no mess, no diarrhea to clean up—and he is trying to talk to me. I don’t know what he is saying, but his voice is loud enough that Mother wakes up next. She takes a quick glance and then comes over for a better look. She can hardly believe what she sees.

“Nisay looks very good,” she says, not wanting to sound too hopeful too soon. She throws open the door to let in more light, just to be certain.

“He has been much better,” I tell her. “He slept all the way home on the bus. He’s had no diarrhea and he does seem more alert.”

Mother couldn’t believe her eyes and now she doesn’t believe her ears. “No diarrhea?” she asks, shaking her head.

“Not yet.”

She reaches down and picks up the child, who is more than happy to oblige. I want to laugh with her as she plays with the boy, but I remind myself that hope was dashed too soon before, when his sickness returned. Yet that happened when his medicine ran out. Currently, he is taking no medicine.

“You look as though you are starving. Is my grandson starving?” Mother says, speaking now in baby-talk to Nisay. “We must cook you a big breakfast to celebrate.”

Ki, now awake, sits up. He is less cheery. “I should go to work,” he says, “but I have no boots, no picker, nothing.”

Of course, he is right, we have nothing. And yet, if Nisay is truly better, we have everything.

It is a simple notion—accepting that Nisay is going to be fine—but it’s a hope that I’ve kept caged in my heart for too long. When I finally crack open the door to the possibility, gratitude rushes past so quickly to reach the sunshine, there is nothing I can do to stop it. My lips begin to quiver as tears roll down across my cheeks and past my nose. I can’t help myself, and the first reaction I see from Ki is concern. “It’s okay,” he says, instantly apologetic. “I can get another picker.”

I try to explain that it’s not about the picker, but my words mix with sobs to create sounds only a mother can decipher.

“She’ll be fine,” Lena confirms. “Just give her a few minutes.” And then Mother turns to address us both. “And don’t worry about the things you lost. We are making arrangements.”

“Arrangements?” we both mumble.

“Two days ago, Teva Mao noticed your home had been robbed. We have been gathering things for you since. She has an extra stove. Narin has a pan you can use for cooking rice. I have extra pickers. Oh, and Pran Teo thinks he can get a large piece of canvas from his nephew in the city. He will know for sure today. We are all just glad to have you home.”

Home. I let the word ring in my head. Stung Meanchey—a dirty, smelly, despicable place where our only possessions can be carried in two hands.

“Yes,” I confirm, “we are home.”

 

*****

 

Ki has gone with Pran to pick up our new front canvas—new to us, anyhow. Before the men left, Pran mentioned casually that it’s bright yellow with orange lettering and a picture of a chicken—though he said he had no clue what the words say. I wasn’t sure if he was teasing, but I told him I could hardly wait.

Mother, Nisay, Teva Mao, and I are organizing our home, and, before my eyes, friendship is soothing the sting of injury. Teva is carrying water to fill up our new jar while her daughter, Vanna, keeps an eye on Nisay, who is becoming a handful. Other neighbors are dropping off extra food, sleeping mats, pillows, and cooking items. Love abounds, even at Stung Meanchey.

The one person I long to see is Sopeap Sin. I excused myself this morning and hurried to her house, but there was no answer. I will try once again this afternoon after everyone leaves. But when Lucky Fat shows up, my plans change. He carries a bag that I immediately recognize as Sopeap’s.

“Sopeap asked that I give this to you,” he says.

“What is it?”

“I don’t know. I can’t read.”

Inside I see only a notebook. “When? When did she give it to you?” I ask, my whole manner pleading for more information.

“She came by three days ago to see if you were back. She didn’t look real good—she even looked thin and that’s something I never thought I would say about Sopeap.”

“Is she home now? Did she say anything more? Have you seen her since?” I don’t mean to bombard the child with questions. I just have to know. Lucky Fat looks confused, as if he’s not sure which to answer first. His single reply covers them all.

“I think she was leaving.”

I would ask where, but what would be the point? I rummage through the bag to make sure there’s nothing else inside, and then I lean against our step and thumb the notebook’s pages. There is a letter in front.

Dear Sang Ly,

I am sorry we could not see each other again. As I’ve said, endings sometimes disappoint. Still, I want to finish what we started. I have put together a few more lessons—I trust they will answer your countless questions.

Thank you, Sang Ly, for listening to this miserable old woman whose bones don’t deserve your friendship. You are not a foolish girl after all.

Be well,

Sopeap Sin

P.S.: I have left a few books for you at home. My key is behind the water jar.

With rising anxiety soon to trump neighborly friendship, I consider leaving the gathering and running to Sopeap’s myself to confirm what I already know to be true—she is no longer there. Then Ki and Pran approach carrying a bundle of canvas. Though it’s clear that Pran was kidding about the chicken, the material is indeed bright yellow. At the moment, I couldn’t care less. Worry must be parading across my face because Ki immediately asks what is wrong.

“Sopeap is gone,” I say, holding up the papers for him to see.

“What are those?”

“They appear to be more lessons, but Lucky Fat says that she has already left.”

“To go where?”

“He doesn’t know. The note doesn’t say either. She would never tell me where she was going.”

“When?” he asks. “Do you know when she left?”

“According to Lucky Fat, about three days ago.”

Ki glances at the canvas and then at Pran. “Three days,” he repeats. “Well, I guess we could see if she’s returned. Let me get this canvas put up before Pran has to leave and then I’ll go with you to check her house.”

While Ki works, Mother takes over duties watching Nisay, and I sit on a piece of cardboard, out of their way, to leaf through Sopeap’s lessons.

As I turn the pages, I realize these are different. There are no printed stories, no translations from English, no pamphlets or books. Instead, every page is written on notepaper in Sopeap’s hand.

The title on the cover of the bound bundle reads, The Essays of Sopeap Sin. The volume is thick with many lessons, and if I read them all, I’ll be here for days on end. Every one looks interesting, at least at first glance. I see a story about her college life in America, another reminiscing about her first love, and several that apparently come from the time she taught at the university. It’s the title of the last story, however, that grabs me and won’t let go. It is called simply The Epilogue.

It catches my attention because I had asked Sopeap about the word epilogue and its meaning when I came across it in several of the stories we read together. She explained that an epilogue is often used by an author to step out of the story, to speak directly to the reader once the story is over, to bring the narration to its close. She said the epilogue is the moment when the author gets to explain what happened to the story’s main character after the story ended. She also called it the final chapter.

I’m hesitant to read it now, not only because of what I may discover but because of another lesson Sopeap constantly drilled into my head: Never read the ending first.

What my teacher despised were readers who flipped to the last chapter, read the ending, then turned back to begin their stories with smug and wicked smiles dripping from their faces. I can still hear her admonition—actually, it was more of an order.

Child, unless you are opening a dictionary, you start at the book’s opening page and you read the story through. If it’s terribly dreadful, then just put it down and move on. What I will not tolerate is reading ahead. It’s not fair to the reader or to the author. If they meant to have their books read backwards, they would surely have written them that way!

Ki watches my hesitation, but I don’t have the time or patience to explain. Nor do I have the emotional energy to read her final words aloud. I tell everyone that I would like to read silently. They all seem to understand.

Then, with Sopeap’s threats sounding in my head, I bite my lip, plead in silence for forgiveness, and begin. As I do, a voice echoes.

You’re a foolish girl after all!


    Chapter Twenty-Five
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The Epilogue

by Sopeap Sin

There is an old Cambodian folktale in which Sovann Som, a hunter, is lured into the jungle by a temptress, but instead of finding his desired riches, he is silently strangled to death by a snake.

It’s a story to which I, and the rest of Cambodia, should have paid more attention.

By early 1975, factional fighting and civil unrest had lasted for so long in the provinces around Phnom Penh that on April 17 of that same year, when Khmer Rouge soldiers claimed victory and marched through the streets, even soldiers in the opposing army cheered. We were just so glad to finally have the war over, nobody seemed to care who had won. We didn’t understand that peace at any price is a fool’s bargain. We welcomed apathy with open arms, invited it over for dinner, offered it keys to the spare bedroom, then silently slept while it sneaked up behind and cut our throats.

We wanted change. Could the new leaders be any worse than those who had just been overthrown? I would find out that very day.

Reports blaring over the radio instructed everyone to stay inside—most obeyed. However, I wasn’t worried. History had taught me that Cambodia had always adapted to change in government. This time would be no different.

My husband, Samnang, wasn’t so sure. Though he wasn’t an elected official, he worked directly with the Minister of Education. In addition, he came from a respected family with numerous political ties. Defeat of the Republic, with a new regime in power, would probably mean he’d lose his job. But his connections had always served him well, and I had no doubt they would come through again.

Because of the recent rocket attacks aimed directly at the city, we hadn’t left the house for three days and I was stir-crazy. With the shooting over, and to simulate a sense of normalcy, I grabbed a basket from the cupboard and announced that I was going to make a quick visit to see how Samnang’s sister, Channary, was faring. Samnang was hesitant to let me go alone, but at the same time, he didn’t want to miss any news that might come across the radio. Since our infant son was asleep in the back bedroom, he motioned for the housekeeper to accompany me.

“Be cautious,” he instructed.

“We’ll be fine.” I assured.

My trek was not as adventuresome as it might sound. We lived in a modern, three-story home in the central part of the city with a beautiful garden roof where I grew rumdul and lotus. At the back of the home, a narrow bricked path, concealed from the front entrance, connected a dozen similar-sized homes with what amounted to a disguised entrance. Since most of the homes were owned by family and friends, it offered not only convenience but a safe and easy method of escape should the unlikely need ever arise.

Channary’s home was the farthest away, but still only a short distance. I let the housekeeper carry the basket and I led the way, all the while wondering about eggs.

Recent fighting in the outlying provinces had driven many to the capital to seek refuge. The influx of people had caused shortages at the market, and prices had skyrocketed. Twice I’d been to the market to find eggs and twice I’d come back empty-handed.

Like my husband, his sister seemed to know everybody. She had mentioned that a family nearby had purchased several hundred chickens and were now selling eggs to acquaintances. She felt confident she could get me two or three dozen without a problem.

It appeared she was right. As we approached the back of the house, I could see a basket brimming with eggs sitting on their table near the kitchen. However, as we entered, my sister-in-law was nowhere to be found. I called out. “Channary? Channary?”

No answer.

The housekeeper was nervous. “I think we should go back.”

“Nonsense. There is nothing to worry about.”

Not knowing exactly how many of the eggs were mine, I carefully transferred three dozen into my basket, leaving what looked to be an equal number behind. I scribbled a note, letting Channary know I’d dropped in, and we then headed home.

Once again, the housekeeper carried the basket while I walked a step ahead. As we passed though the yard gate and out onto the path, in her haste she tipped the basket, spilling and breaking several of the eggs. I was furious and snatched the basket from her.

“Foolish girl! Be careful. Those are expensive.”

Perhaps I should have been more understanding. After all, they were just eggs. At the time, however, I felt she needed to be taught a lesson. She had been with us for almost a year but hadn’t made much progress in her effort to learn how to serve others. She had come from the province, and as a favor to a mutual friend, I had agreed to let her learn at our expense. What the girl didn’t know was that two weeks earlier, in spite of the time we’d already spent training her, I’d decided to let her go. However, with the confusion of the war and the fact that I had yet to find a suitable replacement, I simply hadn’t found the right time to break the news. Perhaps she sensed change coming. A week earlier, when I lectured that she needed to be more disciplined and take responsibility for her actions, she bowed her head and apologized, “I’m sorry. I will do better. I will try harder.”

Words—hollow words. I was growing weary.

As we reached our yard, the housekeeper opened the gate and stepped through first. I followed, careful not to spill any more eggs.

Once we were in the yard, four waiting Khmer Rouge soldiers pointed their rifles at us and ordered us to move inside. My grip on the basket tightened. It was a moment when time slowed, when heightened senses seemed to observe and record every sight and sound.

As we entered the house, two more soldiers leveled their gun barrels at our heads. Across the room, my husband stiffened in his chair. The soldier behind him was but a boy, dressed in a man’s uniform. Yet even though he was just a child, hatred smoldered in his eyes.

My hands began to tremble, causing the shaking eggs to click nervously against one another, till I was certain all of them would break. I glanced at Samnang. Ignoring the warm steel barrel ready to end his existence at any moment, his gaze shifted rapidly about the room, and I could tell he wasn’t just weighing the gravity of the situation but also processing possibilities for escape. My breathing quickened. Did he really have a way out?

I’d often taught my students, many no older than the boyish soldiers who held us captive, that words are powerful. “Life-changing!” I would say as I’d lecture to the class. “Words demand justice, encourage freedom, change minds, and soften hearts—and words save.”

What I didn’t understand was that in spite of their power, word meanings are sometimes hidden or disguised. I also didn’t anticipate the words my husband would speak next.

“Soriyan, it’s okay. Come here. If we are to die, let it be together.”

With the threat of death looming, Samnang called out across the room toward me. Only he wasn’t looking at me. Rather, he was staring intently at our young peasant housekeeper, Sopeap Sin. She may have been a clumsy girl, but she wasn’t stupid. In an instant, her puzzlement jelled into understanding. She grasped what he was asking, what he was hoping.

She looked toward me for just a moment, as if to seek my approval. As our eyes connected, I expected to see a reflection of my fear. Instead, her face shone with confidence. Normally, when we spoke, she looked toward the ground. Not today—and our gaze shared words, silent words: “I am just a clumsy peasant girl, a housekeeper, who has often let you down. But today, I will finally make things right. I will make my family proud, and I will make you proud. No matter what happens, I will not spill the eggs again today.”

And then she made her decision without me.

When Samnang called my name a second time, Sopeap was quick with her reply.

“I’m coming.”

With calmness and assurance, as if she were a princess in the king’s palace, she strode toward him.

The soldier behind Samnang furrowed his brow in confusion and then cast a glance at another, perhaps his superior. Sopeap didn’t offer either man time for mental debate. The girl I’d berated moments before carried herself like a woman of culture, a wife, a mother, a queen.

In turn, I, her teacher, stood frozen, desperately clutching my half-basket of eggs.

If Sopeap expected the guns that tracked her to fire, she never let it show. The guns remained silent. My heart wanted to leap from my chest and protest, but instead, my will cowered in silent fear.

When she reached my husband, he calmly ignored the threat of a gun against his head, stood, and pulled Sopeap close. As he did, the soldier’s focus shifted away from me and toward them. My husband’s plan—one that my mind was finally comprehending—was working. And when Samnang was certain, in his grasp of Sopeap, that the soldiers couldn’t read his expression, he stole a glance in my direction.

His eyes assured that this was the best choice, the only choice—and his soft gaze offered a silent good-bye.

Words are powerful. I could have used them to call out, “No, this is not right. I am Soriyan. I am his wife. I am only holding this basket of eggs because the housekeeper was too clumsy.” But in my cowardice, I said nothing.

She could have called out. “Don’t harm me. I am Sopeap Sin. I am just a villager. They are the educated ones. They are the ones you seek.”

But in her bravery, she said nothing.

Boom!

The bullet from the young soldier’s gun sent Samnang reeling backward; blood spattered across our furniture; soldiers laughed.

“No!” I screamed, opening my mouth for the first time and letting my basket of eggs scatter across the floor.

Boom! Boom!

Sopeap twisted sideways, first from a shot to her chest, and then from another that entered her head just above her ear. Her limp body slumped over Samnang’s.

And then our baby, asleep in the back bedroom, began to cry.

All six soldiers turned, startled at the unforeseen interruption. I tried to step forward but was grabbed around the neck as others readied their weapons to fire.

“Don’t kill the child,” I pleaded. “I will take him.”

The soldier nearest the bedroom headed toward the cry first.

Boom!—and the cries of my child ceased.

The deafening sound of the gunfire in the bedroom served as the impetus for my body to begin heaving deep, convulsive breaths. The walls and ceiling began to constrict, bend, and sway. The soldiers yelled commands, but I couldn’t understand their words as their voices distorted into strange and meaningless clamor. Though I tried to remain standing, my legs buckled beneath me and I collapsed onto the hard tile floor.

“End it now. Please, end my life now,” I sobbed to no one listening.

If they understood my pleas, they didn’t obey. Their aim wasn’t to kill the peasants or farmers, but rather the educated. And as far as they were concerned, the only person left alive in my home that day was a clumsy, illiterate housekeeper. To them, I was just Sopeap Sin—and so that is who I became.

Two days later, I was marched out of the city with hundreds of thousands of refugees. Only in farming could we serve the good of the new society. I was relocated to the district of Khum Speu where I was assigned to a group growing rice. The Khmer Rouge would lead Cambodia back to a better time, a time before Western culture had corrupted society, a time when farming flourished and the worker ruled—and they would do it by force.

I had read essays describing the horrors of genocide committed during the Chinese Cultural Revolution. I had lectured on Jewish literature detailing the atrocities carried out by Hitler. I had read the words in my head but never comprehended their depth in my heart—until I lived them. Only later would I realize that there are no words harsh enough, no paragraphs wide enough, no books deep enough to convey the weight of true human sorrow.

Every day I expected to die. “Traitors of the society” were identified, trucked away, and massacred. After all, in the new Cambodia, in the perfect Khmer Rouge society, there would be no need for the educated—no doctors, no lawyers, no mechanics, no engineers, no drivers, no merchants, no students, and certainly no teachers. I watched children starving, old people being beaten to death with sticks, entire families being branded as traitors and murdered because a distant relative had once visited America.

It was utter insanity.

By the time the Vietnamese army overthrew the regime four years later, well over a million innocent people had been brutally exterminated. Those of us still alive had been bruised in more sinister ways.

I eventually made my way back to the city—but life was different. Just as my home in Phnom Penh had been destroyed, I was also damaged beyond recognition. I mostly lived on the streets, sometimes hoping to heal, but mostly drinking to forget.

Then, in 1995, I found my way to the river Stung Meanchey and I let it swallow me. It felt tolerable, perhaps even comfortable, as a place for old, discarded, and spoiled things to finish out their existence—even if that thing was me. Still I remained Sopeap Sin, it being less painful to never look back. I swore silence and waited for my story to fade away with the stories of others, a heartbreak too full of shame to ever share. But then another illiterate, backward girl from the province reminded me that even tragedies offer lessons worth repeating.

Pay attention to my final lesson, Sang Ly.

I could have saved the life of Sopeap Sin, my housekeeper, but I stayed silent. I have been paying the price ever since. Be careful in your choices. Consequences, good or bad, will always follow.

I offer my final good-bye, Sang Ly.

From your teacher,

Sopeap Sin

“No!” I scream as I finish reading Sopeap’s last words. “You are wrong! That is not the lesson. That is not the lesson!”

I dry my cheeks on my shirt. My fingers tremble. Ki rushes from the back of the house to my side, though all he can do is wait for my explanation.

“Her name is not Sopeap Sin,” I cry, shaking my head in disbelief. I speak the words a second time, as if repeating them will add more understanding to all who now listen. “Her name is Soriyan, not Sopeap Sin.”

Teva Mao tilts her head as she tries to make sense of my ranting.

“Sopeap Sin was her housekeeper,” I say.

“Her housekeeper? What does that mean?” Ki asks.

My resolve has never been greater. “It means we must find her before it’s too late. She’s the teacher and she doesn’t even understand her own lesson. We must find her! Will you help me?”


    Chapter Twenty-Six
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Though I know that my teacher’s real name is Soriyan, I continue to call her Sopeap Sin. Not only does it seem fitting, but it’s too difficult to explain the situation to others who won’t understand.

Mother volunteers to trek across the dump to visit Sopeap’s home again. She returns to announce that nobody answered and the neighbors confirmed that they had watched her leave. No surprise. I continue to read through the essays, though my eyes grow tired and, once the sun sets, I’m not certain I’ll be able to continue by lamplight. The stories are entertaining and enlightening, though not all are happy. Some make me laugh, others border on the tragic, all teach important lessons—perfect literature. A number of the lessons are evident; most are hidden deep beneath the layers—so typical of Sopeap.

There is a story about the first year of her marriage and it makes me smile. Each morning she wrestles with her husband so as to not be the last one up, as they have an agreement that the last person out of the bed has to make it—and it teaches me about endearing love.

There is a story about a roommate with whom she lives in college while attending a university in Boston. The girl makes an elaborate quilt with her sisters for their ninety-five-year-old grandmother, but when they present the quilt, the old woman is so surprised, she has a heart attack and dies—and it teaches me about irony.

There is a story about two desperate parents who trade a child they can’t afford to feed for a bicycle, so that the father can ride to work. However, both the bicycle and the child end up at the dump. She calls the child Lucky—and I can’t help but wonder.

There is a lesson on poetry with an untitled work from Sopeap that teaches me about anguish and how simple verse provides a glimpse into our souls.

 

*****

 

I scream in the dark at my weakness, with disdain not heard.

I seethe at my failure in the daylight, hidden by an impenetrable wall never seen.

I shed tears of shame in quiet moments that race to my lips, and only I taste.

I breathe in the smoke of despair, sickened by my selfish, filthy smell.

I plead heavenward, begging for solace, send a miracle to heal my fallen heart.

No heavenly hand carries my pain.

No light disperses my sorrow.

No voice offers answers.

Only a peasant girl interrupts and asks that I teach her how to read.

The ancestors have a very funny sense of humor.

 

*****

 

Though the stories are tragic, moving, and enlightening, none appears to tell me the whereabouts of my teacher. Then my cousin Narin drops by just as the sun sets. She has heard at the shelters that friends have gathered to help us get settled and she wants to see how she can help. When I see her, my tired mind makes the connection.

“Of course!” I say aloud, remembering her friend Makara, whose sister works at the hospital treating Sopeap. “If Sopeap is sick, surely that’s where she would be.”

If we leave now, there will still be time. Ki nods his blessing, then counts out enough money to pay for a moto. I leave with Narin, hoping that we’ll find Sopeap alive and ornery, complaining about the nurses.

It is not the hospital where I took Nisay, but the place is just as crowded and hurried. The waiting room is filled with different faces, but the worry, pain, and frustration are the same. The woman at the desk pages Makara’s sister, and within a few minutes, she rushes through the door. Though she appears happy to see Narin, it’s also clear that she can’t talk long. After polite introductions, I get right to my question. “Have you seen Sopeap Sin, the woman you were treating from the dump?”

“Sopeap? I haven’t seen her for several weeks.”

“Wasn’t she coming here for her treatments?”

“She was, yes, but she quit—it was quite a while ago.”

“Quit?” I am confused. “Why would she quit?”

“She said the drugs made her too weak, caused her to be ornery, clouded her thinking. She said they interrupted things that she needed to do. We can’t force someone to go through treatment.”

“No, I understand,” I say, as my brain tries to assemble pieces that don’t fit. “One last question,” I plead, though its answer is for me and not in hopes of finding Sopeap. “Had she continued, would the treatments have made a difference?”

The woman pauses to think, then offers her best medical opinion. “In Cambodia—no. Had she decided to go to Thailand, then perhaps yes.”

“Thailand?” I ask.

“Yes, didn’t she tell you? There is a foreign hospital there offering study treatments that are experimental but promising. She turned them down—for the very same reasons.”

 

*****

 

The eastern sky is just beginning to glow across the horizon, waiting for a sun that is building enough courage to peek out and start another day at Stung Meanchey. Halfway to Sopeap’s home, I jerk to a stop. “Wait, I forgot my bag,” I say, “to carry back the books.”

“What books?”

“In her note—didn’t I tell you? She left some books for me.”

Ki shrugs a no. “If there are too many to carry, we can come back later.”

As we arrive, Ki assures me that she is definitely not inside.

“How do you know?”

“Look at her lock. It’s been secured from the outside.”

I tap on the door anyway and listen. There is no response.

Technically, Sopeap doesn’t live in Stung Meanchey, at least not in the homes that dot its perimeter. Hers is located on a skinny western street that skirts out of Stung Meanchey at a diagonal. I don’t recall how I learned which home was hers, since she’s never actually invited me over. From the outside, however, it appears to be two rooms, solid walls, and a pitched roof. The openings are shuttered tight. What I most envy, however, is her front door that locks. Still, in a world where everything means something, I’m also reminded that, like her home, Sopeap allowed very few people inside.

I bang harder, loud enough that a neighbor comes out from next door, looking irritated. “She’s not home,” he says, stating the obvious.

“Do you know where she went or if she’ll be back?” I ask.

“No.” And with a turn of his head, he disappears.

I hurry around to the side and kneel to reach behind her water jar. My fingers clutch a rusty metal ring that holds a single key. I turn to see the neighbor peek out from behind a window opening and then turn away. I pay him no mind but hurry to the front and shove the key into the lock. It clicks open.

“Are you ready?” I ask Ki. He deflects my question with a shrug.

I push open the front door and let the light that is now bathing the dump wash inside and illuminate the room.

“Sopeap?” I call out, knowing I will hear no answer.

As I glance around, my mouth drops open and my heart races. I reach out to confirm with my touch what my eyes try to register. Every wall in the room is stacked with books—hundreds of books.

There is a single sleeping mat against one wall. On the other side of the room is a cooking stove, black and dull, yet the modern kind with a chimney that bends on top to vent to the outside. Beside it is a tattered cabinet with a door swung half open. Inside, I see rice, a plate with aging vegetables, a container of cooking oil, and assorted cooking utensils. Opposite, on the other side of the stove, sits a small desk with a chair pushed beneath.

No matter where I stand in the room, I am close enough to reach books. I lean over to scan the closest titles. Though some are in English, most are translations into Khmer. I pull one at random from the stack and open its pages. It is Vorvong and Saurivong, a popular Cambodian legend. This version was written by Auguste Pavie.

I move to the next. It’s written in English, but between each line, Sopeap has penned in Khmer words. I let the cover flip closed, but the title is so worn, I can’t read it.

“What’s it about?” Ki asks.

“I have no idea.”

I pick up yet another. This one is printed in Khmer, with the name of the translator in type larger than the name of the author—an American named Steinbeck.

I keep reading titles and find there are Cambodian stories, Russian stories, Chinese stories, African stories, and stories from countries that I’ve never heard of.

“It doesn’t look as though you gave up on literature at all,” I declare.

“If these are the books she’s giving to you,” Ki says, “you’ll not only need a bigger bag, we’re going to need a bigger house.”

I shift my attention from the books to anything else in the room that may offer a clue as to where Sopeap has gone. I take a step closer to the small desk that holds an open ream of paper, a cup filled with pens and pencils, and a scribbled list with the names of twelve families—and it includes ours.

“What does it say?” Ki asks.

“It’s a list of those from whom she collected rent. Our name is at the bottom.”

That’s when it dawns on Ki for the first time. “If she’s gone, who is going to collect our rent?”

“Who, indeed?”

We scour the place a bit longer before Ki gives up and asks, “Now what?”

“Let’s start with the neighbors,” I say, “and then everyone on Sopeap’s list.” I realize the man I’ve already encountered next door won’t be much help, so I try the neighbor on the opposite side. After I call out, a middle-aged woman comes out to greet us.

“Good morning,” she says, as if we were good friends.

“Good morning,” I reply. “I am looking for Sopeap Sin, from next door. Have you seen her?”

She shakes her head sadly. “She is sick. She has not felt well. I think she left to get help.”

“When? When did she leave?”

“A few days ago.”

“Do you know where she was going?”

“No . . . no, she didn’t talk much.” Then the woman’s eyes brighten, as though she has just solved the secret to the universe. “Lately she has been friendlier,” she adds.

Though I appreciate her enthusiasm, I was hoping for something more. We try other nearby homes and fail on all fronts. With no visible clues as to where Sopeap may be or even if she is still alive, we decide to head back home so I can read through more of her essays. We are halfway there when Ki asks a curious question.

“If she goes away and we never see her again—”

“Ki, don’t say that!”

“No, hear me out. If she goes away, won’t the landowners send a new person to collect the rent?”

His question perturbs me, and I ask, “Do we have to worry about that now?”

“You’re not understanding,” he adds. “One way to find Sopeap might be to track down the landowners.”

I don’t mean to squeal, sounding like the pigs that neighbors raise at the dump, but I do. “You may be right. Where would we find them?” And then before he can respond, I answer my own question. “Teva will know. Hurry, let’s go.”


    Chapter Twenty-Seven
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The Ministry of Land and Records is located on Norodom Boulevard, near the Singapore Embassy, exactly where Teva described. It’s a modern, three-story structure with a red tile roof and a contrasting whitewashed exterior. Trees partially mask the building from the street, but as we come near, I can see it’s quite inviting—except for one problem. There is a gate and a uniformed guard through which everyone who wishes to enter must pass.

I tell Ki to announce our business, hoping it will sound more official.

“Can I help you?” the guard asks.

“We are here to research the ownership of several pieces of property,” Ki says with such authority that I want to run over and give him a hug—but I don’t. We must have passed the test because the guard waves us toward the building entrance.

The interior marbled floors are clean and swept. As I look down at our dirty and worn clothes, the contrast ensures I am instantly self-conscious. A second sentinel waits, this time behind an information desk, to further screen would-be intruders.

“May I help you?”

“We are looking for the Department of Records,” Ki says, but as he pronounces the title, I realize he’s said it incorrectly. It should be the Department of Land and Records. Either way, the uniformed guard nods once. Unfortunately, it’s not a Please-let-me-be-of-assistance nod, but rather an I’m-about-to-shoo-you-peasants-out nod, and then I notice the sign behind him. It distinctly reads Land and Records and it directs visitors to the far stairs.

“Never mind,” I say, pointing to the sign. “I can see that it’s up on the second floor.”

He stops nodding and also gestures toward the stairs.

We locate the office, which I hope will prove to be friendlier territory. Within the room stands a lone man behind a long counter. He wears no uniform. Once inside, Ki lets me do the talking.

“We are here to research the names of landowners,” I tell him, “not only for the home where we live, but also for a few of our neighbors.”

“Then you’ve come to the right place,” he says with a comforting wave of his hand.

I breathe a sigh of relief. “Wonderful.”

“Tell me where you live,” he asks.

In outlying parts of Cambodia, and also within the dump, there are few formal addresses. While there may be official coordinates recorded somewhere, most homes would be known and described by either their occupants’ names or by a physical description of the land and building itself.

“We live in the dump at Stung Meanchey,” I say, to begin.

“The dump?” he says, shooting back a look that’s hard to read. “Is there a sale going on there?”

I have no clue what he means so I ignore his comment and move forward. “We live on the northeast side, where the ground is higher, above where the water puddles into the marsh on the south, several hundred yards from where the water pipe enters beside the building with the bright blue roof.”

I then pass him the list of renters we found in Sopeap’s home. “These are the renters. I can describe each dwelling.”

He studies the paper before taking a sudden interest in who might be asking. He scans me up and down first, and then Ki Lim.

“Wait here, please,” he says sternly, as though we have done something wrong, before he steps away into another office. We hear voices, two people talking, and I lock my eyes on Ki, wondering if we should bolt this instant—though I have absolutely no idea why. Ki returns a shrug.

When the man steps back to the counter, he holds a second paper that he places on the hard surface next to mine. They are identical, his also in Sopeap’s distinctive handwriting. “She brought this in nearly a month ago, and then she’s returned twice since with additional information that was required,” he says. “I remember her well. She was the sick woman—I have her name right here . . .”

“Sick?” I say.

“Yes, not doing well at all.”

“Here it is—Sopeap Sin,” he confirms.

“Yes,” I say, “she is the Rent Collector. Did she say where she was going?”

He shrugs. “I’m sorry, she didn’t—and I don’t know about her business in collecting rent. I just know her business here was as a landowner.”

It takes my brain a minute to play catch-up. “Did you say landowner?”

“Yes,” he says, tapping his finger on the list sitting on the counter. “Well, until she sold them, that is. Technically, she is now no longer the owner.”

I came to find answers, but instead the questions are piling up. Why would she keep the fact that she owned the properties a secret? More important, if she owned a dozen such properties, why would she live at the dump?

“Excuse me,” I say. “Can you give me the names of the new owners?”

“Yes, it’s public record. Except these transfers are so recent, the documents have not yet been recorded. It’s in a different file. Please wait.”

He steps away into the same office and again I hear voices. He is shuffling papers as he returns. “Ownership of the twelve listed properties,” he says, “transferred to a single person. However, it will be fifteen days before everything is official.” He scribbles down the name and city address of our new rent collector, then hands it over.

I stare at the name—Chenda Lai Sin.

We are just about to leave when he remembers something. Flipping through his file, he says, “That’s right. There was one property not on your list.” He digs deeper through his folder until he finds the paper he seeks.

“Here it is,” he says. He reads a coordinate, but when I shrug that it means nothing to me, he steps to a long drawer and extracts an aerial plat. I have never seen such a bird’s-eye view of the dump, and it’s fascinating. It takes me a minute, but I soon identify several landmarks. He points to the home in question. It is Sopeap’s home. It wouldn’t have been on her list because she didn’t need to collect her own rent. The man picks up his papers, lowers his reading glasses, and then finds the listing once again.

“Yes,” he says. “This last property was different. In fifteen days, when the documents are recorded, this property will be owned by . . . let’s see, Ki Lim and Sang Ly.”

 

*****

 

The home of the new landowner lies on the outskirts of the city, far enough away that I take a moto to get there. There was a time when I would have worried about trekking off such a distance alone, but no longer. I was concerned about spending the fare, but Ki reminded me that it appears we will no longer have a rent payment. Ki did add that if I find Sopeap—our Sopeap—he would like me to offer his humble apology and gratitude.

Now as I stand in front, with my finger on the doorbell of the surrounding gate, I’m hesitant to press the button. I have a hunch who might live here, but I can’t be certain. What do I say? How do I start? Without answers, I take a breath and push.

I hear a distant buzz, and then the door to the home, several feet inside the gate, swings open. A well-dressed, middle-aged woman steps out to see who is calling. The way she looks me over, I’m certain she must think I’m a beggar, but I raise my chin and wait for her to approach.

“Yes?” she calls out. “How may I help you?” still keeping her distance.

The beginning is always a critical part of the story.

“Good morning,” I reply as confidently as I’m able. “My name is Sang Ly and I am looking for the family of a girl who worked in the city as a housekeeper, many years ago, before the revolution. Her name was . . .” And then I purposely draw out my pause, to study the woman’s reaction, to know if I may have the right home.

She leans forward, then actually takes a step closer. Her expression of indifference blends with uncertainty. Her eyes narrow. Her weight shifts. Her chin drops ever so slightly as her mind dusts off memories from a more difficult time. And then, I actually watch her mouth form a sound, a girl’s name I have not yet spoken. Even before I finish my question, I already have my answer.

“Her name,” I repeat, “was Sopeap Sin. Did you know her?”

She turns back and glances behind, as if someone else at home may have overheard, before pushing a button that releases the latch of the gate that separates us. Then, with a pleading wave of her hand, she beckons me to enter.

“Please,” she says, “come in.”

She points to a parlor just inside the home’s main entrance, and we enter and sit. It is obvious that she wants to be polite, but at the same time she must want to know this instant who I am and what news I bring of their long-lost loved one. Before I can say more, she scoots nearer and confides, “I had a sister named Sopeap, but contact was lost with her during the revolution. Please tell me, do you have information about her? Is she still alive?”

“Before I continue,” I say, “I want to be sure that we are discussing the same person. Did your sister work as a housekeeper when the revolution began?”

“Yes,” she answers in a tone now reverent yet still begging for answers.

“Did she work for a teacher?”

“A teacher? Yes.”

“And the teacher’s husband, did he work for the government?”

“Yes, he did.” With each answer the anticipation in her voice builds, as do the tears that now well in her eyes. Her hand reaches out and clutches mine.

“Do you know if the teacher was named Soriyan?” I ask.

“Yes, the teacher’s name was Soriyan Song. The girl you mention, her housekeeper, Sopeap Sin . . . she is my older sister.”

And then, like a crumbling dam that can hold its pressing weight no longer, her story flows out and she is powerless to stop it.

“My name is Rathana,” she says. “Sopeap didn’t want to go, but Papa encouraged her. He told her she represented the family, that it was important she work hard and always honor our good name. The truth is, we were poor then. Papa couldn’t find work, and we desperately needed the money.

“When the revolution took over the country, many families such as ours were separated in the turmoil. Papa was especially heartbroken. We tried to reach Sopeap, but we were in the provinces then, not living near the city, and the Khmer Rouge forced everyone out. When the violence ended, Momma and Papa made their way to the city to look for her. The home where she worked had been burned, all but destroyed. They found work and soon sent for us to join them. We continued to ask, search, and inquire, but were never able to locate Sopeap. We tried working with the new government to find news of her, but unfortunately, we discovered our family wasn’t the only one separated by the conflict—there were thousands, perhaps tens of thousands. On occasion we would hear bits and pieces of information that suggested she was still alive—but then, at other times, the news indicated she was dead. It was heart wrenching, especially for Papa—and then the packages began to show up. It gave him such hope.”

“Packages?” I ask.

“Yes. It started many years ago. One day we found a box on our doorstep, and when we opened it, to our surprise, it contained money—several thousand riels. There was no note, just the carefully bundled stacks of bills. We were certain it was a mistake and we would have happily given it all back, but we didn’t know where to send it. And then the next month, it was there again.”

“And it has continued?”

“Usually every month. Once in a while, a month would be missed. Then, at a later time, we’d get two in a single month. Papa was convinced that they were from Sopeap, but to me that didn’t make sense. If she were alive, she would surely return home. Papa said perhaps she was ashamed for something that had happened during the war—that was the kind of conflict it was. Of course, nobody could really say for certain.”

“Did you try to find out who was sending the money?”

“Yes. I have three strong brothers. It took a lot of waiting and many sleepless nights because he would come at the oddest times, even in the middle of the night.”

“He?”

“Yes, the person making the deliveries was a young boy, perhaps fourteen or fifteen. We caught him, of course, and he confessed to making the deliveries for a woman, but he claimed that she never told him her name. I didn’t believe him. I asked him directly if the money was coming from Sopeap Sin. He didn’t flinch, but he said that if we continued to interfere, the packages would stop. He wasn’t happy that we’d caught him, and he insisted the woman must never find out.”

“But did you ever . . . find her, I mean?”

“The very next month I followed him, quietly and from afar. I had to know if my sister was still alive—for Papa. His health was not good. I followed the boy to the dump at Stung Meanchey. Are you familiar with it?”

“Yes,” I say, “I am.”

“Following him in the city was easy, but it was more difficult at the dump. It’s more dangerous there, and I had to stay close for fear of losing him. I think he must have figured out I was following because he began to weave and crisscross though many paths until I lost him. Still, I returned several times. I would stand back, far away from the people, and I would watch for my sister, Sopeap. On occasion I would see the boy, but never Sopeap. After several months, I determined she wasn’t there after all and I quit looking. And then the packages began to arrive by a commercial delivery service, one located in the city.”

“I see.”

“I followed them as well, but just back to their office. I sat across the street, at a café, nearly every day for almost a month, hoping Sopeap would drop in to mail the package—but she didn’t. I never found her there, either.”

“I’m sorry.”

“So please, tell me,” she says as she pauses. “Now that you know my story, I beg of you, do you have news from Sopeap?”

I remember Sopeap—my Sopeap—once saying that heartbreaking news, unlike rice wine, does not get any better with age. I do not drink myself, but at this moment, I think I would try a swallow.

“I am sorry to have to tell you, so many years late, but your sister, Sopeap Sin, the housekeeper, died at the hands of Khmer Rouge soldiers at the beginning of the revolution.”

Rathana lowers her head. I follow, feeling guilty for smothering her hope. “Are you certain?” she asks.

I nod my affirmation. “There is more to the story that I would like to tell you,” I say. “But before I do, are your brothers at home? I would like everyone to hear, for it is a story of courage, kindness, and loyalty on behalf of your sister that should be told and retold for many generations to come.”

“I am sorry,” she says, “my three brothers are married with their own families. My husband and I and our three children live here with Momma to help take care of her. Papa passed away a few years ago.” Then her face brightens. “I can gather everyone tomorrow, if you could come back.” Her eyes tug along with her plea. “It would mean so much for everyone to hear it for themselves.”

“Yes, of course.”

And then the front door opens and Rathana and I stand as a man steps into the room. Behind him shuffles an elderly woman. “I’m sorry,” he announces upon seeing me, “I didn’t realize we had company.”

Rathana makes the introductions. “Sang Ly, this is my husband, Ponleak.” He greets me politely and then steps away. The old woman is about to follow when Rathana calls after her. “Nana?”

She turns and shuffles back. “Nana, there is someone here I’d like you to meet. This is my new friend, Sang Ly.”

I bow and then reach out and clasp her frail and wrinkled hands. Rathana hesitates, deciding just how much to say. Always choose words with great care. Her hesitation confirms that the woman I am touching is the mother of the housekeeper, Sopeap Sin.

“It is my honor,” I say with genuine sincerity, “to meet you this day.”

“Nana,” Rathana says to the old woman, “Sang Ly has a story that she would like to share with us, a special story, about Sopeap. She’s going to come back tomorrow when the entire family can gather around. Would you like to hear it?”

The woman’s head barely moves, and I’m not sure if she understands until I notice her old eyes quiver. Then she turns and her tiny feet scrape out of the room.

“Don’t let her decaying and uncooperative body fool you,” Rathana says. “Her mind is still keen and curious.”

We set a time for my return and then she asks, “Can you tell me how you know so much about my sister?”

“Of course,” I reply. “But first, let me ask you about the teacher, the woman for whom your sister worked. Have you seen her since the revolution?”

“Seen her? The teacher? No . . . I mean . . . I was in the province when Sister worked for her, so I never met her. But I’m certain that she would have been killed by the Khmer Rouge. All of the teachers were—anyone educated was put to death. Why do you ask?”

“I believe the teacher your sister worked for is still alive, and I desperately need to find her.”

 


    Chapter Twenty-Eight
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On the way back to Stung Meanchey, I visit three additional hospitals. They have never heard of Sopeap or Soriyan. Once home, Ki and I visit Sopeap’s home one more time to see if there is anything we may have missed. The only thing out of place that I hadn’t noticed previously is a book that is lying open on her desk chair. If one believes the cover, it’s the story of a large bird emerging from an even larger fire. Based on Sopeap’s previous comments, I think it’s the book she was planning to bring on the day I rushed Nisay to the hospital—the book she called her favorite.

Ki sees the cover and notes that it looks like the massive fires that burn at the dump at night, but then he adds, “At the dump the bird would never get away. It would just get burned.”

I flip through its pages but see nothing that helps me to know where Sopeap is hiding.

Ki glances around the room one last time. “I don’t think this place will survive Nisay.” He’s trying to be funny, but the city of books reminds me he’s right.

After picking up Nisay, we pass Lucky Fat and the boy follows us home. I start a fire to cook dinner, let Lucky Fat entertain Nisay—or is it the other way around?—and while the rice cooks, I continue to read through Sopeap’s essays, looking for anything I may have missed.

After carefully reading more than a dozen pages, I think I find a clue. It is an essay I skimmed over previously, one that on the surface seemed to hold no answers. I should have known to look deeper. When I explain that I may have found something, Ki asks me to read it aloud. Lucky Fat is adding his plea. The only one who doesn’t care is Nisay. Two out of three isn’t bad. Ki shovels rice into Nisay’s mouth, anything to keep him quiet, and I begin.

 

*****

 

The Old Woman and the Elephant

by Sopeap Sin

The old woman was already weary when the Khmer Rouge soldiers marched her to the work camp at Khum Speu—tired bones, tired mind, tired heart.

She didn’t expect to survive long, since others around her—younger, stronger, wiser—were killed or died almost every day. “The educated,” the new leaders of the regime announced, “are a stain on the true worker. Cities are evil. Education and learning is useless and selfish. Money and commerce are corrupt. The strength of a nation is in the working man—not the parasites who live off the laborer! Plant rice for the nation to prosper! Only those working in the fields will eat!”

They told her over and over again that she was irrelevant, nothing better than a single grain of rice in a larger communal bowl. “Remove one grain of rice and the bowl is just as full,” they would drill into her. “To keep you is no benefit. To destroy you is no loss.” It was a holocaust of life but also of common sense and reason.

As a child, the old woman had suffered from nightmares—fiendish, gruesome dreams that had caused her to wake screaming, drenched in sweat and fear. However, no matter how awful they seemed at the time, she always took comfort in a truth her grandmother repeated, “Fear will flee. You will always wake up when morning comes.”

In the camp, fear stayed. Everything was backwards there, topsy-turvy, upside down. Truth no longer applied, since the old woman’s worst nightmares now played out during the day—when she was awake and her eyes were open.

Only at night would relief come.

Even if an occasional nighttime dream was horrific, it was always better than the alternative that waited for her each time the sun rose.

To a rational woman, someone who valued understanding and wisdom, the Khmer revolution was especially perplexing. She was beaten once for speaking up, and then beaten again two nights later for staying quiet. If she sang the Communist songs at dinner too loudly, she was accused of insulting the group leaders and of wanting to take charge. If she hummed them softly, she was derided for not adequately supporting the new regime. It was a drought of sanity, and with each passing day her own thirst for hope continued to wane.

Reason became so jumbled that after three years, four months, and sixteen days of living as a single grain of rice, and with no answers in sight, she decided to end her existence. Who in the bowl, she reasoned, would notice?

Not wanting to give Khmer Rouge soldiers the satisfaction of killing an old woman (as if there could be satisfaction in such an act), she awoke early, before the sun, and slipped out of her hut. While others around her slept, she crept noiselessly into the darkness of the surrounding jungle.

To some it may seem that making your way into the jungle undetected was a proper escape. Not in Cambodia—and especially not in the Khum Speu Province. Anyone trekking into the jungle alone and unprotected, especially an old woman, was simply playing jungle-death roulette. It wasn’t a question of if she would die, but rather how: land mine or soldier’s bullet? Malaria or starvation? Spider bite or poisonous snake? So many interesting possibilities. On that morning, she no longer cared.

She hadn’t gone far, just a minute or two into the dense vegetation, when she heard a rustle coming from a stand of trees ahead.

“It’s come more quickly than I expected,” she said as she closed her eyes and waited for death. But neither man nor animal emerged. And then she heard the rustle again, and once more, she waited. Nothing.

It was still mostly dark. The morning’s feathery glow was just beginning to outline shapes and offer dimension. So the old woman patiently stood alone, wondering about the occasional movement and what the morning’s unveiling light might bring. By the time she could see clearly, she’d not only grown incredibly curious, she had, in fact, properly considered the uniqueness of her situation. Since she didn’t care if she perished—and would be disappointed if she didn’t—she saw no harm in moving closer to investigate. And that’s when she spied the elephant.

The animal was lying on its side in the thicket, near the base of a rather large banyan tree, occasionally shifting its head as if trying to get more comfortable. The old woman noticed stains of blood marking the animal’s side around three piercing bullet holes, each opening a wound that led toward the creature’s heart.

She knew about elephants, had learned about them in school, had read essays about them written by her students. Occasionally, her father and their driver had even taken her, as a child, up north to Battambang, where the three, on more than one occasion, had ridden elephants into the jungle with a guide. She understood that though elephants are docile in captivity, wounded wild elephants are among the most fierce and dangerous creatures on all the earth. Today, however, considering that she had come into the jungle to die, she didn’t really care. Death by an angry, charging Asian elephant would not have been at the top of her list of ways to die when she had first conceived her plan, but it would be effective, quick, and, arguably, original.

And so she stepped close to the elephant’s side and reached out to pat its leathered and worn hide. To her amazement, and perhaps even her disappointment, instead of raising up and charging her to death, the elephant simply lifted its head as if to get a better look before letting out what sounded to the woman like a disappointed sigh.

“I don’t know who you were expecting,” the woman finally replied, thinking now that this must actually be a dream, but hoping not, as she couldn’t bear to wake up to the reality of her life for even one more day. Realizing that she was tired of standing, and that the elephant didn’t seem bothered by her presence, the woman slid down against the creature’s thick, crinkled skin to rest beside its enormous domed head.

As the two lay silently together, the old woman found herself breathing in unison with the beast’s heavy, labored breaths.

Breathe in, breathe out. Breathe in, breathe out.

As she filled her nostrils with the humid morning air, the woman tried to separate the pungent aromas—banyan bark, rotting jungle foliage, elephant dung, blood, loneliness.

She mulled over her extraordinary predicament, letting her hands trace the animal’s features and then touch and caress its rough hide. As she did, she felt both her breathing and the animal’s becoming less labored.

Breathe in, breathe out. Breathe in, breathe out.

“I am sorry for you, momma elephant,” she finally whispered. “I wish there were something I could do.”

She waited for the animal to speak, for if this were indeed a dream, then talking elephants would not only be normal, they would be expected.

Breathe in, breathe out. Breathe in, breathe out.

But the animal didn’t speak because it wasn’t a dream. The creature simply stared back with her sad and teary eyes, perhaps wanting to reply in her own elephant way but being either too exhausted or too near death to make the effort.

Breathe in, breathe out. Breathe in, breathe out.

And that’s when the old women remembered learning that elephants mirror humans in numerous ways—life span, development, family ties, and feelings. Similar to people, they display a range of emotion. They will help one another in adversity, miss an absent loved one when separated, smile when they feel happy, and shed tears when they are sad. And when they are too weak to get up, they die surrounded by their grieving loved ones, just as humans would choose to die. She even remembered reading that when elephants come across other elephant bones on a trail, they will pick them up with their trunks and carry them away to the safety of nearby trees.

“What happened to you, elephant?” the woman finally asked. “Why would the soldiers shoot you?”

Breathe in, breathe out. Breathe in, breathe out.

“Wouldn’t they be surprised if they arrived soon to find you lying down in the jungle, chatting with an old woman?” The bizarre notion caused her to chuckle quietly.

Another moment passed as the old woman hesitated, not sure if she should confide her secret. But then, realizing that she was talking to an elephant, she continued, “I want you to know, momma elephant, that I too am tired and that I also came here today to die.”

Breathe in, breathe out. Breathe in, breathe out.

The elephant’s head shifted as her massive body shuddered, her internal organs beginning to shut down. Still the old woman didn’t move, but instead leaned in closer.

“I am sorry you are alone today, momma elephant,” she whispered.

No sooner had her words been spoken than she realized that the elephant wasn’t alone at all. For she, the old woman, was there by her side, helping the dying creature when comfort and friendship were most needed.

Breathe in, breathe out. Breathe in . . .

And then, the elephant smiled.

. . . breathe out.

The great beast exhaled one last time and it was over.

Nearly an hour passed as the old woman remained beside the elephant, pondering the oddity, wonder, and sacredness of the day.

If she returned to the camp and told them about the creature, she would be hailed as a hero. They’d had only rice gruel to eat for many weeks, and an animal of this size would provide real meat for a very long time. But they would slice up the elephant, cut her into pieces, boil her flesh, and ultimately scatter her bones across the jungle.

The woman stood up from the ground, stretched her muscles, and then spoke to the elephant one last time.

“I came into the jungle this morning thinking only of myself, but now, I dearly need to thank you. I need to thank you, momma elephant, for truly needing me. You see, I haven’t been needed for a very, very long time. Today, you’ve made a difference—at least to me.”

She gathered enough leaves and branches to cover the body of the elephant until she was certain it was so well hidden that it would never be found. Then she retraced her early-morning path out of the jungle and back to her hut in the work camp. When the soldiers demanded to know where she had been, she pointed to the jungle path, directly toward the spot where she’d found the elephant, and then she rubbed her stomach and replied, “I didn’t feel well. Surely you didn’t want me doing my messy business near the huts, did you? You’re welcome to go into the jungle and investigate for yourself, if you like that kind of thing.”

And then, with a suspicious but convincing smile, she returned to her work to plant rice for the benefit of the new society.

 

*****

 

“Is the old woman really Sopeap?” Ki asks. “Is it possible that she actually found an elephant in the jungle?”

“I don’t know,” I say, frustrated that I’m not able to put my finger on what is so peculiar and bothering about this story. I page back through the writing to confirm a suspicion.

“The woman doesn’t have a name,” I say. “Doesn’t that seem odd?”

Lucky Fat shrugs. “You’re the teacher. Is it?”

My brain drops the pieces together one by one. In stories, everything means something.

“And wouldn’t she be too old to be Sopeap?” I add. “The Khmer revolution occurred in the mid-seventies, so she would have been . . . what? . . . in her mid-thirties at best.”

Then I remember the phrase that Sopeap used to describe herself in her letter, and the picture comes together.

“Sopeap isn’t the old woman!” I announce, certain of my realization.

“She isn’t?”

“No, Sopeap is the elephant.”

“The elephant?”

“Yes, and in her story the elephant died almost in sight. Wounded and hidden, but so close, almost anyone could find her—if they just knew where to look.”

“What are you saying?”

“I think I know where she might be!”


    Chapter Twenty-Nine
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We stand near the street and wave for a moto. As the driver slows, Ki is still asking questions.

“I’m confused. Why did she leave home again in the first place? I mean, she’s lived at Stung Meanchey for years.”

“It wouldn’t matter if it were a hundred years,” I say. “The dump was never her home—no matter how hard she tried to make it so.”

“But you don’t know exactly where she is?”

“No, not exactly.”

“And the book in your bag is going to help you to know?”

“Sort of. It’s going to be important once we get there.”

“If you don’t know where she is, how do we know where there is? I mean, how will you actually find her?”

My answer is simple. “I know a momma elephant who is going to lead the way.”

 

*****

 

The plush area of the Daun Penh district of Phnom Penh, while older, offers stately homes—many rebuilt and restored to the grandeur of their days prior to the revolution, complete with gardens, fountains, and statues. They are estates occupied by the nation’s wealthy and important. It’s a beautiful and fitting place. We approach the neighborhood, which is guarded by a towering stone wall with two matching iron gates. Thankfully, we arrive by car, courtesy of Rathana and her family.

There is not just one guard shack, but two—one for the entrance and a separate one for anyone leaving. The heavy gates serve to protect the place from outsiders who try to enter. When our car slows, the cars behind us also slow and then stop. A uniformed guard dutifully steps to our window.

From the passenger seat, I turn to Grandma Sin, who is seated behind me in the back. “Is this the place?” I ask.

She lifts up her head, gazes at the homes beyond the gate, and then raises her scrawny and bent fingers toward the second home on the right. Similar to those that surround it, the structure is distinguished and striking. From outside the gate, it looks to be three stories high, with a tiered roof and several open verandas that snake around its levels. I can see grand marble pillars that connect with stone railings, retaining plants, and flowers that both hide and invite.

The guard waits for the driver to speak, and he, in turn, points to me. The guard stoops to see inside, as if I may be some visiting dignitary or royal visitor. I lean toward the window to see his face. He says nothing, but rather raises his bushy eyebrows, as if it were a universal sign that means, “Well, then, who are you and who are you here to see?”

“We are here to speak with the owner of that home,” I tell the man, pointing to the home that Grandma Sin has identified.

“What is your business?” he asks. He reminds me of a soldier, and I wonder about the memories that must have flooded Sopeap’s head on her return. And then there’s the question: What if I’m wrong? Worse, what if I’m right, but the man won’t let us pass? What do I say to him that will make any sense? And then I tell a small lie.

“The owner is expecting us. Please call and tell him that we are here to see the old woman.”

“What old woman?” the guard asks.

“Just call him. He will know.”

Ki sits in the back, next to Grandma Sin. He directs his concern forward. “What if the homeowner doesn’t know what you’re talking about?”

“He’ll know.”

“How?”

“He’ll know because she is here.”

The guard hesitates, then relents, picks up a phone receiver, and pushes a button. I can only hear his end of the conversation.

“Mr. Rangsey? This is Chimm. I have a group of people here asking for you. They say they are here to see the old woman.”

There is a long pause. He glances toward me, and then up again to the house.

“Yes, sir,” he replies. “I understand. I will tell them.”

He hangs up the phone and bends over to the car window. “He will come down to meet you. Please pull through the gate and park your cars just ahead in the empty spaces on the right.”

Storm clouds thicken on the horizon, and I wonder if they portend a sign. The man’s words imply that Sopeap is here, don’t they? Why else would he let us in and agree to come down? But what if, instead, he’s greeting us because we are here too late?

We are out of the car for what feels like a lifetime before the front door opens and a well-dressed man of about forty steps out of the house. Since I am in front, and the most eager, he presumes I am in charge and extends his hand to me.

“Hello. My name is Heng Rangsey.”

“And I am Sang Ly.”

“You are here to see the old woman?”

“Yes, we are.”

“She told me that she had no one. That she was all alone.”

“She was mistaken. It just took a while to find her,” I explain.

“Then she was telling the truth, that she once lived in this house before the revolution?”

“Yes.”

“I presumed so.”

“May we see her?”

“Certainly, but I need to warn you. She is not doing well. She has hardly eaten since she arrived, and she has difficulty speaking—but she has been made comfortable. I’ve had my housekeeper watching after her.”

He motions to the door and we enter. As we do, I can’t help but ask, “Did you know her? I mean, before she came?”

“No. I first met her several weeks ago, after she discovered her condition. She seemed fine, and when she explained that she needed to die here, in this particular home, I was understandably reluctant. I told her no.”

“But she offered you money?”

“Yes, she did. But I refused. I don’t need her money. That is not what changed my mind.”

“What did, then?”

“She is a teacher. My father was also a teacher, only he wasn’t so lucky.”

“What do you mean?”

“He was killed by the Khmer Rouge at the beginning of the takeover, as was my older brother. Now please, go up the stairs, across the veranda, and out to the garden roof.”

And then he pauses and swallows hard. “When she saw that we had rebuilt the garden roof, she cried like a child. Quite frankly, I haven’t been able to get her to rest inside.”

I walk up the steps, across an open balcony lined with beautiful plants, then step out into a magnificent garden, only partially blocked by a half roof.

Indeed, I am not prepared for what I see.

Her eyes are closed. Her leathery skin—from spending so much time in the sun of Stung Meanchey—is furrowed and grey. She is heaving slow, deep breaths.

I don’t want to wake her, but as I pull a chair close, she opens her eyes, looks up, and seems momentarily confused as to where she might be. She coughs, reaches for a blanket that covers only half her legs, then whispers—but so softly I can’t understand what she says. I lean close so that she can repeat it.

“You just won’t leave me alone, will you?” she says.

“No. I won’t,” I tell her. “Not considering that you got it so wrong.”

Her pinched features harden with a question of confusion. “Don’t worry,” I say, “I am here to show you. Now, I have some people I need you to meet.”

I motion to Grandma Sin, who is waiting to step close. She shuffles beside Sopeap’s bed and then instinctively, like any good mother would, reaches over without saying a word and clasps Sopeap’s hands. I am about to explain to Sopeap who the old woman is, but the tears in her eyes tell me that she already knows. Of course, the packages. Sopeap would have watched their delivery from afar.

With the old mother close, Sopeap taps her bony finger to her own heart.

“Three holes,” she whispers.

Grandma Sin’s scratchy voice answers, and I realize it is the first time I have heard her speak. “ . . . not your fault. My daughter loved you.”

I step back and try to hold my tears, watching two momma elephants nuzzle and reminisce. Then when Grandma Sin shuffles aside, I motion to Rathana, and she moves beside the bed.

“Auntie,” she whispers, a common Cambodian title for someone revered, related or not. “I am Rathana, Sopeap’s sister. We have not met, but you have made such a difference in our family.” She motions to her husband and he steps to her side.

“Auntie, I am Ponleak, Rathana’s husband. I am a chemical engineer. I work for an oil company here in Phnom Penh. My parents were able to help me with school because of your kindness and generosity. I will be forever grateful.” He reverently bows and then waves forward a teenage boy and a younger girl. “These are two of my children. I have another daughter who is married and living in Seim Reap. We have come here today to honor you.”

The children make way for their oldest uncle, a man I met just this morning. He motions for his family to gather close to Sopeap’s bed.

“Auntie, my name is Kiri. This is my family. My children have also been able to get a good education. I have a son who is not here. He works in farming. He has an advanced degree in agriculture. But we are most proud of the woman he married—and we even have a grandson.” A young mother, whose name I don’t remember, holds up a child of two or three. “I wish we’d have had more time to get to know you better,” she says, “but regardless, our family will be forever blessed because of your kindness.”

Two more families take turns gathering children around Auntie, expressing thanks and paying tribute. She is too weak to respond, but it doesn’t matter. With the room still full, I work my way around to where I can lean in close, so that I’m certain she can hear me.

“That is your lesson,” I tell her, “and there is no other that is more important.”

Once everyone has finished and final good-byes have been said, the families file quietly and reverently away, leaving me alone to sit by her side and hold her hand as she continues to heave heavy breaths.

Breathe in, breathe out. Breathe in, breathe out.

As the clouds close in, an evening rain begins to fall. The drops are large, like elephant tears, and as they smack the floor, they break into tiny beads that dance and play across the tiles. The owner of the home, Mr. Rangsey, comes out from inside and together we reach for the corners of Sopeap’s bed, ready to pull it in from the edge of the terrace and out of the rain. With all the strength she can muster, she raises her hand to ask that we leave her be. And so Mr. Rangsey excuses himself while I sit with Sopeap and welcome the warm evening shower.

Rain in the dump makes water filthy. Rain in the garden cleanses.

Breathe in, breathe out. Breathe in, breathe out.

The blanket has fallen off, but Sopeap doesn’t seem to care. It is only then I notice that one of her brown socks—the baggy, ordinary socks I once criticized—has slipped off of her foot. Her ankles are swollen, but that is not what catches my attention. It is the scars that crisscross her feet, old wounds common to those who gather trash too close to the dump’s nighttime fires.

Breathe in, breathe out. Breathe in, breathe out.

If Sopeap is crying, I cannot tell, as the cleansing droplets now run down every furrow of her face. I know that she is dying and that I should run and get the owner or the housekeeper and have them call a doctor. But if I do, they will rush her from the rooftop garden beneath her rescuing rain, and away from her home rebuilt from ashes.

Breathe in, breathe out. Breathe in, breathe out.

To ease her mind and offer comfort, I reach for the story she called her favorite. It is from the author named Hans Andersen. I am not familiar with him, but I plan to change that with a bit more time and Sopeap’s gift of books.

I hold her twisted fingers lightly with one hand and turn the book’s pages with the other. The pages are getting wet, but it doesn’t matter.

Breathe in, breathe out. Breathe in, breathe out.

I read slowly and deliberately, to make sure she can hear and understand every word.

In the Garden of Paradise bloomed a rosebush. Here, in the first rose, a bird was born.

As my voice reaches Sopeap’s ears, her muscles relax, her grip slackens, and any fear that might linger in her heart wanes and flows away in the rain.

I continue.

His flight was like the flashing of light, his plumage was beauteous, and his song ravishing. But there fell a spark into the nest of the bird, which blazed up forthwith.

Breathe in, breathe out. Breathe in, breathe out.

The bird perished in the flames; but from the red egg in the nest there fluttered aloft a new one—the one solitary Phoenix bird. The fable tells that he dwells in Arabia and that every hundred years, he burns himself to death in his nest; but each time a new Phoenix, the only one in the world, rises up from the red egg.

The bird flutters round us, swift as light, beauteous in color, charming in song. When a mother sits by her infant’s cradle, he stands on the pillow and, with his wings, forms a glory around the infant’s head. He flies through the chamber of content and brings sunshine into it, and the violets on the humble table smell doubly sweet.

Breathe in, breathe out. Breathe in, breathe out.

But the Phoenix is not the bird of Arabia alone. He wings his way in the glimmer of the Northern Lights over the plains of Lapland and flutters among the yellow flowers in the short Greenland summer. Beneath the copper mountains of Fablun and England’s coal mines he flies, in the shape of a dusty moth, over the hymnbook that rests on the knees of the pious miner. On a lotus leaf he floats down the sacred waters of the Ganges, and the eye of the Hindoo maid gleams bright when she beholds him.

The Phoenix bird, dost thou not know him? The Bird of Paradise, the holy swan of song! On the car of Thespis he sat in the guise of a chattering raven and flapped his black wings, smeared with the lees of wine; over the sounding harp of Iceland swept the swan’s red beak; on Shakespeare’s shoulder he sat in the guise of Odin’s raven and whispered in the poet’s ear, “Immortality!”; and at the minstrels’ feast he fluttered through the halls of the Wartburg.

Breathe in, breathe out. Breathe in, breathe out.

The Phoenix bird, dost thou not know him? He sang to thee the Marseillaise and thou kissedst the pen that fell from his wing; he came in the radiance of Paradise, and perchance thou didst turn away from him towards the sparrow who sat with tinsel on his wings.

The Bird of Paradise—renewed each century—born in flame, ending in flame! Thy picture, in a golden frame, hangs in the halls of the rich, but thou thyself often fliest around, lonely and disregarded, a myth—“The Phoenix of Arabia.”

Breathe in, breathe out. Breathe in . . .

In Paradise, when thou wert born in the first rose, beneath the Tree of Knowledge, thou receivedst a kiss, and thy right name was given thee—thy name, Poetry.

. . . breathe out.

Sopeap lets go of her final breath, flies away with my words that drift distant in the night to the glorious place where family waits—and it is over.

I close the dripping book and place it restfully against her chest. I want to be sad—to wail and lament the passing of my dear teacher and friend, Sopeap Sin—but I do not. Perhaps it is because I don’t want the feeling of peace and love that has swept across my life to leave. Instead, I sit back in the rain, letting it also cleanse and wash another, for perhaps an hour, holding Sopeap’s hand and pondering the wonder and sacredness of the day.

And then, when the time feels right, I pull the blanket over Sopeap’s silent body and stand to leave. As I make my way out of the home, I look for the owner or perhaps his housekeeper, to let them know what has happened, and to thank them. They are nowhere, and I presume they have retired to bed for the evening. I will return in the morning to make arrangements for cremation of the body Sopeap has left behind.

As I near the base of the steps, adjacent to the front door, I find Ki asleep in a chair, still waiting. Of all the stories I have read about heroes, and all that I could ever read, of one thing I’m now certain—he is mine. I touch his face and he wakes up. It takes a moment for him to gather his reason, but when he does, he understands what has happened. He rises and folds his arms around me, holding me tight for a very long time.

“Mr. Rangsey said we are welcome to stay the night. He showed me which room.”

“Is there time instead to get back to the dump, to get to Sopeap’s home?”

“It’s late,” he says, “but we can make it.”

Together, we walk through the dirty streets of Phnom Penh, sometimes in darkness, but it doesn’t matter. We walk through Sopeap’s renewing, restoring, astonishing, redeeming rain.

 


    Chapter Thirty
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Many have gathered around our old home on the mound. I know most as my neighbors from the dump, but there are also many faces I don’t recognize. They are here because Lucky Fat has announced that an important story is about to be told.

When everyone is ready, I step up and inside, just behind where the tarp attaches as it folds onto the roof, so I can stand above the crowd and everyone can hear. At times the events that have occurred in my life over the last several weeks push emotions so close to the surface that it’s difficult to speak. Not tonight. Instead I offer a silent plea to Father that my voice will be strong, and then I begin.

“I am here today to tell you of a fable.

“After I finish, some of you may whisper that it is not true. You may say that my words are made up, that my story is nothing but a myth—and you may be right. But as a wise and great teacher once explained so patiently, all good stories—stories that touch your soul, stories that change your nature, stories that cause you to become a better person from their telling—these stories always contain truth.

“Some, including myself, have told a false fable, a story of Sopeap Sin that was a lie. I come tonight to correct your misconceptions and open your eyes.

“I ask now that instead of listening with your ears you listen with your hearts—for Sopeap taught me that hearts comprehend truth.

“Many years ago, the great sky god, Vadavamukha, received word that those living on the earth below in Stung Meanchey had lost their way. They had been consigned by luck, both good and bad, to pick through mountainous piles of other people’s trash in an effort to make their living. The long hours, their meager earnings, and the filthy conditions at the dump caused many to lose hope. Even worse, many forgot their true nature.

“‘We must help them to see past their filthiness,’ said Vadavamukha. And so he counseled with his wife, Queen Reak Ksaksar Devy. They considered many solutions, but each was fraught with problems. Finally, after many days, they agreed they would send down Soriyan, a beautiful princess and also a great teacher in the heavens, to help those at Stung Meanchey. Soriyan was also their daughter.

“And so Princess Soriyan was summoned. However, as the princesses entered the great hall where Vadavamukha and Reak Ksaksar Devy sat, the queen exclaimed, ‘This plan will not work. She is too beautiful. If she goes down to the ugliness of Stung Meanchey, her beauty and radiance will blind all who look upon her.’

“Vadavamukha knew his wife was right, and so a great sadness swept across the heavens for the people of Stung Meanchey. But Princess Soriyan stepped forward and exclaimed, ‘Do not be sad. The plan will work. I will clothe myself in garbage as a disguise, so that I might have the chance to teach the people and restore their hope. For there is no greater gift I can offer than that of hope.’

“Her parents agreed, and so, even though it was difficult for them to send their daughter away, Vadavamukha and Queen Devy clothed Princess Soriyan in filthiness and placed her into a garbage can to obscure her beauty. Then, Vadavamukha hurled the can from the sky toward the earth, where it landed at Stung Meanchey.

“But when it landed, Princess Soriyan struck her head, and she forgot who she was and why she had been sent to Stung Meanchey. For many years, she was called Sopeap Sin, as no one knew her true identity—neither she nor the people whom she had come to teach.

“When Vadavamukha and his wife looked down from the heavens and saw what had happened, the queen said, ‘We must do something. Our plan is not working. We must go down and save Soriyan and forget about restoring hope to Stung Meanchey.’ But the king wisely answered and said, ‘Give our daughter time. She will soon remember, and the experience will make her an even greater teacher, for she will also have empathy.’ And so they waited.

“Though it was a difficult trial, Princess Soriyan—or Sopeap Sin, as the people knew her—slowly began to remember her heritage and that she was a great teacher. By now she was old, and she realized there wasn’t time to teach all the people living at Stung Meanchey before she would be called back home. But being the wise teacher that she was, she wrote down her most important lessons in the form of simple stories that the people could understand, and she called on others to both write and tell stories, stories filled with truth—though sometimes hidden—to offer direction to anyone with patience and a heart ready to listen.

“To this day, if we look carefully around Stung Meanchey, if we search for stories that teach truth and goodness, stories with lessons that can soften and change our hearts—we will discover hope.”

 

*****

 

In quiet moments the feeling returns, the same one that washed over me the night Sopeap passed away, the night Ki and I walked back to Stung Meanchey in the rain.

In spite of my learning many new words since, I’ve never found a proper way to describe this feeling, except to say it is the same as waking up in a place you know is polluted and stained but instead finding it covered in a cleansing blanket of white, a layer that does more than mask. When you dig down, all your filthiness, uncertainty, and fear have vanished and instead you are encircled by pure and overwhelming love.

The moments are infrequent in a hectic life that is still a constant storm of struggle, and yet when they occur, these moments are anchors. They keep me facing in the right direction. I still awake every morning to a dump that is smoky, but through the smoke, I’ve seen some of the most amazing sunsets.

Still, one thing remains certain—Grandfather spoke the truth. The day Ki found Sopeap’s book, the same day he was robbed, the day that felt so miserable and terrible and discouraging—it was indeed a very lucky day.

Now I’m going to teach a young boy how to write his name.
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    Discussion Questions



See www.TheRentCollectorBook.com for more questions and additional information, including author comments on many of the discussion topics. 

1. In the opening pages of The Rent Collector, Sang Ly’s grandfather promises that it will be a very lucky day. What role do you think luck plays in our lives? How does the idea of luck reconcile with the novel’s epigraph, the quote from Buddha on the opening page?

2. After reading Sarann (the Cambodian Cinderella), Sopeap and Sang Ly discuss how story plots repeat, reinforcing the same lessons. Sopeap calls resurfacing plots “perplexing” and then asks, “Is our DNA to blame for this inherent desire to hope? Is it simply another survival mechanism? Is that why we love Sarann or Cinderella? Or is there more to it?” How would you answer? What are possible explanations for the phenomenon? 

3. Sang Ly says that living at the dump is a life where “the hope of tomorrow is traded to satisfy the hunger of today.” How might this statement also apply to those with modern homes, late-model cars, plentiful food, and general material abundance? 

4. Sang Ly mentions that Lucky Fat has an “uncanny knack of finding money lost amongst the garbage.” Do you suppose someone may have been helping him by placing money for him to find? If so, who?

5. Speaking of her clock, Sang Ly says, “Sometimes broken things deserve to be repaired.” What might she be referring to more than the clock? 

6. The shelters at Stung Meanchey are built to protect the resting pickers from the sun. What other purposes do they serve? What “shelters” do we build in our own lives? How would you react if the “shelters” in your life were constantly being torn down? 

7. At first, Ki is reluctant to welcome change, specifically to see Sang Ly learn to read. He says, “I know that we don’t have a lot here, but at least we know where we stand.” What do you think he means? When have you found it hard to accept change?

8. Sopeap tells Sang Ly: “To understand literature, you read it with your head, but you interpret it with your heart. The two are forced to work together—and, quite frankly, they often don’t get along.” Do you agree? Can you think of examples?

9. Koah Kchol, or scraping, is an ancient remedy Sang Ly says has been practiced in her family for generations. Do you have your own family remedies that have been passed down? What are they, and do they work? 

10. Sang Ly and Sopeap discuss dreams. Have you ever had a dream that changed your attitude, decisions, or outlook? Was it a subconscious occurrence or something more?

11. In a moment of reflection, Sang Ly admits that she doesn’t mean to be a skeptic, to lack hope, or to harbor fear. However, she notes that experience has been her diligent teacher. She asks, “Grandfather, where is the balance between humbly accepting our life’s trials and pleading toward heaven for help, begging for a better tomorrow?” How would you answer her question?

12. Sang Ly speaks often to her deceased grandfather, but not to her father, until after her meeting with the Healer. Why did her attitude change? How might the same principle apply to relationships in our own lives?

13. Sopeap always wears thick brown socks, no matter the weather. As Sopeap lies dying, Sang Ly notices that the socks have slipped, exposing scars on Sopeap’s ankles. How would you presume Sopeap got these scars? How might Sopeap’s scars (or rather their source) have influenced her appreciation for the story of the rising Phoenix? In what ways does Sopeap rise from her own ashes, literally and figuratively?

14. The story ends with Sang Ly retelling the myth of Vadavamukha and the coming of Sopeap to Stung Meanchey. By the time you reached the final version in the book’s closing pages, had you remembered the original version in the book’s opening pages? How had the myth changed? How had Sopeap changed? How had Sang Ly changed?

15. When the story closes, Sang Ly and her family are still living at Stung Meanchey. Are you satisfied with the ending, that they remain at the dump? Why or why not?

 


    Author’s Note



Though The Rent Collector is a work of fiction, Stung Meanchey, the setting where it takes place, is real. 

In 2009, the capital city’s monstrous municipal waste dump was permanently closed by the Cambodian government. An alternative dump was opened several miles to the west of the city. No homes are allowed at the new dump, so many of those who lived and worked at Stung Meanchey now pick through trash in the city, hoping to find enough to recycle and thereby feed their families and keep them together.

I was first introduced to Stung Meanchey, and the people who live there, through my son’s documentary, River of Victory. (To see what life is actually like living in a garbage dump, please visit www.RiverOfVictory.com.) In the film, he followed the struggle of Sang Ly’s family at the dump and her desperate journey to visit the Healer, a visit she hoped would save her son. 

Using the documentary as a starting point, I tried to write a novel that accurately reflected the setting, conditions, character traits, and important historical facts. Then, going beyond that, I wanted to imagine what might happen if the gift of literacy were given to a family in those circumstances. The scenario I envisioned plays out in the fictional elements of The Rent Collector. 

I have included photos, taken from the mentioned documentary, to offer the reader a fuller flavor and understanding of Stung Meanchey and its residents. The pictures are not an attempt to portray my characters and their particular story as factual. 

I’m reminded that Ernest Hemingway is reported to have said, “All good books have one thing in common, they are truer than if they had really happened.” 

I believe he has a point.
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Fires make the task more dangerous
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Sang Ly picks alone
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Arriving at the province
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The Healer’s treatment
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Sang Ly helps
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Nisay is finally well
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			To the lost child in all of us, searching for home.

		


			“The Lord is thy keeper: 

the Lord is thy shade upon thy right hand.”

			—Psalm 121:5
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			Prologue

			The car jerks to a stop in front of my home, and two men climb out. One lugs a briefcase, the other a camcorder. When they reach my door, I’m already gripping the knob, waiting for the bell, wondering if I’m ready. Muffled sounds worm their way through the carved maple, but I catch only pieces. It’s enough to know my visitors are discussing the words etched into a granite stone marker that sits near their feet, a request I make of every guest:

			Before entering, please remove your shoes.

			It’s a habit learned from my wife, a custom in India—but there’s more to it. If my journey has taught me anything, it’s that home and family are sacred, to be revered.

			The doorbell chimes. A measured breath skates across my lips and drops away as a sigh. Am I ready? Of course not, but I pull at the door anyway.

			“Gentlemen, welcome.”

			The two men are standing in their stocking feet, holding out their shoes like baby kittens. The men grin, nod, and accept my invitation to step inside. They lay their shoes on the entry rug, and then we walk toward the living room. Their eyes dart, catching everything. They are already making mental notes, questions forming in their eyes.

			“Taj, you have a stunning home!” the man closer to me says. He’s someone I met previously through an acquaintance.

			“What home wouldn’t be,” his friend observes, “adorned with so many elephants?”

			I shrug. He’s right. I have etchings and oils, photographs and figurines, rugs and runners—even the china standing at attention in our hand-carved hutch boasts a circle of tusks around its edges. My most impressive piece, however, has to be the splendid bronze sculpture in the center of my living room—eight noble elephants circling a helpless calf, protecting it from an attacking Bengal tiger.

			My guests pause before moving to a gold-framed map hung on the far wall. It whispers to the less informed that these are Indian elephants watching over my home, not the African variety.

			I nod at two chairs opposite the couch, but before my guests sit, their attention turns to a picture of my family on the table—me, my wife, our two daughters, the oldest finally a teenager.

			I’m at ease in the photo: full faced, dark bristly hair, dentist-white teeth, though one tooth in front drops slightly lower than the one beside it.

			“Terrific family—and you look very . . .” He picks his words carefully. “ . . . athletic.”

			“My wife would say stout,” I joke, “but I’m not about to argue.”

			As I find a place on the couch, I can feel anxious sweat already staining circles into the underarms of my blue cotton shirt.

			They sit across from me. “Did you grow up in Mapleton?”

			It’s a fair question, considering my skin is a near perfect match to my brown leather sofa. Add that to the fact that I’ve chosen to surround myself with the finest décor of India, and it would be reasonable for a stranger to assume that I’d carry the British-laced accent of a man from Mumbai, New Delhi, or Bangalore. But I have no accent at all. I’m as American as they are—as every neighbor on my street.

			“I’ve lived near the Rocky Mountains since I came as a small child,” I say. “We love it here.”

			“Good to know,” the taller one replies, and then curiosity gathers in his brow. “Taj, when you called, you said you’d never told your story in public. That’s pretty remarkable, because it’s a story that’s . . . well, extraordinary.”

			I wipe at the edges of my mouth. It gives me time to collect the right words. I need to be precise; these men are writers. “True, true. Very few people know the details of my life, except my wife, Priya, a sibling or two, and my children.”

			His colleague fastens the camcorder atop an aluminum tripod. He fidgets, focuses, and pushes Record. “Okay, we’re ready,” he announces to the room.

			I twist so my eyes meet the impatient camera now staring back. The man behind it shrugs, as if the first question is obvious. “Why have you kept your story a secret?”

			A simple question. A difficult answer. When I hesitate, he prods. “Are you ready to tell your story because it might inspire others?”

			“NO!” 

			It’s an answer that spills out before I can stop it. I take a breath. How do I explain?

			“You’re both writers,” I say. “You take ideas and words and confusing bits of life and weave them together into a captivating story—one that you hope not only entertains but somehow makes sense of the world. Is that right?”

			The man holding his laptop closes the lid. His friend sets down his notepad and pen. A glance crosses between them.

			“Well, isn’t it?” I ask again, my tone more edgy than I intend.

			“That’s the goal,” the writer by the camera admits.

			I lean closer.

			“This will appear selfish, and I don’t mean to sound that way.” I lick my lips and lower my chin. “I’m ready to tell my story, not just because it might help others—which I hope it will—but because it’s time I try to make sense of my past. I hope that by finally talking about all of this, by pulling it out and casting a little light on it . . . my desire is to somehow . . . well, I guess I want to . . .”

			“What is it?”

			“I’m hoping to forgive God.”

			The ticking of the mantel clock is the only sound in the room.

			I straighten, look again at the camera. “Is that thing on?”

			“It is.”

			“Good. Let’s begin.”
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			Chapter 1

			Erode, India, 1978

			The city of Erode was like a thousand others that dotted the vast landscape of India. How could it not be, with over half a billion people who called the country home? Erode had hotels and hostels, factories and farms, cement homes and mud huts, hope and despair—and a mischievous boy of almost eight named Chellamuthu.

			Like so many other poor children in India, the boy wore disheveled hair, warm eyes, and a naïve grin. At his age, running around the city without shoes and shirt was still a choice and not an embarrassment. Despite his family’s poverty, he was generally content—except for that constant, itchy feeling of hunger. He would never get used to that.

			“Are you ready?” Chellamuthu whispered, crouching like a hungry tiger beside the park fence.

			His timid cousin Krishna paced the dirt behind him, head bobbing, fingers twitching. “If the guard catches you, he’ll beat you like a sewer rat!”

			“Not if I’m a fast sewer rat.”

			Badri Park in Erode, a short six blocks from Chellamuthu’s home, had been finished a year earlier, and to the children living in its shadow, it was a mystical dream come true, as if they’d awakened to discover that the Taj Mahal had been built next door.

			The day the park opened, before they started to charge admission, Chellamuthu overheard a man say that the design was patterned after children’s playgrounds in America. If that was true, Chellamuthu was ready to stow away that very day.

			At the center of the park was a tall double slide that rolled out from a covered platform like twin metal tongues. While their shiny surfaces could scald a child’s skin, the thrill of plummeting down a slick piece of baking metal on one’s backside was worth the risk of burns. To the east of the slide, secluded by a planted row of trees, stood three sets of spindly swings with spidery red legs cemented securely into the ground. Their soft rubber seats dangled enticingly on steel chains, and though they were at first perplexing to Chellamuthu and his friends, the boys quickly learned, by watching children of the wealthy, the proper way to pump their legs to send the swings higher.

			To the west of the slide was Chellamuthu’s favorite ride: a round, spinning dish with attached bars, all hovering over a soft bed of sand. It was called a Merry-Go-Round, and it was brilliant! Children would gather around it in a circle and push like a stampeding ring of mules, causing the metal platter to spin so furiously that anyone attempting to hang on would be spit into the sand like bad tobacco.

			Dreams on a disk. Exhilarating!

			There was more—each piece with a name as thrilling as the ride itself: Teeter-Totter, Monkey Bars, Jungle Gym.

			Oh, what a wonderful place this America must be!

			The first several weeks the park was open, admission was free for everyone—until they finished the brick and metal fence that surrounded it. The grizzled guard who began demanding rupees at the entrance explained curtly that the fence was there to keep the children inside safe. However, his words, delivered with grunting disdain, made it clear they were now charging a “small” fee solely to keep the poor and undesirables out.

			But scarcity often breeds ingenuity.

			A single child could easily distract the guard at the gate while on the opposite side of the park a multitude of children poured over the fence like roaches. Of course, they would often be discovered, chased, and tossed outside to the cement like rubbish. But even that was exciting, making any day at Badri Park for a poor boy in India a good day.

			“Are you ready, Krishna?”

			Chellamuthu waited for his cousin to divert the guard. But this time it wasn’t so he could break into the park to play. No, today he was here on official business.

			A group of older boys from Kannaian Street had befriended Chellamuthu in town and then stopped him a week later at the bridge at Barrage Road when he was driving the landowner’s cattle across to feed. They had noticed that although Chellamuthu was athletic for his age, he was built with skinny arms. Even though he didn’t yet know the boys’ names, they had offered him three rupees to sneak into the park and see if his hand would fit through the opening of the box where the guard dropped the entrance fees.

			They said it wasn’t stealing, insisting that he take nothing from inside.

			“Just see if you can push your hands through the hole and then tell us how deep you can reach,” they said. “You know, to measure the depth of the box. We have a bet about how many rupees can fit into a box that size.”

			What could be wrong with that?

			Nothing, except his mother’s words had camped in his head, and Chellamuthu couldn’t convince them to leave: “Be honest, good son, be kind. You must, if you ever hope to see the end of your suffering and attain moksha.”

			Moksha, a state of liberation where one could finally be free from the struggles of life and the cycle of reincarnation. He was sick of the grubby word.

			But if there was a battle in his head as to what he should do, his resistance was so quickly pummeled that it never stood a chance. Now, as he crouched outside the park, the older boys had come into sight, and he was already supposed to be inside. He shoved Krishna toward the guard and then scurried to the opposite fence.

			The job would be quick. He would never get caught. He’d earn an easy three rupees.

			What could possibly go wrong?
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			The family home was fashioned out of poles, mud, and mountains of woolly mammoth-type thatch that smothered the roof and walls—standard construction for the Indian poor. But it wasn’t a lonely structure. It stood as one of eighteen similar huts, looking like a lost herd of hairy animals who had lined up in two scattered rows to rest for the night.

			At the head of their ranks, indeed, towering over them, was the only hairless building of the bunch: a modern, two-story cement home with an ornate teak door, edged on three sides by a halo of sculpted brass, standing proudly atop a rise of peppered granite steps. The structure was imperial white with a hint of rose, more stately than proud, standing in stark contrast to the humble huts it watched over.

			It was the home of Mrs. Papathi Iyer, the landowner.

			She was a woman in her mid-forties, with flowing black hair, flawless teeth, and a squeaky voice. Every high-pitched sound spilling from her mouth was bursting with excitement and wonder.

			In place of the customary crimson dot that most Hindu women placed on their forehead, Papathi wore a delicate ruby jewel. But it wasn’t her hair or her jewel or her voice that Chellamuthu found so pleasing; it was her kindness. In spite of her privileged upbringing, or perhaps because of it, she was caring to all of the children, no matter their situation or caste.

			She had a husband, but he was seen only on rare occasions. He ran a business in Bangalore and was content to let his wife manage matters in Erode. Though she could have directed their affairs from the upstairs, looking out over her tenants in the dirt below, she preferred to sit by the front door where she could fish for children who might wander close.

			“Chellamuthu! Come here, little one!” she called out, waving him over with eager arms.

			“Yes, ma’am?”

			“I want you to listen to the sounds around you and tell me what you hear.”

			The boy glanced behind him to see if any of his friends or cousins were watching. He didn’t want them to make fun of him later. A kid had to be careful. Then again, she would often pay him and his older brother a handful of rupees to drive her cattle from the nearby corral to the banana groves across the bridge to feed. Did he really care what anyone else might think?

			“Buses. I can hear buses,” he answered. That wasn’t surprising. The parcel of ground sat northwest of the city center, pushing up against development on one side and the Kaveri River on the other.

			“What else?” she asked.

			All right, so it wasn’t the sound of buses.

			He turned his head and closed his eyes to focus more intently. “I can hear your cattle grunting.”

			“Anything else?”

			He tried again. “I hear Banerjee chopping coconuts with his machete.”

			“Good, good. How do you know it’s Banerjee?” she asked.

			“He’s always the one chopping coconuts.”

			Chellamuthu was right. Banerjee was a wrinkled old North Indian man with few teeth, a stout right arm, and two missing fingers on his left hand. He would start early every morning, cutting open coconut husks, harvesting the meat, then stacking the discarded shells into a clumsy wooden cart.

			“What does it sound like?” she asked, with her grinning lips and soprano voice.

			Chellamuthu imitated what he heard. “Whack, whack, whack . . . whack, whack, whack.”

			“Do you know why he is always chopping coconuts?”

			Chellamuthu shrugged. “He sells them, I guess.”

			She shook her head. “No. Banerjee is helping his son, who makes coconut oil from the meat, rope from the outer husk, and charcoal from the shells. The neighbors complain that Banerjee chops for too long and too loud, that all they hear is his incessant chopping.” Her excited words practically skipped out from behind her teeth. “In truth, he is serving family. What you hear, Chellamuthu—the hacking of his machete against the coconut husk—is the sound of dharma. He is performing his duty because his dharma is to serve, and that makes it . . . beautiful. Do you understand?”

			He didn’t understand at all but nodded anyway.

			“Good,” she said. “Seek dharma, child. Find out how you fit in, who you are. Remember that everything around you has a purpose. Even you, child.”

			She leaned close, her piercing stare poking him like a boney finger, as if she could see into his head and know that he’d been getting into trouble with the older boys at the park.

			When he didn’t blink, she touched him on the shoulder and then steered him toward the river. “Now go, boy! Perform dharma and take my cattle to feed, okay?”

			Chellamuthu forced his lips into a smile. “Yes, ma’am.”

			When he was out of sight of the woman, he closed his eyes and listened again.

			Whack, whack, whack . . . whack, whack, whack.

			The sounds from the machete seemed to pause, watch, and then fade.

			Whack, whack, whack . . . whack, whack, whack.

			Chellamuthu frowned. No matter how hard he listened for dharma, it appeared that the neighbors were right. The only echo circling overhead was the thumping of a determined three-fingered man chopping at the stubborn shells of never-ending coconuts.
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			Chellamuthu waited beside the Erode Station Bus Terminal. It was a fitting name. The place hadn’t seen improvements since the British had built it in the early 1940s. It was all original: a dusty parking lot, a tiny building, feeble blue walls, homely gray floors. A lone arched entry opened to swallow hot and weary travelers who needed a ticket, a toilet, or an easy spot to sit. At one time it might have been stylish. Today it was disparaged, barely noticed, as unwitting throngs moved past.

			But Chellamuthu had noticed.

			He let his gaze skip off the dirt to rest beside the building where a few new vendors had set up shop. His recent exploits in the park had started him thinking about a lot of things, in particular about the fruit keeper.

			He was an older man with dark skin, heavy hair, and lips that turned up naturally to offer all a perpetual smile—a true salesman. The man glanced back at Chellamuthu, staring for a split second at his scraggy, shirtless body. Had he noticed how the boy’s lanky skin was doing a poor job of hiding visible ribs? Perhaps, but his answer to the boy’s silent plea hung like a cardboard sign from his nose: I’d like to help, but if I gave away free fruit to every ravenous gutter child, I’d be begging beside you by tomorrow.

			No problem. Chellamuthu wasn’t actually concerned with the man. He wanted his box: a large, rectangular thing made of solid wood with a slatted front designed to fold down and display its contents to hungry travelers. At night the hinged face was locked tight with the goods caged inside, then it was all chained to a post so the keeper wouldn’t have to haul the easily bruised fruit back and forth from home.

			Chellamuthu glared toward the stubborn sun, as if it was clinging to the horizon on purpose, curious to see what the boy was up to.

			“Poda Mayiru!”

			Chellamuthu wasn’t certain what the swear word meant, but he enjoyed how it tasted in his mouth, the way it slithered across his tongue and then spit into the dirt with such little effort. He would thank the older boys later, his new friends, for teaching it to him.

			When the fruit keeper finally hurried past toward a waiting bus, Chellamuthu smiled.

			It was time.

			He scanned for the policeman who normally patrolled the area . . . gone. He glanced at the tobacco seller who worked beside the fruit keeper . . . back turned. Nobody was watching.

			The voice of conscience screaming in the boy’s head should have been enough to convince him to give up, go home, and take his silly notion of fruit thievery with him. Instead, he approached the fruit seller’s box, crouched down, and peered through the wooden slats at the jailed fruit locked inside.

			It was a moment of speechless joy—there were jackfruits, mangos, water apples, palm fruit, all waiting, even pleading for freedom, asking the famished boy to help himself. He could almost hear them fighting one with another: Eat me first, boy! No, eat me!

			Though the fruit keeper had protected his prized goods with slats and a sturdy lock, starving children come with scrawny arms. Chellamuthu pushed his hand through the narrow gap and thrust it deep into the box. His skin scraped against the wood, needling his arm with splinters. He didn’t stop. He grabbed hold of the largest mango and instinctively tried to set it free. It stopped cold at the boards. The mango—like the rest of the fruit in the box—would not fit between the narrow openings.

			Chellamuthu remembered watching men catch monkeys out in the villages. The process was simple. They would use a stick or a pipe to burrow a small hole into the side of a hill, about a foot deep, and then scoop out a hollow opening inside. They would then place a handful of peanuts or melon seeds in the hole and wait. Once a monkey smelled the bait, it would reach into the opening, clutch the prize—its hand then too big to pull out through the hole—and refuse to let go.

			But Chellamuthu was no monkey. The boy had a plan. His hands might be skinny, but they were also strong. He gripped the helpless mango and squeezed until it shuddered and then burst. After he’d crushed it into pieces inside the box, he slipped the dripping chunks out through the front openings. To a starving boy, smashed mango is every bit as tasty as firm mango.

			He’d brought a small cloth sack in which to carry away his pummeled loot, but he couldn’t resist popping the first pieces into his mouth. As the sweet syrup danced on his lips, he was certain that, for just a moment, he had attained moksha.

			Amidst his rapture, he heard footsteps.

			Once, while picking cotton, Chellamuthu’s father had pointed out an Indian eagle, the country’s largest flying predator with a wingspan nearly the length of a man. His father had said that the first hint for a rodent that they were about to be eaten was a shadow that would cover them a split second before they were snatched.

			Chellamuthu tried to turn his head as a shadow shrouded the box, but before he could coil sideways, fingers drove so deeply into his neck that he wondered if his bones might break. He squirmed in the talons of his predator, hoping to catch a glimpse. If it was the fruit seller, he’d likely cuff the boy several times and yell obscenities but ultimately send him on his way. If it was a policeman, it would be much worse. The older boys had told him stories of being beaten by the police, often severely, and they had scars to prove it.

			As he was jerked to his feet and shaken, Chellamuthu twisted just enough to view the demon that clenched him tight. The angry beast roared. Fear flooded his heart like the Kaveri River. The abductor who was now dragging him forcefully away from the terminal and into the darkness of the night was swifter than an Indian eagle, angrier than the fruit seller, and meaner than the policeman.

			It was Arayi Gounder, his mother.

			“That’s not yours to take!” she yelled.

			He knew better than to talk back. He knew better than to say anything.

			Without another word, Arayi towed him behind her, like tugging a stubborn goat to the butcher—past the entrance and the waiting passengers, beyond the buses and the loitering autorick drivers.

			Had this been his father, a token blow or two to the back of Chellamuthu’s head would have been delivered, and all would have been forgotten. The man might even have congratulated the boy for his ingenuity. But not his mother. Her fury would soon turn to hurt, hurt would become regret, regret would settle into worry, and then both of their lives would be miserable for days.

			The police were never around when you needed them.

			As the pair moved along in the dark toward the street that led them home, Chellamuthu heard the most distressing sound of all.

			His mother was crying.
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			Kuppuswami Gounder, Chellamuthu’s father, was a man of few words, a hasty hand, and strong drink—often in reverse order. Perhaps the man’s weakness for anything fermented was cultural. After all, he was born a Gounder, the caste that bears his name, a sub-layer in the social strata of India that could aspire to little more than pulling peanuts or picking cotton.

			“Life could be worse,” his arranged-marriage wife, Arayi, would remind him. “You could have been born as one of the Untouchables, those of the lowest caste, or even as one with no caste at all.”

			“True,” he’d reply, “but if life could be worse, didn’t that mean it could also be better?”

			As it was, he settled for odd jobs, harvesting occasional crops, living a life that was destined never to rise above the menial. He was proof that the muzzling of motivation only makes for mediocrity, that every man needs a purpose.

			What man in his shoes wouldn’t drink?

			But there were men who didn’t drink—many of them. So if it wasn’t cultural, then perhaps Kuppuswami drank because of peer pressure. He had numerous friends and acquaintances who drank, claiming that there was nothing in the sacred Hindu Vedas that specifically prohibited the practice, especially if done in moderation.

			Moderation could be a confounding concept.

			Perhaps his problems were hereditary. The man’s father drank and would then come home at night and beat his wife. The man’s grandfather drank and would then come home and beat his wife. Back and back the drinking and wife-beating went, rustling through the leaves of the family tree for as long as anyone could remember. For all Kuppuswami knew, drinking was a natural, perhaps even expected, part of his existence. He was doing nothing more than proudly carrying on the family tradition.

			But he wasn’t proud. He was ashamed. And traditions can have consequences.

			When he woke up in the morning, guilt was always grinning at him from the shadows, pointing, jeering, laughing—and he couldn’t scare it away.

			To drown the shame, to help him get through another day living with the fact that he was poor and unimportant, that he’d never accomplished a thing in his miserable little life, he’d devised a simple and yet reliable solution.

			He drank.
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			“You’re quiet, Arayi. What’s wrong?”

			The troubled mother let her sister’s question drift past. Her thoughts were so entangled that the best she could offer in return were raised shoulders and a stone smile.

			Jaya nodded. “Don’t worry. We’ll have plenty of time for talk.”

			The woman was right. Their six-kilometer trek from the outskirts of Erode to the fabric dyeing factory near Soolai was the shortest part of their day. For the next ten hours, the two would stand across from one another, dipping and stirring skeins of silk into sweltering copper kettles full of bubbling color.

			At the factory, Arayi scooped the measured powder into the simmering water while Jaya whisked. The morning’s batch was scarlet.

			There had been a time when all the dyes were natural, extracted from plants or animals. The deep reds came from the root of the madder plant that was native to the country’s hilly districts. Indigo, or blue dye, was extracted from the leaves of the indigenous indigo bush. Rich yellows were obtained by boiling the dry green rinds of the pomegranate fruit.

			In today’s world, synthetic equivalents were available for virtually every color and hue. The traditional process was changing, and Arayi didn’t like it one bit. She coaxed the fire with a stick to keep the liquid hot while Jaya coaxed her sister’s gloom.

			“You’ll feel better if you just tell me what’s bothering you,” she said.

			With a teeming sigh that nearly spilled over into the liquid, Arayi relented. “I caught Chellamuthu stealing fruit from the vendor’s cart at the terminal.”

			Jaya shrugged with her eyes. “Well, you must admit, the boy has always been resourceful.” She tossed Arayi a smile to confirm she only meant to brighten the mood.

			Arayi returned a frown. “What shall I do?”

			Jaya squinted toward heaven. “A mother’s curse . . . We are only as happy as our saddest child.”

			“I have taught him better.”

			“Don’t fret, sister. It’s not the first time a hungry boy in India has taken food. It won’t be the last.”

			Jaya wasn’t helping. Arayi’s chin lifted, pulling the pitch of her voice. “Jaya, he’s my son! And it’s more than just fruit stealing. He’s been running off at night, getting into trouble with older boys. Last week, I caught him going through the garbage at the Royal India, scavenging for scraps. What am I supposed to do?” Desperation swirled with the steam. “I curse our long hours!”

			“What other choice do we have?”

			Jaya was right. The poor and starving had none. Extra work from the women had been required now for weeks. The owner insisted. It wasn’t just the colors and compounds of fabric dyeing that were being improved but the process. Several factories around Soolai had installed fabric dyeing machines. Technology was replacing tradition and a way of life that had kept families employed for generations. The smaller factories, like the one where the sisters worked, claimed to remain true to ancient dyeing methods proven for a thousand years—hollow, meaningless words that meant management didn’t have the money to modernize. The business was clinging by its fingernails to antiquated methods that would eventually cause its death. The dyeing company was, in fact, . . . dying.

			“How are your other children coping?” Jaya asked, a question that caused Arayi to groan.

			“When he’s not working with his uncle, Selvaraj has been watching Manju. I ask you, is it right that a child of ten is forced to watch a baby sister of two while their mother is constantly gone?”

			As Jaya listened, realization crowded close. “This conversation isn’t really about Chellamuthu or your other children, is it?”

			“Of course it is. What do you mean?”

			“I think we’re talking about you.”

			Arayi’s face gathered in protest. “The stench of the dye has gone to your head!”

			Jaya laid a hand on her sister’s shoulder. “Arayi, the only pain worse for a mother than the ache of her child is self-inflicted guilt. You are allowing it to rob your peace, and you should stop. That’s all I’m saying.”

			Silence nodded.

			A moment passed before Jaya spoke. Her voice brimmed with confidence. “We will stop at the temple on the way home. You can offer a prayer to Lakshmi that your fortune and well-being may improve.”

			Jaya reached across and touched her sister’s hand. “You will see, big sister. Amazing things are about to happen in your life—I feel it!”
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			Chapter 2

			“Jump, kudhi, jump!” The scattered brood of boys egged the younger Chellamuthu forward, daring him to leap from the rocks to the water below, to prove yet again that he was man enough to become one of them. 

			His new gang of unruly friends now stood half a dozen meters away, and Chellamuthu was thankful for the distance. Any nearer, and they’d see the terror bleeding from his eyes.

			“We don’t have all day! Jump!”

			The Kaveri River lured boys like candy. It was almost as seductive as Badri Park but more convenient for Chellamuthu because it was closer.

			The river circled around Erode the way a friend might wrap his arm around your shoulders and squeeze tight. It was always waiting, ever enticing, constantly begging for a companion to come out and play. 

			Beneath the searing afternoon sun, the boys buzzed like flies—and they were equally irritating.

			“Come on, porampokku, jump!”

			“Don’t be a girl, mundam!”

			While their choice of slurs changed more often than the dirt beneath their fingernails, their resolve remained as constant as . . . the dirt beneath their fingernails. The most vocal of the group was their self-appointed leader, Harisha, a name that fittingly meant Lord of monkeys. He was a boy with steely eyes, stained teeth, and a clenched heart—the type of person you’d never want to meet on a dark street, a boy who carried the familiar scent of struggle.

			Harisha moved three steps closer to Chellamuthu, who was still planted at the rock’s edge. Harisha’s eyes narrowed the way a leopard squints just before snatching the life from its prey.

			“What are you waiting for?” he taunted.

			Harisha was at least five years older than Chellamuthu and more than twice his size, making the need for his show of dominance puzzling.

			Chellamuthu held out his hand toward Harisha in a gesture that he hoped said, I’m going to jump. Just give me a second to fix this knot in my shorts. The only knot, however, was the one in Chellamuthu’s stomach, and it was now reaching up into his throat to choke him.

			Perhaps he shouldn’t have lied to his mother, telling her he was going to wash the landowner’s cattle. But he had little choice. When the older boys from Kannaian Street had dared him to tag along to the cliffs, an area of the river where many boys were forbidden to swim, he couldn’t say no. It was like receiving an invitation from the Indian Prime Minister for tea.

			The group had been splashing along the south bank all morning, staying away from the far shore where the river bends, the banks tighten, and the waters surge. They’d been chucking rocks and flinging mud and calling each other disgusting names that would have brought a certain beating if any of their parents had heard. Yes, life had been marvelous, and he’d even forgotten about his empty stomach until King Harisha had singled out the new boy for a dare.

			Growing bored now, Harisha bent down and picked up a rock. His throw was perfect, striking Chellamuthu in the chest. But it was when the other boys laughed and started looking for their own rocks that Chellamuthu knew stalling time was over.

			Without further hesitation, he ran back a dozen steps, turned to face the cliff, then sprinted like a madman toward the edge.

			Logic pleaded for his legs to stop. Desire for acceptance demanded they keep moving. However, for boys like Chellamuthu, the blanket of belonging can silently smother common sense.

			Eyes watched.

			Hands waved.

			Voices screamed.

			It was at the cliff’s very edge, just as Chellamuthu’s knees were bending to propel his leap out into space, that the words the boys were yelling finally lined up in his brain.

			“SNAKES! STOP! THERE ARE SNAKES!”

			Too late!

			Even though Chellamuthu’s legs jolted to a halt, his body didn’t. Instead of leaping gracefully into the air in a measured jump, his arms flailed, his frame contorted, and his heart tumbled.

			Like most children in India, Chellamuthu was taught early about snakes—specifically, the poisonous five: the cobra, the krait, the Russell’s viper, the saw-scaled viper, and the pit viper. The problem was especially acute in his home state of Tamil Nadu, one of the country’s worst affected areas. If he were to be bitten and not reach the hospital within minutes, he’d never see his family again.

			Chellamuthu smacked the dark water of the Kaveri with a thud that sounded like an angry hand slapping the back of a stubborn cow. Even hitting the water sideways, he was still plunged a good body’s length beneath the surface. His skin stung from the blow, and for a second he was certain he was being eaten alive by a den of vicious vipers that had been waiting in the water.

			As the sting dispersed, both relief and alarm flowed in to take its place—including thoughts of Niranjan, his friend who been bitten by a snake while the boys were picking peanuts near Pungampatti. There were adults nearby, and both boys instantly began to scream, but screams don’t dissuade snake venom. Within minutes Niranjan’s leg had doubled in size and despite his uncle’s best effort to treat the wound, it wouldn’t stop bleeding. Niranjan began vomiting, struggling for breath, and before anyone could get him strapped onto a motorcycle and headed to the hospital for life-saving antivenin, his eyes rolled back into his swollen head, and he died.

			Chellamuthu was below the surface now, holding his breath, flapping his arms and looking up, his vision too blurred to see.

			If there were snakes, if this wasn’t a terrible joke being played by Harisha and the older boys, the serpents would be just above him. He was a strong swimmer, having lived near the Kaveri since birth. He could attempt a retreat by swimming away beneath the surface, but it might not be away at all. He might do nothing more than swim right into the snakes when finally coming up for air.

			If only I were a fish.

			It was a childish thought, and as burning lungs and exhausted arms reminded him that wishing moments are wasted moments, Chellamuthu broke the water’s surface and sucked in a precious breath.

			“SNAKES! SWIM!”

			The boys were still screaming from above, still pointing toward the water—and then Chellamuthu saw the dark whipping movement of the creature barely two meters away. He couldn’t tell its variety, as he’d never had the privilege of studying snakes from quite this angle before, but it looked like a krait cobra—the largest one he had ever seen.

			Most alarmingly, it lay between him and the shore.

			Most parents wouldn’t allow their boys to swim in this particular spot on the river, not because of snakes but because of the dangerous current along the opposite shore, a surging swell that had occasionally carried children through the narrow and rocky rapids downstream.

			Chellamuthu had no choice.

			Legs kicked. Arms thrashed. Eyes locked on the opposite bank. Chellamuthu swam with all his strength away from the danger of the serpent and into the peril of the current. It was as if the river was politely asking, How would you prefer to die today, boy?

			The answer was easy—until the current grabbed hold.

			He’d hoped to be able to swim parallel to the shore, using the swifter water to create distance between him and the snake, and then break free when he was out of danger.

			It was a nice theory.

			The water mauled Chellamuthu, and with every kick he was pulled closer to the jagged teeth of the beckoning narrows. If it drew him in, the force would dash him repeatedly against the rocks and ferociously beat him to death.

			The cobra’s bite would have been more merciful.

			Why had he come here this morning?

			“Bhagavan! God, save me!” The words choked in his throat. “Next time I promise to stay home and wash the cattle!”

			But before Bhagavan could answer, someone gripped Chellamuthu’s arm. It was Harisha, the gang leader, a boy not only twice Chellamuthu’s size but twice as strong. It didn’t take long for the larger boy to pull Chellamuthu back to the safety of the shore.

			As the two rested, neither spoke—at least not in words. Harisha’s glare poked at Chellamuthu’s skinny, breathless body, forcing him to turn away. The older boy had just saved his life, but instead of gloating in glory, his stare was cold and demanding. His lips didn’t move, so he must not have actually spoken. But to Chellamuthu, Harisha’s message was abundantly clear: Time to pay up.

			The boys who’d been hollering from atop the cliff now circled, bunching around their illustrious leader like zealous soldiers awaiting orders. Even the river seemed to turn its inquiring head to listen.

			“Dry off,” Harisha finally said, tapping Chellamuthu on the shoulder with his gaze. “We’re gonna go to the park now, so you can steal us all some rupees.”
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			That night Chellamuthu lay on the floor of his family’s hut in a puddle of thoughts, fingering a few of his freshly pilfered bills. Somehow the landowner’s words wormed into his head through the dark, as if she could see the grimy money clutched inside his pocket.

			Seek dharma, she had said. Find your purpose. 

			Thankfully he’d hidden most of the loot beneath a rock outside before his parents came home.

			What else had she said? Ah, yes. Listen to the sounds that surround you.

			His eyes closed and ears opened as he studied the night-time noises slinking in through the thatch: a distant late-night celebration, probably a wedding; a child’s cries from a hut toward the river; the rumble of a distant truck making its deliveries. Outside sounds mixed with those from inside: his mother’s weary snores, his restless baby sister—and curry. Always curry.

			He couldn’t actually hear the curry, but its scent was so intertwined with the noises in his life that the two were difficult to pull apart.

			The family’s daily meal was always simple—even sparse—but curry often made an appearance. Curry rice, curry beans, curry coconut, curry squash. Curry wet, curry dry. Curry this, curry that. His mother’s own recipe was his favorite: a blend of cumin, garlic, peppers, ginger, tamarind, coriander, chili, cinnamon, fennel, cardamom, curry leaves, and several mysterious ingredients she refused to share.

			Spicy. Pungent. Persistent.

			That’s not to say she curried everything. An occasional dish went bare. But the aroma always stuck to his skin, loitering like poor, hungry children hoping for more. Chellamuthu smelled his fingers in the dark. Knowing they were filthy, he fought the urge to lick them.

			Then another nighttime sound barged into the hut, scattering the boy’s curry visions across the dusty floor. It was a sound he recognized instantly and all too well, like a mother picking out her child’s cries in a crowd. There was grunting, coughing, swaying—and sorrow.

			Kuppuswami was coming home.

			Chellamuthu rolled from the dirt and slipped out into the moonlight. He wasn’t running away from the sound, he was running toward it. If he did nothing, their hut would soon fill with ugly sounds: arguments, shouts, blows, whimpers and tears.

			He was tired of the tears.

			As he raced toward the approaching figure who was staggering along the path, the boy was reaching to the ground to gather something in his hands.

			He was picking up tangerine-sized rocks.
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			It was true that Kuppuswami had been drinking but not for his usual reasons—many of which escaped him now anyway. He’d stayed late in town, sitting at the corner gulping larger than normal swallows of toddy, a cheap palm wine, because of what he needed to do when he arrived home.

			Tonight he would be teaching his son Chellamuthu a lesson.

			Kuppuswami had been hard on the boy in the past. Everyone knew that, could see it for themselves, but few understood why. If people gossiped that it was because the man was lazy, that the boy’s father drank too much, there would be a good deal of truth wrapped up in the words. If they claimed, however, that Kuppuswami was hard on his son because he didn’t care, well, they’d be dead wrong.

			Was Kuppuswami a drunkard? Absolutely—and when he drank, he provided little reason for his family to be proud. But until his heart stopped beating and his body was placed upon a pyre and purified to ash by Lord Agni, the god of fire, he was still the boy’s father and was, on occasion, going to act like it—even if it meant making painful decisions.

			Chellamuthu had been sneaking away, getting into trouble, ignoring his parents. It was more than youthful disobedience, it was willful defiance—and for Kuppuswami, it was all too . . . what was the word he was searching for? . . . familiar. If he didn’t put a stop to his son’s behavior now, if he let the seeds of rebellion germinate and grow, then in the end, as near as the man could determine, it was likely the boy would turn out to be . . . well, just like his father.

			Kuppuswami couldn’t let that happen.

			The question that had been eating at the man for days was what to do. He could lecture Chellamuthu, but the boy had already been lectured. He could slap him with a blow to the back of his head, but the previous head-slappings hadn’t changed a thing. No, what Chellamuthu needed was a reminder that was more . . . permanent.

			As he neared home, Kuppuswami’s feet dragged like anchors across the ground, scraping lonely tracks in the dirt. His head was purposely foggy—a good thing, even necessary. When he rounded the street that led to the waiting row of huts, he noticed someone standing in the dark.

			Chellamuthu.

			“Boy, come here!” His words wallowed in the dust with him.

			“You’re drunk. Go away!” Chellamuthu hollered back, and then he responded with more than just his command. He pulled back and hurled his largest rock.

			Though he was skinny, the boy was athletic. The stone nailed Kuppuswami firm in the gut, dropping him to the dirt.

			“It’s not liquor,” he called out as he stood back up. “It’s medicine!” And then the combination of his joke and the image of his young son throwing rocks at him, as if the boy was heaving stones at a wild dog, caused the man to laugh.

			Kuppuswami’s sudden merriment didn’t stop Chellamuthu. A second rock pelted the man, this one assaulting him in the shoulder. He twisted sideways but only for a moment.

			“We have to talk!” he called out, luring the boy toward him, followed by more stumbled steps.

			He watched Chellamuthu reach toward the ground for something else. Since the rocks were obviously not working, the boy had grabbed a broken whiskey bottle that seemed anxious to get involved. Chellamuthu pitched it with such strength and form that rather than outrage, Kuppuswami could only feel . . . pride. His boy would be a good cricket player one day, for certain.

			But then Kuppuswami touched his leg. Warm. Slippery. Red. The man was bleeding. His son’s aim had hit the mark. Kuppuswami had been cut just below the knee, and yet he felt no pain. The toddy was doing a fine job!

			Though Kuppuswami was drunk, he hadn’t lost all reason. His wound, the length of a finger, was spitting out blood like a tiny fountain. At this time of night there would be no doctor, no stitches—not that they had the money for that anyway. It was like the time Chellamuthu had smashed his fingers in the grain mill and the bleeding wouldn’t stop. To cauterize the wound, an uncle placed the boy’s fingers in the fire. It was that or risk the child bleeding to death.

			Chellamuthu’s scars remained.

			Tonight, Kuppuswami would do the same. He limped to the hut’s north side, to the stall where their cooking stove sat. Thankfully the coals were still glowing. A metal poker used to stir the fire was there, still hot. Kuppuswami poked at the red coals while pressing his free hand against the wound.

			“Come here, boy, and help me,” he called out.

			Chellamuthu inched forward.

			“You have to sit on my foot and hold my leg in place so I can stop the bleeding!” His tone was firm, delivered with fiery, liquored breath.

			The boy hesitated, then agreed. When Chellamuthu was in place, Kuppuswami pulled the poker from the coals.

			“Ready?” he asked.

			Chellamuthu nodded.

			Kuppuswami lowered the scorching tip—but instead of cauterizing his own open wound, he pressed it hard to the top of Chellamuthu’s right foot.

			Flesh seared, smoke rose. The boy screamed out in pain.

			Chellamuthu kicked his foot away as he tried to wriggle free, but Kuppuswami had grabbed the boy’s arm. The man had come home drunk tonight with a purpose, and he wasn’t about to let his wound deter him.

			Kuppuswami leaned close to make sure the boy was listening. “You keep running off, getting into trouble. It ends NOW!”

			Arayi called out from inside the hut with muffled and confused words. “Who’s there? Kuppuswami? Chellamuthu?”

			Kuppuswami didn’t wait for his wife to come outside.

			“You remember!” he growled to Chellamuthu, and then he swung the tip of the poker around until it dropped on top of Chellamuthu’s other foot.

			More smoke, more burning skin, more pain, more cries. The boy’s blistering screams mixed with the night’s muggy air. Neighbors could be heard stirring in their huts.

			It was enough. The deed was done.

			Kuppuswami released his son’s arm and let him limp to his mother, who was now hurrying from the hut.

			The man’s head was spinning, and he knew from experience it wouldn’t be long before he passed out. He would have to hurry. When he touched the poker to his still-bleeding wound, even the alcohol couldn’t hold his tongue. His words were slurred and unintelligible.

			No one cared. They were meant only for himself.

			“Don’t turn out like me!”
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			Chapter 3

			Chellamuthu pulled his knees to his chest and tried to get comfortable, but the scabs on his feet itched and ached. He didn’t care. He was lucky his parents had let him come at all.

			His family watched the wedding from the mandapam, the traditional four-post bridal canopy that had been set up outside on a grassy piece of land near Bhavani Road. His mother held his baby sister on one side, and his father and brother stood on the other. The sun had been kind all day, never getting too hot as it watched from behind thin, late afternoon clouds.

			It was an average-sized wedding, as Hindu weddings go, with several hundred friends and relatives attending. Chellamuthu watched with the crowd as his older cousin circled the sacred fire with his bride, once for each of the seven marriage vows they were reciting.

			“Together, we will acquire energy to share responsibilities of our married life.”

			Arayi had explained it all to Chellamuthu a few minutes earlier, before the ceremony began. “Remember, my son, the holy fire is a protector. It is a mediator between us and God and will act as an eternal witness to your cousin’s marriage.”

			Chellamuthu nudged his mother, pointed at his cousin. “What’s his name again?”

			With his father’s eight siblings and his mother’s seven, it was a full-time job keeping his cousins, aunts, and uncles straight. If he included nieces, nephews, great aunts, great uncles, and second cousins—many who lived away from the city—it could give a kid a serious headache.

			His mother didn’t answer. When he elbowed her a second time, she shushed him. “Listen to what they are saying! We talked about this—it’s the most important part!”

			He hadn’t come for the sacred fire.

			“Together we will fill our hearts with strength and courage to accomplish all the needs of our life.”

			As was the custom, Chellamuthu and his family had walked from the groom’s home in a formal procession with many of his relatives. While grooms often rode a horse, the young man’s uncle had made arrangements with a man at the river to bring a small elephant.

			When the procession arrived, the groom was greeted by the bride’s younger sister who presented him with water, meant to both quench his thirst and ward off evil spirits. He, in turn, broke a clay pot to symbolize his strength and virility, and then coconuts were exchanged by the families as a token of the marriage contract.

			There had been so much ceremony since the first day of the celebration that it was getting muddled. There was the Yoktra Dharana, the tying of a grass rope around the bride to ask the gods for strength and protection; the Mangalasuta Dharana, the knotting of the bride’s sacred necklace with three knots to symbolize the aspects of commitment—manasa, vachaa, and karmana—believing it, saying it, executing it; and the Talambralu, the bride and groom showering each other with rice, saffron, and turmeric, to show their desire for happiness, enjoyment, and contentment. And that was just a portion. There had been prayers and rituals, ceremonies and celebrations, songs and laughter, dancing and games, and of course, food and drink.

			To think he’d nearly missed it. Kuppuswami almost didn’t let Chellamuthu attend, but his feet had scabbed over nicely, as had the cut on his father’s leg. When Chellamuthu pointed out how similar their wounds looked, Kuppuswami’s chest puffed out, and he relented. A scar for a scar seemed only fair. Like father, like son.

			“Together we will prosper and share our worldly goods and will work for the prosperity of our family.”

			Ironically, Chellamuthu wasn’t mad at his father. He had been warned by his parents to quit running off, to stay out of trouble, and it was a common practice for parents to scar the feet of disobedient children as a reminder for them to choose a more enlightened path.

			It had throbbed at the time, and Chellamuthu had cried most of the night. But in the days that followed, several cousins and countless neighbor boys had stopped over to ask if they could see his feet. In the end, the attention made him feel . . . important.

			One day, perhaps, he’d even thank his father. One day.

			“Together we will cherish each other in happiness and in sorrow.”

			Chellamuthu scooted sideways. He was wearing pants for the first time in months—long-legged pants with pockets and a buttoned shirt, which now seemed to smirk at his discomfort. For a boy who owned only a pair of shorts—and wore them every day without a shirt—the acquisition was at least memorable. All part of the wedding experience.

			His mother, Arayi, dyed fabric. His brother, Selvaraj, bleached cotton. Three aunts and two uncles worked at the weaving mills, and a good half-dozen relatives sewed in factories. Laboring with cloth was their background, their upbringing, their livelihood, their caste. There were so many family members working in cloth, it seemed ironic that his family had so little of it.

			When it came time for a wedding, however, what the modest in India lacked in prosperity they made up for in pageantry, proving that even the poor have pride. Women strutted in sumptuous saris. Men mingled in magnificent vaeshtis. Chellamuthu admired fashions that were so alive, it was as if they’d brought along their wearers solely for the convenience of dancing around to display themselves. Saffron swirled with scarlet while canary cuddled with coral. There was so much pomp and glamour swaggering about that the president of India himself might have been attending.

			“Together we will raise strong and virtuous children.”

			While Chellamuthu found weddings to be wonderful, they were also perplexing. Their family had little money. Most of their relatives were poor. The family of his cousin marrying today, for example, barely survived. Yet when a wedding occurred, no one went hungry—from the first day of celebrations to the last. There was always plenty to eat. It was a puzzle that Chellamuthu could never fit together. If there was scarcely enough to eat every other day, where did all the food at weddings come from?

			Weddings seemed to make families, including his own, mysteriously but temporarily rich. The solution to poverty and stress in their lives seemed obvious. Chellamuthu had plenty of cousins, who also had cousins. To never want for food, they could simply plan a family wedding for every week of the year!

			“Together we will fill our hearts with great joy, peace, happiness and spiritual values.”

			At weddings there was splendor, but it was always packaged with generosity. Once the formal ceremony was over, the newly married couple would be swarmed with relatives passing them money as a gift of kindness and well wishing. At weddings of the wealthy, the amount was substantial. At weddings of the poor—which included most of Chellamuthu’s relations—it was modest. Every rupee, however, was given in love.

			Children without money, like Chellamuthu, were not expected to give. Only Chellamuthu did have money, a large roll of it that he’d taken from the guard’s box at the park and then hidden beside the hut. It was the main reason he’d wanted so badly to come to the wedding—besides the food.

			If he told his parents about the money, that he’d stolen it from the park, he’d get worse than scars. If he spent it at the market, they would definitely hear about it. Being rich at nearly eight, it turned out, wasn’t as rewarding as he’d expected.

			His plan was simple. He had stuffed the money into his pants pockets, which were now slightly bulging, and brought it undiscovered—a feat that would have been impossible had he worn his old shorts. Surrounded by well-wishers, he would sneak behind his cousin and slip the wads of cash into his unknowing pockets.

			Later, when the couple counted their rupees, it would be the best surprise of their wedding—and nobody would know who gave it.

			Now, if he could only remember his cousin’s name.

			“Together we will remain lifelong partners in the matrimony.”

			It was a good plan—as most plans are before one carries them out.

			Once the last of the vows were spoken, the bride and groom raced to sit down, a tradition that is said to show which of the two will take charge of the marriage.

			As friends and family, including Chellamuthu, moved toward the couple, Arayi spoke up.

			“Chellamuthu, don’t go anywhere. I talked with the photographer, and he’s agreed to take a picture of our family. We’re going to stand over by those trees.”

			The family dutifully followed Arayi—everyone but Chellamuthu. When the boy didn’t move, Arayi raised her voice.

			“Son! Now! And take your hands out of your pockets. It looks nicer.”

			Chellamuthu was halfway to the trees, lagging behind the rest of his family, pondering what to do, when he bolted.

			He hollered back to his mother as he ran. “I’ll be right there. There’s one quick thing I have to do first!”
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			Chapter 4

			Chellamuthu’s baby sister, Manju, began to fuss just after the family finished their meal. By the time the sun settled below the skyline, shooing away any lingering strands of light, the girl’s tears rolled down her face like rain. Hers wasn’t the common cry of hunger but the piercing sobs of a panicked child in pain.

			Something was terribly wrong.

			Arayi did her best to comfort the tiny two-year-old, but halfway through the night, Manju started vomiting. Unfortunately, in a muggy one-room hut without electricity, when one family member gets sick, the suffering splashes generously around.

			Kuppuswami fumbled in the dark, trying to help, but there was little he could do. Near dawn, the stench persuaded him to seek refuge outside. Selvaraj, thankfully, had stayed with an uncle, as the two were getting an early start on a large bleaching contract. Chellamuthu hadn’t slept well—troubled by dreams of drowning—but had eventually found refuge against the hut’s opposite wall where he’d largely been spared the night’s foul effects.

			Arayi wasn’t so lucky—but what mother is when her child is ill?

			By the time the sun found enough courage to return, the inside of the hut was a churned mess.

			Chellamuthu sat up, rubbed his eyes, covered his mouth, and looked for his mother. She was in the corner cradling Manju, who had finally drifted off to sleep. In addition to the vomiting, the baby had had bouts of diarrhea, diarrhea mixed with blood.

			Arayi’s forehead was raked with wrinkles.

			“Son, I need your help,” she whispered. “Do you remember the plant with the broad leaves and the long purple flowers that I showed you down by the river?”

			Chellamuthu was still sleepy, slow to answer.

			“Please, son!” Arayi pleaded. “Are you listening?”

			“Yes.”

			“Do you remember the plant?”

			“Yes.”

			“I need you to hurry to the river and bring me back a large bunch of leaves and also some of the root. Can you do that?”

			“Uh-huh.”

			“Do it now. Go!”

			It didn’t take long for Chellamuthu to reach the river, and as he trekked along the bank, the coursing water seemed to run along with him, as if surprised to see a child so early. As best as Chellamuthu could remember, his mother had pointed out the plant at the river’s edge, near the sandbar where the water was shallow.

			Sure enough, it was waiting right there, growing in bunches with hairy stems, toothed leaves, and a strong, lemony scent that confirmed this was the desired plant. Now that he’d found it, collecting leaves and stems was the easy part; it was digging out the roots that would take more effort, especially since he had no shovel. With a stick, clutched fingers and resolve, it took almost an hour before the roots finally came free. To make his load easier to carry, he rolled the leaves, stems and roots into a loose bundle and bound them with a piece of vine.

			He had climbed back up the trail only a few paces when thundering steps and breathy grunts caused him to turn. A wall of bushes near the path in front of him bent and parted.

			Elephants!

			Although wild elephants were known to drink and play in certain parts of the river, the two approaching now, a cow and her young calf, walked in front of a stout, ugly little man, the same man who’d brought the smaller elephant to the wedding procession. He was guiding the elephants with taps from a long pole and looked to be taking them to the river to drink. As he came close, he barked Chellamuthu aside.

			“Move away! Make room!”

			Behind him several meters trailed a pack of excited boys. One of them called to him.

			“Chellamuthu? What are you doing here?”

			It was a boy Chellamuthu knew from the temple where his family often worshiped. He didn’t wait for Chellamuthu to answer. “These are my uncle’s elephants. After he washes them in the river, he’s going to give us rides. You want one?”

			Could it be true? Free elephant rides!

			When Chellamuthu glanced at the man, he confirmed the offer with a laugh and a nod.

			The bundle of plants Chellamuthu carried now seemed heavier, so after he had followed the boys for a few steps, he set the roll down by the river and stopped to watch.

			His sister had been asleep in the hut when he left. Surely a couple of minutes to ride an elephant wouldn’t hurt anything. Hopefully he could go first, take one quick turn, and then run right home with his bundle. No one would ever know.

			It was more than an hour later when Kuppuswami pushed past the plants that lined the path to the river. Chellamuthu noticed him first, as the man broke into the opening and gazed toward the trainer leading the larger elephant. It took only a second for Kuppuswami to lock his sights onto his guilty son, who was edging closer to his herd of friends, hoping for their protection.

			Kuppuswami approached briskly—which meant he wasn’t drunk—causing Chellamuthu to stiffen, too frightened to flee. There was only one question: would his father start with a fist or with violent words?

			He did neither.

			Instead, he glared at the boy, letting each second sear him with disgust—two, three, four, five. No yelling. No slapping. No violence.

			When he finally spoke, it was toward his feet. “No more!”

			Kuppuswami reached next for the bundle of restless leaves and gathered them tightly beneath an arm. Before Chellamuthu could exhale, his father turned his back and strode off toward home. He stopped at the path’s edge to glance back again at his son, forcing Chellamuthu’s shame-filled eyes to the dirt.

			With impeccable timing, the boy atop the elephant called down.

			“Would you like one more ride before you go?”

			By the time Chellamuthu marshaled the nerve to look up, his father had vanished into the trees.
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			“WHAT WERE YOU THINKING?” Arayi shouted, her two fingers aiming down at Chellamuthu’s nose as if she were holding a stick. He’d never seen her so furious, so resolute.

			He let his frown droop, his arms fold, his repentant head bow. He practically pleaded with his eyes to moisten.

			She wasn’t buying. No applause today.

			“You had no right! She’s your sister! SHE’S BEEN SICK!”

			Kuppuswami watched from the shadow of a nearby palm. Normally, it would be his turn to step forward, to take over, to beat the boy just to feel that he was doing his part as a parent.

			Today he calmly cradled a cup of toddy.

			“Son,” Arayi continued, “I depended on you!”

			Chellamuthu wiped away his frown and spun to face his father. They exchanged glances.

			Hurry and beat me, the boy’s eyes begged. Let’s get this over with!

			Kuppuswami didn’t move. Perhaps the shade was too inviting. Perhaps he was enjoying the show. Perhaps, for now, he was content to let Arayi swing the fervid words.

			The man took another gulp of toddy.

			Arayi brushed back her hair, as if getting ready to start again, when Mrs. Iyer, the landowner, touched her arm.

			“I’m sorry to intrude,” she said.

			Chellamuthu could have hugged the dear woman.

			“I wanted to let you know that I have extra wood. It’s stacked on the far side of my house. You are welcome to take some, if you’d like. Let your neighbors know.”

			“Thank you!” Arayi replied, her shoulders sagging. It was hard to effectively switch from reprimand to gratitude.

			“Is Manju doing better?” Mrs. Iyer wondered.

			“Yes. It’s kind of you to ask.”

			Before she turned to head home, the woman glanced to Chellamuthu. Like Arayi, she raised her finger.

			“Dharma, child. Remember dharma.”

			Kuppuswami edged from the shadow. He’d finished his palm toddy. He stopped beside the landowner, speaking loudly enough for everyone to hear. His voice was coarse and biting.

			“He’ll never learn—not dharma, not anything.”
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			Chapter 5

			“Wait here. I won’t be long.”

			Before Kuppuswami disappeared into the building, he pointed to a patch of cement outside where he expected his son to stand and wait. Chellamuthu obliged. He had never noticed the bland two-story government building sitting patiently across the street from Badri Park.

			His father had told him their plan was to meet the boy’s uncle, though Chellamuthu wasn’t certain which one, and the three of them would catch a bus to Surampatti where they had a job harvesting turmeric.

			Chellamuthu leaned his back against the warm brick, away from people passing on the street, to better watch the park. He loved the place and couldn’t wait to spend time there, in spite of having to sneak over the fence. However, he’d not been back since he’d taken the money. Was it fear of being caught? Or was it the echo of the landowner’s voice constantly squeaking about dharma?

			While it had been exciting after the theft to hold so many rupees in his hand and know that they were all his, it also made him uneasy to hold so many rupees in his hand and know that they weren’t his at all.

			Deceit always charges a price, his mother often said, and in his case, the price was contentment. Ruffled peace.

			Another familiar voice pierced the din. “Hey, koodhi!”

			Harisha, the gang leader, propped himself against the wall beside Chellamuthu. They hadn’t seen each other since . . . well, since that day. He fingered a ripe, golden mango that he gripped with one hand while peeling it with a knife in his other. Carefully, he pulled off narrow strips of skin one by one and sucked them clean before tossing them to the sidewalk.

			Chellamuthu’s eyes tracked the mango like a cat stalking a wounded bird.

			“You want one?” Harisha asked, seemingly surprised at Chellamuthu’s interest. “We’ve got more.” He was about to hand over the mango he was peeling, but it dropped from his hand to the ground directly at the boy’s feet. Chellamuthu would have retrieved it instantly, as he’d certainly eaten dirtier fruit, but before he could stoop over, Harisha kicked the soiled mango out into the street.

			“We have a whole table full of them.”

			It was only when he’d said we, with a sidewise bob of his head, that Chellamuthu noticed an older teenage boy standing like a shadow farther down the wall.

			Harisha seemed friendlier than he had been at the river, but his cohort looked bothered that they’d even taken the time to stop. He was much older than Harisha, perhaps even whiskered, though it might have just been dirt smudged across his lower lip and chin.

			“Let’s go. We have things to do,” he said to Harisha, the way a boss might speak to his workers when break is over.

			“Yeah, okay,” Harisha replied with a shrug, glancing over at Chellamuthu as if to ask, Mango, then, or not?

			Harisha had no more mangoes but motioned toward his friend as they walked away.

			“His father owns the fruit stand down the block, and the old man’s not there now.”

			Praise Shiva!

			“Hold up!” Chellamuthu called out, glancing back to the doors of the waiting building. He’d be quick. He’d even get a mango for his father.

			Harisha and his friend turned and waited for Chellamuthu to catch up. They stopped in front of a battered, ten-seat passenger van, the kind that might offer low-budget tours.

			“The mangos are in the van,” the older teen said, motioning Chellamuthu closer.

			Before Chellamuthu could reason through what was happening, he felt Harisha grip his arm. It was like the day he’d saved Chellamuthu from the current, only today his fingers clutched tighter.

			“Quick, quick, quick,” Harisha stuttered, and as if the van could understand his words, the door slid obediently open.

			It was a passenger van with bucket seats in front and three bench seats in the rear, and as Chellamuthu was pushed inside, he noticed an older man sitting nervously behind the wheel.

			From the back another man sat up.

			It was then Chellamuthu saw a young boy, perhaps three or four years old, hunched down in the seat directly behind him. The boy had a scratched face and a dirty nose and as their eyes met, the dread in his stare conveyed a single message . . . 

			RUN!

			Chellamuthu twisted, trying to struggle and scream, but before he could do either, he was knocked so hard to the side of his head that he crashed to the floor.

			Time slowed. His vision blurred.

			He sucked in air, bringing the smell of sweat, bile, and peril.

			“Go, go, go!” He heard Harisha yell from the sidewalk, and as the van pulled out into traffic, the door slammed closed.

			Chellamuthu’s head throbbed. His stomach stiffened. His fingers shook.

			His mother had often told him to be cautious, that thousands of children vanished in India every year without a trace. Naturally, Chellamuthu had paid no heed. For a child, apprehension is no match for curiosity. Chellamuthu had known of children who had disappeared, but it was never anyone close—no siblings, cousins, friends, or neighbors. He accepted the stories of the missing as true but imagined they had merely gone to visit relatives in the villages and would soon return.

			As he lay now on the putrid van floor, trying to catch his breath, reality constricted in his chest, choking him.

			Chellamuthu was being kidnapped, and his father would never know what happened.
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