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Later the real war was unleashed, to be conducted in secret by radio through the U.S. Embassy in Pnom Penh. South Vietnam was already a wasteland, deluged by high-explosives, poisons and fire. Mr. Kissinger had said that the dominoes were falling, so now it was the turn of Cambodia and Laos, delivered to the greatest holocaust ever to be visited on the East. It consumed not only the present, but the past; an obliteration of cultures and values as much as physical things. From the ashes that remained no phoenix would ever rise. Not enough survived even to recreate the memory of what the world had lost.
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I. SAR







Now we are sitting here in our weightless waiting


With far too many wristwatches in a ticking little living room


[…]


—while silence lets its wasted croquet ball


roll against the wall


 


SVEN ALFONS                                


Rear-view Mirror Towards Dawn














MONDAY, 22 AUGUST 1955


You put the heavy matt-black bakelite handset back on its cradle. Your thoughts are already elsewhere, not at the other end of the wire.


TUESDAY, 23 AUGUST 1955


You’re standing in front of a car. It’s a black car and it belongs to you. You inherited it. You inherited it from a sister who got it from her lover. It’s not a new car, but twenty years ago it was a car for kings and prime ministers and its chrome and paintwork are gleaming. The headlamps are two big yellow eyes high up on the curve of the mudguards. There are two inverted Vs on top of the slim flutings of the radiator grill. The steering wheel is white.


You’re holding the car keys in your hand.


Presently you are going to get into the car and drive through the city, which has already been emptied by darkness. But stay a little while, stay for the few minutes of honey-coloured light that precede sunset.


The evening is close and still. You can if you wish take your wallet from your portfolio case and take out the photograph. Let her smile at you, her head inclined slightly to the left. The well-manicured fingertips of her left hand are lying against her collarbone. Her dark hair has been curled and let down so that it frames her pale smooth face. Looking out beneath eyebrows that are just a shade too thick, her eyes meet yours. She is laughing her bright laugh, lips closing in a smile over even teeth, eyes holding yours for a moment before moving on. Then she stretches her back and the shot silk of her blouse shifts from chalk white to greyish pink. The waiter pours more wine but she moves her hand over her half-full glass to forestall him. And finally you succeed in dragging your eyes away from her and, still with the hint of a smile, look down at the white china in front of you. You cut a piece of duck breast, draw it through the gravy and slice a potato. Then you see one of her hands gently grasp her wine glass and involuntarily you follow the curving movement the glass makes on its way back up to her mouth.


You’re standing in front of a car. Go and sit in the car. Start the engine, listen to its even rhythm. Then engage first gear and begin the journey as planned. Don’t take any detours apart from avoiding the district around Marché Abbatoir where the streets are muddy and potholed. Drive to the river smoothly, staying in the higher gears. The eye of the lighthouse will be drawing circles in the darkness of the bank where the Mekong and the Sap meet, and you will drive on along Quai Sisowath and Quai Norodom and Quai Lagrandière until you can park under the big trees outside the cathedral. You will have to wait there for a little while again, until the big silent shadow of a cyclo comes gliding up. After you’ve exchanged passwords, take a seat in the cyclo.


Take a seat in the cyclo.


He will take you somewhere quite different, somewhere far from starched linen napkins and dresses with high necks and gold embroidery.
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You are somewhere different. You are standing outside a simple house built on tall stilts. A glow in the windows suggests that there is a paraffin lamp alight inside. A pig can be heard grunting away in its pen. The dense banana palms are a darkness darker than the surrounding darkness. Behind you the cyclo departs after you have a momentary glimpse of its driver’s face, as he lights a fat cigarette rolled from green tobacco leaves. An elderly man, whose face seems to you almost frightening in the fluttering flame.


Walk towards the house. Even though it may be a trap, walk towards the house with its steep steps. It could always be a trap. Push your hat back so you can look up without bending backwards. Tuck your handkerchief down into the breast pocket of your jacket so it won’t offer a white target for a marksman to aim at.




You climb a steep concrete staircase. The night is full of all the animal sounds of night, but no other sounds. You’re carrying a portfolio case in your hand and in the portfolio there’s an elegant wallet and in the wallet is a photograph of a young woman who lies in your heart behind that white handkerchief.





You have climbed a steep staircase and now you are standing on a veranda. The heels of your shoes have left a mark for every step you took across the check pattern of ceramic tiles on the veranda. Place the palm of your hand on the polished wood of the door and stand there for a moment. Consider your choices yet again. What might happen now? Anything at all might happen, but just think what will happen if a security policeman opens the door. It will be a tall slim man with sinewy hands and a scar on his left forearm. Or, perhaps, a thickset man with a low centre of gravity and with short hair like pig’s bristle on the back of his neck. Irrespective of what kind of man opens the door he will be the same sort of age as you, and he will be moving very quickly to catch hold of the sleeve of your jacket or to aim a kick at your crotch. There is also the possibility that he will strike the side of your head with a bamboo baton or will even be holding a loaded revolver in a two-handed grip.


You think about what will happen after that, about how the story develops, branching and splitting time after time. Some of the lines it takes always lead to the men listening being impressed by your unsentimental and pleasant smile. How, against all odds, they let themselves be convinced by your explanation of why you are at this very place at this very time with a portfolio crammed with compromising material. And then they let you go with a stern warning and a wink. Or, at a later stage, you are granted a meeting with the prison governor, who believes the righteous indignation you feel at being lumped together with communists and assassins when you are innocent.


But you know that this is just wishful thinking on the part of a mind under extreme tension, that the real story is the one in which the bamboo baton strikes the side of your head, in which you are confused by pain and tripped up before you can reach the staircase. The one in which the thickset man ties you in a chair with your hands behind your back and then without warning smashes your molars with a kick that knocks over both you and the chair. The one in which the bones in your fingers are broken one by one, even though you have betrayed your friends one by one.


You stand there with the palm of your hand against the wooden door and those behind the door are waiting for you.


Knock on the door.


Knock once, twice, three times and wait for the whisper from inside.


Answer the whisper.
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You are sitting by a paraffin lamp. You are sitting in a room that loses itself in darkness beyond the circle of yellow light from the lamp. Two illuminated faces are suspended in front of you, one thin, the other wide across the jaw. The table is covered with sheets of paper with French words and long lines in your own language. A mosquito net is hanging furled up over a low bed. Like you, your companions are dressed in short-sleeved shirts and dark trousers. Their jackets are hanging over the backs of the chairs.


You know the two men in front of you. You have known them for a long time. You met them at the discussion club at Vannsak’s place in Paris. Together you have fantasized about the life you are now leading, you have discussed it in cafés, after lectures, over cheap meals at cheap restaurants. The face with the wide jaw is called Yan. The thin face is Sok. You used to meet regularly on rue Lacepède at what, with time, came to be called a party cell. That is what you are doing now, too, even though the name of the street outside is unknown to you.


You talk in low voices. If anyone were to be standing quietly beneath the window and listening, he would hear no more than a mumble. Your talk is concentrated, you exchange thoughtful glances and, with your fountain pens, scratch down words on sheets of paper the wet season has caused to swell.


The meeting is marked by the feeling that there is a great deal at stake and that there is no time to lose. You listen attentively to the others but always with an ear open for noises that are not the normal noises of the night—dogs that begin to bark and the direction the barks are coming from, a car door closing, a shout of command, the pounding of running feet on the stairs.


The day’s agenda lies in front of you. It was written in haste and there are many items—they form a blue-ink column that slopes inwards towards the centre of the page. There is less than three weeks left to the parliamentary election and even though you are not letting on about it, you have a feeling that the ground is shifting. That things are moving, moving almost imperceptibly, but moving in the wrong direction. But on an evening like this, with Yan and Sok on the other side of the table, it is not the right thing to say. Perhaps they too can sense the inexorable slide, but the three of you are here to plan for something different. You are here to plan for victory. It is a night to be serious and to be enthusiastic.


There are tall drinks glasses on the table. Five of them, in spite of the fact that there are only three of you. Anything to confuse uninvited guests. The glasses contain dark jasmine tea and it glows the colour of amber in the weak light. A small round coaster sits on top of each glass to prevent it filling with drowning insects.


You deal with point after point, passing documents to one another and drinking the lukewarm tea. Outside there is night, darkness and a blessed silence. Yan asks the American question. You have nothing new to say about it and you say so: in the current precarious situation Vannsak thinks you should leave it aside—and you agree with him.


Yan asks the Chinese question, and then the French one, before returning to the American question. But you stick to your view.


How to relate to the new imperialism, the new colonialist, can be addressed or not be addressed in the election campaign. The fact that the prince has signed a cooperation agreement with Washington is a weak point. It can be used. But your intuition tells you to steer clear of it. The prince has some hidden reason for the agreement. What it is, you don’t know.


It is difficult to argue for something as personal as a feeling with men such as those sitting opposite you. So you remain silent behind your unwillingness to record the question on the order paper.


Yan and Sok look at you but you stay silent, and in the end Sok makes a note and says, let’s proceed. Let’s proceed, he says, and although you cannot decipher his writing there is no need to. You know that your silence will be reported back to the centre. But you count on them understanding. It is not your job to push through the policies of the Organization. You are to be pragmatic. From your prominent but hidden position within the Democratic Party, your primary task is to keep Yan and Sok informed about that party’s internal affairs. Only secondarily to influence policy. The former is risky, the second directly dangerous.


It is Sok’s responsibility to report those who fail to subordinate themselves to collective decisions. With his illegible writing he is putting his loyalty to the Organization above his friendship with you. The cause is more important than the individual. That is absolutely right and proper and you approve of his discipline and lack of sentimentality. It also means it is easier to read him. You recognize that Sok is a comrade the Organization can rely on, even if you can’t rely on him.


You continue. Quicker now. The risk of discovery grows with every minute the three of you spend in the same room. The tension is infectious.


You give an account of the strategies of Vannsak and the Democrats. Vannsak seems to you to have boundless energy and you tell that to your companions. Each of them runs an index finger down all the entries in his diary, which you have copied. You all feel it’s a pity he is no longer one of you. It is a long time since he—as a self-proclaimed proletarian—cut his ties with his well-off family.


There was a time when he was red. Now he is more like pink.


You mix dry cigarette smoke and tea and Yan reports the latest information about losses suffered by the People’s Party, the part of the Organization that does not work in secret. There have been disappearances and hospitalizations. The authorities dismiss any violence aimed at you as the settling of private grievances and it does not even merit a mention in the newspapers. It is hardly a sophisticated tactic, but it’s an effective one. Yan states that things are close to collapse.


You read the names on a list in Yan’s handwriting but you cannot put a face to any of them. All of them are Meas’s men. Meas himself has managed to evade both batons and handcuffs. Acting as the official leader of the People’s Party as he does is a risky business. He is completely exposed to the state’s machinery of violence. But if he survives the election he will probably become the next chairman of the Organization. That will correspond to his perception of his own importance. Meas is a man to be watched. And to learn from. You work in secret, he in the open. Which is the more effective strategy is something you will soon be able to demonstrate empirically.


Yan then gives a summary of the latest developments abroad. Your own country may be the target of your work but oppression is global, as is the struggle. In Paris you had friends from the whole French-speaking world, from countries you had not even known existed. The sense of being part of a worldwide context, of being one with a brotherhood that will force history to turn in a new and previously unforeseen direction, that sense is a constant source of comfort and inspiration. That is why you all carefully follow developments not just in the countries bordering your own but also in distant states. There are lessons to be learnt, for even if the preconditions are different, the resistance is the same. Yan reports on the French terror bombing that wiped out whole villages in Morocco, with hundreds of deaths. And you remember your Moroccan friends who joined the liberation movement. Yan tells of various attacks in Algeria, of French mobilization and of the mass arrests of Arabs in Paris. Of the disturbances in Tunisia. He moves on to the hard fighting in Gaza and you think of a Lebanese acquaintance, a friendly lanky fellow who was one of the founders of the Arab nationalist movement.


A really motley collection, but nevertheless inextricably involved in a common vision of the future.


Was that a noise or wasn’t it?


Your eyes meet Yan’s. They meet Sok’s. Their faces remain utterly expressionless, only their eyes move. You all sit absolutely still and silence reigns outside. If there was a someone who revealed his presence a moment ago, that someone is now as motionless as the three of you. You and Yan quickly begin to gather up your papers. You lay one sheet carefully on top of another and place them silently in the portfolio case.


Sok raises his hand and you all freeze again. You wish you could stop the dull thumping of the pulse in your ear but, you think, a heart is not like a knee that can be bent at will.


You are sitting in a room with two revolutionary university teachers and a paraffin lamp that is burning with a steady flame. Outside there is silence and in that silence you imagine there are crouching men, their eyes gleaming in the moonlight as they approach.


There was a time when you would have felt ill. You would have felt your limbs paralysed by panic. But that was then. You get used to things, even to things like this. Now you feel heavy and solid and prepared. In the sense that you have accepted what may happen.


Yan gets up slowly, nods to you and to Sok. You see his face by the light of the paraffin lamp, the shape his mouth makes and then it all disappears. Nothing is left but sounds.


You hear his footsteps moving towards the door.


A grey panel opens in the blackness and his silhouette is outlined against it. The door closes on noiseless hinges and you wonder whether that is luck or a sign of careful preparation.


You sit in the darkness with Sok and listen to him breathing slowly on the other side of the table. The sweat makes the palms of your hands prickle and you wait for Yan to take a look around, and then come and knock gently on one of the stilts supporting the house. You are waiting for the two small dry knocks that will free you from this situation.


WEDNESDAY, 24 AUGUST 1955


Your black Citroën is parked round the corner, its lights off and its engine cooling. It is standing on a street that until quite recently was still called rue Van Vollenhoven. You can’t remember what the street has been rechristened. They all have new names now. An independent country should have streets with independent names. But it does take a little time for people to change the habit of eighty years. So people apologize, say things like you know how it is, what’s it called again, and then they smile and use the old name.


Your car is parked on what used to be rue Van Vollenhoven, right by the only newspaper stand on the street, Les nouvelletés françaises, and before going to sit in the open-air restaurant of the Hôtel International on rue Angkor, which has remained rue Angkor, you bought today’s edition of Cambodia. The printing costs of the newspaper are paid with French money, and as a result of that it is a paper a schoolteacher with conservative values could well be seen reading.


If the scene is viewed from the other side of the street: an open-air restaurant in shadow. The hotel stands on a street corner and the sun has sunk down behind the frontage. The rays of the sun have moved on past the painted sign and the windows, which now look grey. They are now only shining on the dome up on the hotel roof and on the thin sharp spire. A waiter dressed in black and white has closed the parasols. Spread out among the tables are a young couple, two men on their own and a small group. The traffic at the crossroads is light and you are one of the men on his own.


Short-sleeved white shirt, dark trousers and an immaculate side parting.


You are sitting drinking a cup of coffee from the hotel’s French coffee set, the moss-green one with gold rims. A cigarette is slowly burning to ash in the ashtray and you are reading a respectable conservative newspaper.


You are apparently reading a respectable conservative newspaper, but if anyone were to sit behind you, he or she would see that what you are actually leafing through is a different paper. A newspaper in a smaller format with worse print and with opinions of a substantially more radical kind. It is called Solidarity and your older brother is the editor. But no one can see it because the only thing behind the back of your chair is the ochre-coloured wall of the Hôtel International.


You are waiting for company to join you and while you wait you look over the top of the newspaper every so often and watch the people going through the crossing. The street is the busiest street in the city, with cafés and dirty shoeshine boys. It runs through the swarming centre of the Chinese quarter but ends at the square in the French Premier Quartier, surrounded by ponderous official buildings in the French style. The Post Office, the Banque de l’Indochine, the Hôtel Manolis, the police station, the Café de la Poste, the Restaurant La Tavèrne. In other words, a street between two worlds.


You let your gaze follow first one person, then another. People of Chinese origin are common in districts such as this. But there are even more foreigners here than other places. Various kinds of Westerner for the most part, but also bearded men in turbans.


And apart from them you can also see your own countrymen. They are like you, but you are not like them. There is a sort of tenderness in the way you think that thought.


You are one of the few people here who has seen the world beyond the horizon. Who has had the benefit of being educated at the world’s leading seat of learning. You are not, however, referring to the lectures on wireless technology you missed at the Ecole Violet in Paris. No, the actual process of leaving your home country as one of the twenty-two scholarship holders of 1949 is—in your view—the most important examination anyone can take. You have lived at the heart of the empire and met people from its every corner. It was more than just a shared experience: you all shared the same longing for freedom and independence for your native countries. Together with young people from all over the world, you worked as a volunteer road-builder in Yugoslavia. You have seen what people can achieve if there is just one goal and everyone is working towards it.


Unlike your countrymen, you have seen things like that. You know the kind of things they can’t know.


It is because of experiences of that sort that comrades such as Samouth and Van Ba have chosen you. The men who are the leaders of the movement that is going to liberate the people you can see in front of you; the men who are going to take them on beyond national independence; the men who are going to give them real justice.


You can admit it to yourself: you are a man with possibilities. Compared to your fellow-countrymen you have the qualifications to achieve something of real importance. Through Somaly, your fiancée, you have contacts at court and you know both the revolutionaries in the jungle and the politicians in the capital. You have a background few others can match, a position that no one can.


But though the future may well be yours, it has not arrived yet. That is something you learned during your months with the partisans. They thought you were more use to them emptying the latrines than as an ideologist. You resigned yourself to that fact. All work is of equal importance. Someone has to dig shit into the fields if soldiers are to have food on their plates.


When you went to join the partisan movement, you thought you would be able to say later that you took part in the armed struggle. You steer clear of that these days. That sort of claim could rebound on you if anyone in your circle happened to talk to the people who actually filled the latrine buckets.


But at least the march to the front turned out to be the short cut you had thought it might be. It has given you an advantage over better educated people who have been involved longer than you but who are still in Paris. They are undoubtedly superior to you when it comes to theory, but not any longer when it comes to practice.


You are drinking your coffee from a moss-green cup with a gold rim and you are waiting for someone to join you, someone who is arriving in a cyclo at this very moment. He is a man the same age as you, with a receding hairline and restless movements. His name is Vannsak and he pays the driver more than he is asked. As usual. His black tie-knot is crooked and you get up to shake hands with him, as has become the habit in the city among modern men like you.


Vannsak, who lived across the street from you in Paris. Vannsak, the poet, and now the politician too. He was the one you new arrivals could always turn to with questions and problems. You had nowhere to live. He fixed a flat for you. You didn’t have any pots and pans. He lent you his. Your Paris years would have been quite different without him.


And you, too, would have been quite different. This man, who is now squeezing your right hand with his right hand and placing his bulging briefcase on the table with his left, is the man who took you to discussion clubs with him. It was in his living room that you met most of those who now make up the Organization. You have sometimes described your personal development as dependent on certain key figures, people able to open the doors that you yourself cannot. There have been several key figures of that kind, people you’ve had electrifying conversations with. Who have enabled you to see completely new connections when your thoughts were wearing thin.


There have been a number of them, like Mumm, Samouth and Meas. But none of them has been as important as Vannsak, for he was the first.


But that was then. Now you think he lacks the courage to remain a true visionary. You feel that his arguments have become more and more muddled, when you compare them with the spellbinding clarity they had when you first met. Instead of summoning all his strength in order to raise reality to the vision, he takes the easy way out and drags the vision down to reality.


But you are not sitting here at the Hôtel International outdoor café in order to confront Vannsak with his ideological compromises. There is another reason. Or, to be more precise, reasons, since your role is a double rather than a single one. And neither of those roles involves being his secretary, which is your actual official function. On the contrary, the two of you have equal status in the discussion. In a couple of weeks’ time this independent country’s first independent parliamentary election will take place, and both you and Vannsak have belonged to the Democrats for the last decade. Even as a teenager you used to distribute their flyers as part of the well-orchestrated make-believe democracy of the colonial period. From a political point of view things hadn’t really been properly thought through, but then, in a political sense, you hadn’t thought things through for yourself at that time. In those days, moreover, the item at the top of the party agenda was something as straightforward as national liberation.


Vannsak has manoeuvred his way into the party leadership since then. You have followed. Now the two of you meet on working days and holidays to discuss strategies, produce statements and formulate responses. Unlike your opponents the two of you stick to the issues. You don’t accuse your adversaries of drunkenness and bigamy. You put forward concrete proposals for concrete improvements to real schools and real health care and real administration. You name names, you add up figures. You talk about what is achievable and what is not achievable. And it seems to work. Your audiences grow in number with every meeting—in spite of the fact that you avoid bandying insults or wooing the public in the crudest manner possible. The voters seem prepared to shoulder the responsibility which, as you are constantly telling them, is theirs and theirs alone.


Both of you don’t tell them, however. It is Vannsak who shouts this mantra into the microphones. You stay at a proper distance from any platform. That’s a necessary precondition of your other role. The role that considerably fewer people know about. What Vannsak and the others do not know is that you also carry a very different party card. Back in your modest house on the southern outskirts of the city. It’s a little book with thin paper covers on which the words Parti communiste français are printed, and you have hidden it well. Consequently, Vannsak has no idea that the conversation you are about to begin once he’s ordered his coffee will be reported back to the centre of the Organization. To people whose names even you don’t know, whose faces could pass along the street in front of both of you without either of you reacting.


But what you do know is that somewhere in that dark centre your loyalty is being recorded, along with every small radical formulation you manage to place in Vannsak’s speech. It is not a case of rewriting a whole party programme. But every slight shift can be of service to the Organization. If not now, then later. And that is why you must never be seen in the company of representatives of the People’s Party.


There are presumably people who knew you in France and now wonder why you only associated with revolutionaries in Paris whereas here you have joined the Democrats. Why you seem to have completely changed your social circle. On the other hand, no one is more radical than when a student and you are now over thirty. And, of course, the man whose portfolio case you carry is your old mentor Vannsak, a man who had moved from red to pink.


So their thoughts remain just that—thoughts, not suspicions.


Outwardly you are a Democrat and nothing but a Democrat, the respectable secretary to one of the leading figures in the opposition party. Inwardly you are the Organization’s indispensable link-man.


And then there is yet another role, one that no one but you knows that you are playing. It is confusingly like your first role.


It involves a twenty-three-year-old woman whose photograph you have in your wallet. A woman whose significance you deny to the Organization. Like a man devoted to the cause, you sometimes think. Like the disciple Peter, you think rather more often. Because the door the Organization believes you have closed is still wide open.


If events take their proper course Vannsak and the Democrats are going to win the election. The two of you have definitely not discussed what will happen after that. But the work you are currently doing at his side is hardly going to come to an end once the voting papers have been counted. You can’t really hope to be a minister, but permanent secretary is a possibility. Your organizational talents are respected, as is your ability to win the trust of the humble as well as of the elevated. That portfolio case on the table may already contain a draft proposal whereby you are entrusted with a coordinating function in a future government.


A well-paid and well-respected office of that kind is what your fiancée Somaly expects you to get. Her family even more so. You do, of course, come from a good background back in your home district, but oxen and day-labourers are hardly a match for the royal blood that—slightly diluted—runs through the veins of your beloved.


In other words: no state office, no wedding.


You remember that remarkably cool day, the year the rains stopped earlier than anyone could remember, when you stood at the edge of the royal pavilion while the rowing races were taking place down on the brown river. An island of calm in the chaotic sea of people gathered to celebrate the festival. You remember how you saw her among all the other reserved and haughty figures who were slowly circulating in the shade of the gilded roof. In terms of external appearance—dress, hair, jewellery—she blended in with the other young women who had reached an age when they could be introduced into society. But unlike all of the others, who seemed so anxious to please that all their individuality was masked by a kind of blank and nervous smile, she stood out as being consciously unapproachable. As if there were a kind of darkness around her, in contrast to all the gold and the glitter that characterized the context. You yourself had felt uncomfortable in your white court dress, having been invited there by your sister, who was still welcome in the pavilion even though the old king had been dead for a decade.


You remember the way your eyes, with a will of their own, returned time after time to that sulky-looking girl, who could not have been more than sixteen or seventeen years old. You remember how, to your surprise, you saw an acquaintance of yours conversing with her as if they were old friends. How, even though you didn’t really know each other well enough for such confidences, you eventually asked him in a quiet voice: Who is she?


And how he had sighed and answered: Not you too.


You had become flustered and asked what he meant.


All the men ask that, he explained.


Then he said: She is called Somaly, the daughter of Princess Rasmi. And no, she is not promised in marriage. Her father, however, is a reprobate.


You remember what a put-down it felt to be nothing more than one of all the men. No better nor different from all the rest of them. You against all of them—the competition seemed hopeless.


Later, however, she was to become yours.


And the future for the two of you will be decided by a free general election in which only a handful of those with the right to vote know that there is anything at stake for you and her apart from the distribution of seats in the National Assembly.


You are sitting with your back to the wall of the Hôtel International watching Vannsak put sugar into his coffee. The two of you have still not said more than a few words of greeting. It’s as if you have so many important things to discuss that you no longer waste words on idle chat.


Everything seemed so simple during your last year in Paris and your first months back at home. You were completely taken up with the worldwide movement you were part of. You loved the conversations at the discussion club which, after a while, became secret meetings in even more secret cells. With the utmost secrecy you became a member of the French Communist Party.


And then you returned home as a man with a mission. The countryside was totally dominated by liberation movements that were slowly starving the towns of necessities. It seemed to you that the revolution was on the point of happening.


But the conflict did not break out. The colonial power simply packed its bags and left. One by one the posh villas in the Premier Quartier emptied. Their defeat in Vietnam turned out to be a victory for your country too. That meant that the freedom struggle came to a rather inglorious conclusion and the result was that the touchpaper that could have ignited the revolution was snuffed out.


There is no doubt that the unjust system still exists, but the possibility of overthrowing it by violent means has become no more than a hypothetical proposition.


Which is why—without the Organization knowing—you have introduced new factors into your calculation. Might it not be possible to achieve change by parliamentary means? It is not for nothing that the countries around the Mekong River were the diamonds in the French colonial crown. There are resources here that many other undeveloped countries cannot even dream of. It ought to be possible to build a new Uruguay here, surely? By means of a very, very slow revolution, one cloaked in reforms? Because you are well aware of the fact that however unjust the distribution of welfare may be, a number of the important preconditions of revolution are absent. For example: (1) a politically conscious proletariat. Or: (2) serfdom among the agricultural workers. It was possible to mobilize the poor peasant proprietors for national liberation, but they are unwilling to take up arms to solve more complex problems.


The road to revolution seems to be a long and winding one. It may be easier to achieve your aims by democratic means. So which to choose?


Indeed, which to choose? If only it was just a question of politics. But it isn’t. Your fiancée Somaly, whom you almost forgot during your endless discussions with Mumm in Paris or when you were listening to Samouth explain Hegel’s dialectic in the partisan camp, is ever present in your thoughts these days.


That is not the way it was meant to be. When you went to meet her for the first time after four years apart, you intended to break off your engagement. Falling in love is no more than a sentimental and egotistical weakness, something one can free oneself from through dedication and practice. And that is what you had done. How could you ever hope to dedicate your life to the struggle if you had a spoilt bourgeois woman at your side?


With Parisian self-confidence and unimpeachable ideological rectitude, you were going to put an end to what you had promised the Organization to put an end to.


But just the way she entered the room, just the way she walked over to you from the door. Everything that had attracted you so strongly when you first saw her at the rowing races had deepened and matured into something even more beautiful. It drove every rational intention out of your mind. And that was before—without any sign of shyness—she took your hands in hers and said your name.




But it is you after all. You really did come back.


Being in love is one thing, but this is something quite different. Something that lies beyond your control. It’s as if everything else shrinks into insignificance when the two of you are in the same place. You don’t turn up for work and you arrive late at important meetings.


You really did come back.


In the beginning you hated yourself for acquiescing so easily. It was months before you made peace with yourself. Even then it was only on conditions that were dictated by her mere existence.





You are sitting in an open-air restaurant on rue Angkor and you know you have to come to a decision. It is not a matter of both, it is either/or. But your usual decisiveness is not sufficient in this case. And your three-sided game is becoming more and more complicated all the time.


Even though her absence torments you, the situation is simpler when she doesn’t get in touch. Two days have passed since you heard from her and you have already managed to get a good deal more done.


There is nothing unusual about her silence. You have learnt that her unpredictable behaviour is quite predictable. One week she is present at every event, filling the days with her ideas and her apparently unstoppable creativity. She writes, draws and deluges the tailor with new sketches and suggestions. She is always on the way somewhere, always with at least one girlfriend on each side. And the following week, or even two, she stays at home. And then you seldom hear from her. But you have got used to it. You bide your time and devote it to other things.


If these empty days stretch out and become three or four, a couple of pretty words in a letter, or the odd, small, well-chosen present left at her gate are quite sufficient. In return you may receive a slip of paper with a lipstick imprint on which the words je t’aime have been written in tiny letters between the lips. You have saved all of them and keep them in an envelope in one of the drawers of your desk. Under your party membership book, the one with the paper covers.


It is only two days since she last telephoned and there is no need to do anything yet. Her silence is open to many explanations. So you can concentrate on what Vannsak is saying to you.


Being seen out among ordinary voters like this is part of the strategy the two of you have adopted. You show yourselves in places where your opponents do not. Word spreads across the country. You are young, well-educated, privileged people, but you have renounced your privileges in order to be with the people.


It is not completely true, but the two of you understand the value of setting a good example.


In your view, the people who walk behind the plough and the oxen, the people who tap the sap from rubber trees, the people who empty their nets in the light of dawn, are not fit to govern a country. Not yet, anyway. The colonial power intentionally saw to it that the majority remained in ignorance. Only a few were picked out and enabled to become obedient public servants in the lower levels of the machinery of state. The population numbers many millions and the country has no more than perhaps a hundred schools. It is going to take years to educate the electorate to understand the principles of democracy.


So the two of you are very conscious of your responsibility. You are the advance guard sent to mould the people. Your task is to take the lead and draw up plans for the new society that the next generation will build. If you desert the cause there are no others to take your places. In which case new foreign rulers are waiting in the wings. The Vietnamese. The Thais. The Americans. The British. Perhaps even the French again. One as bad as the other.


Which is why you order more coffee and take out your fountain pens and clean sheets of paper. Folders of documents pass from one briefcase to the other. The sun has sunk even lower and the waiters are lighting the lamps. High above the lamps the glow of the stars is beginning to show in the night sky. Inappropriate things have been written in La Liberté. There was a speech in which someone accused you of taking bribes. And some election workers have been roughed up.


The two of you set to work.


THURSDAY, 25 AUGUST 1955


In front of you lie the dark, heavy swirling waters of the river and the eye of the lighthouse. Not the river you grew up by, but a different one.


And behind you the city, with all its cars, its restaurants and its gleaming palace. But also with its darkness. You have taught yourself to see it. Not just to focus—as you used to—on the patches of light, but instead to calculate how much room for manoeuvre exists between those patches. And it is considerable.


Turn around and look at the people strolling along the quay. Elegant young couples arm in arm, in frocks, jackets slung over shoulders. Families, whose carefully combed and plaited children chase one another. Street vendors selling lotus seeds, roast fowl and candyfloss. Fortune tellers with their cards spread out. Bowed widows, hair clipped short, in black skirts and white blouses, rattling the small change in their begging bowls. A thin balloon seller walks past, a colourful cloud of balloons above his head. The glow of cigarettes shows up more as the colour fades quickly from the sky.


Your own countrymen in among delicate-limbed Vietnamese, round Chinese faces and Europeans with noses like the beaks of birds.


Clouds of insects swarm around the heavy lamp standards along the quay.


Electricity is the master here, and Saigon—that huge city—is a boat-trip downstream, after which comes the wide world. But the greater part of your city still relies on paraffin lamps and cooks its food over open fires. It is only the stone buildings here in the Quatrième Quartier that gleam with light.


But one day, or night rather, you think, all the towns and villages in the country will be lit up. One by one by one. The question then will be whether your need for the protective cover of darkness will be greater or smaller than it is now.


You recognize some of your pupils and they recognize you and put their hands together in greeting. In the evening light and freed from school uniform they look older.


Take the packet of Cigarettes du Globe from your breast pocket and allow yourself a cigarette. Let the moisture-laden river air mix with the harsh tobacco smoke. There is no wind and the smoke rises at right angles to the white paper.


High above the heads of the crowds the silhouette of the Wat Ounalom is slowly fading into the night sky. It is a long time since, barefoot and cloaked in orange, you passed in and out through the wheel of life of its iron gates.


Yet another home you have left behind.


Now there are new boys chanting the verses written in miniature script on palm-leaf paper, new boys cleaning the older monks’ quarters. You still remember the words, and where the brooms are kept. The same rituals, the same discipline. But you know your history and you know there was another age, an age of temperamental Hindu gods. And another age even before that. The spirits, though, are constant throughout the centuries. They inhabited the trees and watercourses of your country even before the arrival of the gods.


The palace stands just beyond the pagoda. Religion and monarchy so close that the prince and the abbot could wave to one another from their bedroom windows.


You think: soft oppression and hard oppression respectively.


The prince’s security police and the abbot’s upholding of a regime in which individual freedom can be ignored. A human life always depends on lives that were lived in past times.


Poverty is the well-deserved punishment of the poor; the list of entries in a bank-book is the well-deserved reward of the rich.


Marx is wrong about this, you think. Religion is not the opium of your people. It does not offer the solace of eternal paradise after a life of poverty as Christianity does. There are no angelic wings deluding them into believing in a flight up and out of penury.


Instead, the words of the abbot are shackles that fetter thought and guarantee that the social order will remain as static as it is unjust. Any attempt to exchange one’s lot for a better one is an attempt to effect a minute shift in the order of the cosmos. It is hardly any wonder that people resign themselves to their fate, however unjustly they are treated.


It has taken time for you to recognize this. Religion has many advantages. But you have let yourself to be convinced that the advantages are not so tightly tied to faith that they cannot be achieved in other ways. You kept your objections to yourself when you were first introduced to the discussion club through La Maison de l’Indochine in Paris. The others followed lines of reasoning that were absent from your own thinking. The way they drew apt and appropriate support from philosophers you only knew by name. If that.


But there are nevertheless aspects of the existence of barefoot monks that can serve as examples even in the radical political struggle. In this respect, you think, your people have an advantage over many other nations. The monks live in the very simplest of circumstances. They play no part in the spiralling and stupefying cycle of material consumption. They submit to a higher goal and they strive indefatigably to attain it. It is a way of life that can be learnt from. Devotion worthy of admiration. It is, moreover, an experience which the majority of your countrymen share, so the groundwork is already in place. That will be important when the day comes—as it surely will—when people will have to accept suffering and privation in order to make the reform of society possible. The day when resources and opportunities will be redistributed: from each according to his ability, to each according to his needs.


You learnt the importance of discipline during your time with Prince Chantharangsy, if not before. His forces could have played a decisive role in your country’s fight for freedom, and you went straight to them once the boat from Marseilles had docked in the harbour you can see below you now. But when you were with them you realized that the revolution was not going to be their work. Chantharangsy made a great commotion, demanding first one thing and then another, while he himself lived comfortably in Chbar Morn with his concubines. The preconditions were certainly present, but not the ability.


Consequently, his soldiers refused to sacrifice their lives when they went on the offensive. Instead, they killed civilians, burnt houses indiscriminately and thus brought the wrath of the poor peasants down upon their own heads. The same poor peasants who had silently supported them and voluntarily joined their ranks. You did not stay in that company for long before moving on to the more revolutionary partisan phalanx.


Humility and a preparedness to make sacrifices, along with the importance of setting a good example. Those were some of the experiences you made a note of and later reported to the Organization.


The monks, of course, even have a wheel as their central symbol. You could not avoid noticing the connection when you first encountered Marx’s wheel. But the similarity is one of form alone. The wheel of history is rolling towards a more just future. If anyone sticks a foot in to try to stop it, his leg will be snapped off. The wheel of life, on the other hand, merely stands and spins on the same unjust spot through the decades and the centuries and the millennia.
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You are sitting at your desk and in front of you there are piles of pupils’ work waiting to be marked, party reports to read and secret documents for the Organization to prepare.


The paraffin lamp is smelling of smoke because you bought the fuel from a stall on the street. A sooty smell for you and money for the poor woman instead of for the multinational petroleum companies, you think—she was sitting there among her bottles of petrol and paraffin, her eyes glazed by the fumes. In this respect, however, as in many others, you are less than consistent. The petrol that drives your car, for instance, was bought from the pump on Avenue de Verdun.


It is a good evening. You are working in a disciplined way. One thing at a time. You mark mistakes and write figures with your red pen, write cramped lines that are difficult to read with your blue pen. The piles of paper shrink and grow. In the darkness outside the noodle seller can be heard drumming his usual low call-sign with a chopstick on half a coconut. Wood against wood in a lonely and intricate rhythm that slowly comes nearer, reaches a climax and then fades away. But you do not rush out and stop him; you pour more tea into your glass instead.


There is simplicity in this. An escape into a purely mechanical activity. You can put your other concerns aside and work on indefatigably into the silence of the night.


FRIDAY, 26 AUGUST 1955


You are sitting in a dark and empty classroom preparing a lesson on classics of French literature. Strips of light filter through the closed shutters, and a little while ago you saw him. You think of the truth of what your grandmother used to say, that people should be careful what they say. That talk can bring trouble down on your head.


A short time ago you had a quick lunch. Another overcrowded open-air restaurant. Vannsak was sitting beside you, his shirt collar unbuttoned, his tie loose. You watched how he carried on talking without a pause, not even pausing when he shovelled noodles into his mouth.


The conversation between you was a serious one. Not many smiles. You tell him what you were told when you rang party headquarters during the morning. That another two candidates had been reported missing. A thirty-four-year-old in Kompong Speu, a forty-three-year-old in Kompong Thom. You also told him that several more politicians from rural areas have turned up in the capital, hoping to take advantage of its relative safety. And Vannsak stated the obvious—that it is impossible to run a nationwide election campaign when all the candidates are campaigning in one and the same area.


The two of you ate your noodles, supped up the juice and discussed Sam Sary, the deputy prime minister. It looked as if there were no limitations being put on him any longer.


The government used to be satisfied with drowning out the loudspeakers at election meetings by using even bigger speakers. Then there came a stage when they used megaphones and yelling crowds. Recently, however, Sam Sary has taken to emptying the prisons of criminal elements, and that lot are not satisfied just to chant obscenities. Now there are these disappearances, which are becoming more and more common. Some candidates are found in work camps; some are found face down in their own brain matter, hands tied behind their backs; some are not found at all.


The terror, which up to this point has been aimed at the Organization and the People’s Party, has spread to include the Democrats. That is not surprising, perhaps, but you really did not expect it of the prince. Did not expect him to resort to the kind of thing that is quite alien to the European democracies he claims to admire.


The two of you discussed Sam Sary, the prince’s favourite minister. The strange thing is that during his years in France he seems to have adopted the colonialists’ view of his own people. He uses the same methods against his fellow-countrymen as the French are currently using against the freedom fighters in Morocco. Batons and brutality. But—you remind Vannsak—even when Sary was an examining magistrate he used to interrogate suspects to death with his own hands. Yes, Vannsak remembers your telling him, and he says he has since had it confirmed by others.


It was afterwards, when you had finished eating and gone your separate ways after arranging to meet later in the evening, that you saw him. You were taking your usual route. But your usual route was different this time because there was a gleaming black car parked on the rue du Palais in front of the yellow palace wall with its leaf-shaped battlements. And he and his driver and a young newspaper seller were standing between the car and the wall. You passed them, your eyes fixed on Sam Sary and his driver. He was wearing a suit as black as the car; the driver was in a driver’s uniform, complete with epaulettes. The newspaper seller seemed to be crouched between them, smiling uncertainly. You watched this incomprehensible scene as long as you could, until the street curved and a wall blocked the view.


He was shorter than you had thought. Or perhaps his driver was unusually tall? But standing there on the pavement he exuded a kind of pondus, and you don’t know whether it was natural to him or whether it came from the power he enjoys or whether you and your fear simply projected it onto him.


You are sitting in a dark classroom and in a short while you will be teaching a lesson on Rousseau’s Emile. It’s an important lesson. Not because Emile is one of your favourite books but because it is very well suited to the political discussion that will follow. The kind of political discussion that you as a teacher are not allowed to hold but which can easily be concealed behind the book.


Just now, however, you have turned your head towards the window and in your mind’s eye you can see the gleaming black car and the three men in the far distance. You brush away a mosquito, imagine yourself pressing the accelerator to the floor and, when you are about ten metres from them, forcing your car up onto the pavement. The car lurches and bounces on its suspension and the three of them turn towards you, their faces horror-stricken. Then you continue south at high speed, mudguards buckled and the front of the car spattered with blood. Newspaper pages drift slowly to the ground in your wake.


Up to this point the fantasy has been a pleasant one. The fact that two innocent lives have been lost merely serves to underline your decisiveness, your preparedness to commit an unforgivable injustice in order to achieve a more just world, your readiness to relinquish your place in the community of the blameless for their sakes. But then, when you have to dispose of the car and explain why and provide yourself with a convincing alibi, things quickly become complicated. The fantasy loses all its attraction when the prince declares a state of emergency and Sam Sary is given a state funeral and Vannsak and the whole party leadership are executed by firing squad. So you rewind back to where you see the three of them by the palace wall and cut the bit about accelerating away south, engine roaring.


You are sitting at a desk made of dark heavy wood, the whole of its flat surface covered with your books and notes. There are twenty-five minutes to go before the classroom fills with thirteen-year-olds whom you, in turn, will fill with potentially subversive knowledge.


The photograph stands alongside the sheets of words written in pencil. The black and white one in its scalloped white frame. You angle her eyes towards you and think Tuesday, Wednesday, Thursday, and today is Friday.


You have devoted five years to the struggle. In Paris it was initially a matter of company, of filling lonely evenings with discussion clubs that turned out to be dynamic and entertaining. And the conversations and the pamphlets that passed round led you from clarity to clarity, from one insight to the next. How everything fits together, how there is a coherent answer to all the difficult questions with all their contradictions. The fact that history has a direction and that, as a consequence of that, every individual action is a significant part of forward development. And all these individual actions of yours soon began to take over from your studies. They led you to miss lectures and eventually there wasn’t even time for the exams. You felt yourself being absorbed into the body of the revolution, and you enjoy being part of the fist that is going to smash the oppression of imperialism and capitalism, the worldwide realm of injustice.


And yet.


You are even afraid to put it into words to yourself, an irrational fear that it might leak out. That the secret might be revealed. But you really do want Vannsak to win the election. You want him to put you in a beautifully furnished office in the chancellery and give you an influential mandate. For not even a dreamer like you can imagine there is any other way to a life with Somaly. And since the two of you were reunited after your years in France, you know that you want to see the world through her eyes. You want to be embraced by her enthusiasm and you want to hear her calm breath beside you when you wake in the night.


A future of that kind would compel you to compromise with the lie, but, you think, there are revolutionaries much more committed than you who have climbed down from the barricades for similar reasons.


And anyway, the struggle can continue in many other ways.


You look at her black and white smile and think of the past year and all those times in Vannsak’s living room, which is empty during the day and at your disposal. How the two of you talked about every thing and, when you finished talking about everything, sat there silently—in a silence that seems to you to contain everything that hasn’t yet been said. You with her hands between yours, struggling to overcome your desire to hurl her back on the sofa and unbutton all the buttons on whatever garment she is wearing—whether it was an import or one designed by her, it was equally frustrating.


But merely leaning over her and inhaling the scent from the neck of her dress has often been sufficient to induce a haze of intoxication light as a butterfly’s wings.


You believe you have convinced the Organization that your continued engagement to Somaly provides sophisticated cover for your purposeful infiltration of the political establishment. Secretly, however, the situation is quite the reverse: the infiltration is what provides cover for the real ambitions of your heart.


In the past you never understood traitors. Never understood how they could sacrifice the struggle for petty egotistical reasons. But in that respect, too, you have now been forced to move from clarity to insight.


You put the photograph to one side and return to the dog-eared book with all the underlinings. Concentrate, you think, concentrate, concentrate: but it’s more of a mantra than anything else.
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You have given up waiting for Vannsak and you are looking out over the sparse traffic on the Boulevard Norodom. The lights of the cars are yellow and red in the twilight and the cyclos haven’t yet lighted their paraffin lamps. You are standing leaning against the wall that surrounds the school behind you. Vannsak’s house stands on one corner of the block that is occupied by the ochre-coloured barrack-style buildings of the school. His house is yellow too, its window arches red and its shutters grey. You had arranged to meet each other on his veranda and you have been waiting in vain.


Not even Vannsak’s French wife was there to open the door to your knock. But the door had not been broken down and through the window you could see that there were no papers, clothes and books scattered all over the floor. That calmed your concerns.


You have any number of things to be getting on with. Reports to write, statistics to be broken down, tactical thoughts to be thought. The meeting that has failed to occur has given you a gift of a couple of hours that you really don’t have. Your sense of duty demands that you get into your black car and drive home to the piles of papers.


But you stay, your back resting against the school wall that is still holding the warmth of the sun, and you smoke yet another Cigarette du Globe.


The lights of Ciné Lux a couple of blocks away can be picked out between the dark tree-trunks along the boulevard. Your wristwatch tells you that it is a few minutes before six and the pale street lamps come on along the middle of the narrow boulevard.


You think of the cinema adverts in Parisian newspapers. They filled several pages and there seemed to be a film for every occasion, for every mood. You often chose a film without knowing where the cinema was. You would go down into the Métro with just an address and your well-worn map. The one that eventually split where the folds met. Whole districts disappeared into those holes.


You would walk along unfamiliar streets between unfamiliar buildings looking for a neon sign and a brightly lit entrance. You particularly recall the cold half of the year, remembering what it was like to let your body sink into the warmth of a new auditorium.


And you can remember the feeling of shoving your hand into your jacket pocket looking for matches or for a couple of centimes and feeling all the stiff little tickets from your visits to the cinema.


But you have to go further back in time to reach your most fantastic film experiences. They were preceded by the anticipation sparked by the arrival of a lorry driven by tall, pale, lightly dressed Frenchmen. Its wheels had wooden spokes and it carried a projector and screen on the back. They always arrived unannounced. Or perhaps it was just that you were too small to understand the rhythm of the visits.


Your older brothers and their friends helped to put up the screen and tension it. They ran errands for the Frenchmen. Then hundreds of you sat down under the stars and watched their films. You can remember the dull hum of the generator, the explosive bursts of laughter in unison, the insects crawling across the black and white movements of Charlot. You can remember watching the alien milieux through which he was being chased. Even the dogs looked different. Then you all walked home through the night, full of the film, whose twists and turns would be talked about for days afterwards.


You light a cigarette from the glowing butt of the one before and stroll across the boulevard. The spire of Wat Phnom can just be picked out far along the boulevard and you take the pavement on the other side.


There are cars and cyclos waiting outside Ciné Lux. People are silhouetted against the foyer and the performance will be starting in just a few minutes. Big hand-painted signs above the entrance advertise Les Affameurs. There are pictures of threatening-looking men in cowboy hats. James Stewart. Rock Hudson. And a woman, beautiful in a Western way.


The soundtrack of the film comes booming out of loudspeakers facing the boulevard. Dialogue, the sound of horses’ hooves, grand music.


You buy a ticket and for one quick moment you are back in Paris where you also used to go to the pictures on your own. It is several years since you last did so and the empty seat beside you is different now. It is no longer an empty space filled with freedom. Rather the opposite. Now it is the sort of emptiness that takes you by the arm and accompanies you into the darkened auditorium.


And you think how it might have been, how you and Somaly might have squeezed into a cyclo as you usually do. She would sit on your lap and you would feel her soft weight on your thighs. You would have discussed the film and she would have seen connections that neither you nor anyone else you know would have noticed. The two of you would be trundling through the night towards her mother’s house, and you would have that fragile sense of happiness that comes from never knowing whether you will accidentally let slip something that will cause her high spirits to turn into irritation or a sullen silence. But that is precisely the reason why your feeling of being the chosen one is constantly being renewed.


You sit down to watch a film with James Stewart and Rock Hudson and Julia Adams.
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You have been watching a film with James Stewart and Rock Hudson and Julia Adams.


You think of James Stewart and the way he is betrayed by his greedy friends. The moment of pain on his face when he realizes their deceit. But what really makes an impression is that he does not allow himself to despair, he re-establishes his honour by taking revenge. Tight-lipped, purposeful. However confused and uncertain he may be, he still dares to trust that what he is doing is the right thing.


And you remember how, when he is with the wagon train, he says that his country has been destroyed by incomers. That the purity it had in the beginning has been lost.












	  

	JEREMY:

	  

	Good country, Glyn.






	 

	GLYN:

	  

	Yeah, real good country.






	              

	JEREMY:

	  

	Let’s hope we can keep it this way. Missouri and Kansas was like this when we first saw ’em… good, clean. It was the men who came in to steal and kill that changed things. We mustn’t let it happen here.















Your feelings are still coloured by that film and you know that it affects your judgement. And you cannot avoid drawing a parallel between James Stewart’s Oregon and your own country. Now just a fragment of what it once was. Under constant attack from all points of the compass. Everyone wants the fertile soil of the lowlands and the timber and precious stones of the mountains. You think about the way the prince’s grandfather was forced to ask for help from the French to prevent his kingdom being swallowed by the Vietnamese and the Thais. And how the monarch in his time of need put his faith in the assurances of the Europeans.


In the film James Stewart saves his friend Arthur Kennedy from the gallows. His reward is yet another act of betrayal.




It is a good land, Glyn.


In the case of your own country almost a century of slavery followed, during which convoy after convoy of your natural resources disappeared down the Mekong River.


We mustn’t let it happen here.





It has already happened here. And, you think, it must never be allowed to happen again.
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The rain is lashing down in the night and you are sitting with your back against a discoloured wall covered with mould. The plaster is bulging and pocked. You have stopped thinking about the film with James Stewart and a couple other white Americans.


You have just finished the second bowl of long white noodles of the day. It’s standing on a rickety folding table in front of you, the chopsticks lying neatly alongside it.


The neon light from the food stall reaches a metre or so out into the darkness. The torrential rain makes the street look as if the surface is coming to the boil. The light from the second noodle stall can scarcely be seen through the wall of water. Brown rapids are foaming along the deep gutters that line the pavements. The air is saturated with the fine mist formed by the rain beating down on roofs and streets.


You drink weak and watery tea, smoke your cigarettes and wait for the rain to ease off.


You remember the light sunny showers of your first summer months in Yugoslavia. The rainbows that arched over the mountains. The cool that those welcome showers brought to the heat of the day.


You were all working together to widen the old road. You did not just double its width, you quadrupled it. And the crumbling verge was buried deep beneath the smooth new carriageway.


Together you shovelled gravel while heavy yellow steamrollers rolled out the black tarmac that refused to set in the heat. It stayed hot enough to burn the soles of your feet far into the night.


The whole country resembled an enormous building site. New dams drove new hydro plants and the new electricity from them powered new factories. New locomotives pulled new carriages on new rails. You were working alongside Americans and Armenians, Bulgarians and Britons, Swedes and Slovaks. But also Albanians and Croats and Slovenes and Serbs and all the rest, whatever they were called, who had previously been fighting one another but were now united behind one leader and one vision. They had put religion and history behind them. Every project completed was proclaimed to be a step forward in the victorious struggle for national self-determination.


Is it possible to envisage a functioning federation between your country and its neighbours? A Federal People’s Republic of Indochina? Would it be possible to create a structure that prevented one country dominating the others? Or would that be impossible given that one of the countries is three times the size of the other two together?


You remember how you used to sing the songs of your homelands to each other. And dance the dances of your homelands as the nights grew dark. You remember how the languages got mixed into something everyone could understand. You can remember scrubbing yourself in the dawn light—it is difficult to imagine now how cold water can be. Pumped straight from the mountains. You can remember your reluctance, which grew greater every morning. How you used to fill the palms of your hands with lather before beginning a shivering dance under the ice-cold jets.


Then you would all sit there, skin rough with gooseflesh, drinking sugary coffee until the sun warmed the mountainsides and your bodies, and then the machines would roar into life in clouds of diesel smoke.


Now you are sitting alone in an outdoor restaurant and the rain is pouring down in front of you with undiminished force.


You are attracted by the assembly of nations you were part of for a few summer weeks. But how could something like that be achieved here? Do you have to have a devastating war first in order to make it possible to unite different peoples? A horrifying but necessary baptism by fire to clear the ground totally?


And what do you do with people like the prince and Sam Sary? You find it difficult to imagine them anywhere other than in a prison cell. And it is doubtful whether even that would be secure enough.


It would take an exceptionally powerful unifying force, one capable of compelling people to unite behind it—even people who have their own ambitions and different agendas. Otherwise everything would disintegrate into ever more fragmented factions. Political consciousness, discipline and a better future within reach—that is what will be necessary to bring about something that resembles your Yugoslav summer.


And there was another journey. You think about it now. You went by train and it took several hours. There were four of you in the compartment and you recall that the journey felt like coming to some kind of decision. For the four of you, the journey marked a move from words to actions. The French autumn landscape outside the carriage window provided the backdrop.


None of you could afford to eat in the restaurant car, so you had taken your own food with you.


The train eventually stopped in Poitiers and with the help of a map and some enquiries you managed to find your way to the small house. Son Ngoc Than opened the door himself when you rang the bell. The legendary freedom fighter and former prime minister whom the prince had driven into exile. You assumed he was waiting for a new and more favourable situation to arise. The sort of situation you had come to offer.


You sat down in his living room, described the Organization you represented and suggested he should lead it. It was not large but its members were well educated and well organized and, above all, dedicated. You all offered to return to your homeland with him during the coming year and to form the nucleus of the struggle for independence. Many, very many, people would be prepared to fall in behind his name. Ideologically speaking, you stand quite close to him. That is the conclusion you have drawn from his articles and speeches.


He was smaller and slimmer and younger than you had imagined. None of you really succeeded in getting over your initial awkwardness, and he kept his thoughts to himself. When you had finished putting your case he remained silent. Then he shook his head and said that he did not believe in an armed struggle. The preconditions were not present.


He was interrupted by the telephone ringing and he went to answer it. He was away for some time and Mumm spent the wait in front of the well-filled bookcase. He ran his finger along the spines and found volumes by Marx as well as Lenin. When he took them off the shelf, however, the pages proved to be uncut.


By the time you were on the way back to the railway station you were already beginning to draw up new plans—ones that excluded your former hero.


And now, with his credit used up, he is occupying a shrinking base in the jungle, far away at the foot of the Cardamom Mountains. Sure enough, he did return. And, sure enough, he did take up the struggle, weapon in hand. But far too late and without the support of any of you. Having offered to ally himself unconditionally with the prince—without receiving as much as an answer—he is now a marginalized force.


A good example that will later serve as a useful lesson in the Organization’s basic political education, you think. It shows what happens when someone doesn’t know how to keep up with the way society is developing—which is in great leaps forward. And while conflict and struggle are undoubtedly necessary to move mankind forward, it is vital to choose the right time and the right terrain.


SATURDAY, 27 AUGUST 1955


You are lying in bed, the mosquito net a large transparent cube over and around you. You are lying on your back and through the open windows you can hear the splashing of innumerable drops of rain dripping from leaves, roofs and branches. You can hear the clatter from a neighbour’s kitchen and there is the murmur of a radio.


The light in your room is still the grey light of dawn and the hands on the clock point to five.


Your house is a simple one. There is no ceiling and, lying on your back in bed, you stare up at roof tiles and spiders’ webs. You will get up soon and set about the business of the day.


You lie there in your bed and count Tuesday and Wednesday. Thursday and Friday. And now it is Saturday.


Almost a week and not a word. You used to get restless after two days of silence. Then it became three. But every time you wait for Somaly’s silences to end you become less concerned. The pattern repeats itself—she will suddenly get in contact, apologize and brush away the silent days with a joke. And when she does that, she teases a laugh out of you and you realize that all the things you have saved up to say just seem so petty.


It is a Saturday at the end of August and you will soon be getting up and setting off for the morning classes at the school. You are going to meet your brother in the evening, but at the moment you are counting the number of silent days and every time you count them your irritation grows. And your irritation itself irritates you. You ought to be able to rise above it. You ought to be able to focus on other more important and more constructive things. But you lie there in your bed stuck in a cycle of counting.


You wish things were simple and you could just go to her house and ask what is going on. But if she is withdrawing, as she is now, she is hardly likely to want to meet you. To make an uninvited visit would simply be to risk lengthening your waiting time. You have made that mistake many times before and you don’t intend to make it again. So the only thing to do is to cultivate patience and devote your time to waiting—that occupation of the powerless.


You lie in your bed watching the light get lighter and you think that there must have been at least one occasion on the Tuesday or the Wednesday or the Thursday or the Friday when she could have found time to send you a card.


These are not new thoughts. You should be used to them. But these days in particular, in the run-up to the election, you need her presence more than ever, because now, in exchange for a life with her, you are prepared to sacrifice everything you believe in. Her unexplained absence is the last thing you need: at first you enjoyed the peace to get on with your work, but that has been replaced by a stubborn and nagging anxiety. What is she doing, you ask yourself angrily, that is so much more important than getting in touch?


Your sudden flare of anger is immediately replaced by shame. You know that she is not doing this to be unpleasant but because she cannot do otherwise. What you should do instead is count all the small slips of paper bearing the outline of her lips in various shades of red. The ones you have collected and keep in the drawer of your desk. The ones she has sent you over the years. There are considerably more of them than the days that have just passed.


You decide to think constructively during the minutes that remain before you throw back the sheet and step out onto the creaking floorboards.


You think that every day of waiting means one day less.


Good.


It is a Saturday at the end of August and the postman will do three rounds of your district in the course of the day. Three real possibilities.


Good.


Your various tasks will take you back and forth through the city many times, so—perhaps—luck will allow you to bump into her. Luck has been generous to the two of you in the past. And, after all, you are a man with luck on his side, you think.


Good.


Now you can get on with your day. It is a cool morning and the air is fresh after the rain in the night. And if a card with a lipstick kiss should arrive, you can suggest something for tomorrow. It will be a Sunday and you have few fixed tasks. Just the day for a trip to the hammocks by the lake at Tonlé Bati or for going to the pictures hand in hand.
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You are standing in front of a blackboard. You have a piece of white chalk in your hand. There is a moment of stillness.


You have just written out Hugo’s “Demain dès l’aube” by heart, and behind your back you can hear the sound of pencils scratching away on notebooks. A chair makes a short, sharp scraping noise as one of your pupils changes position.


The light is falling into the room from the left, your gaze goes out through the light. As so often when you read poetry, the beauty of the poem has given you a sense of the great immensity of space beyond the world around you, of there being a greater context into which everything fits together in harmony.


It has also caused your early morning peevishness to fade. All you feel now is a quiet devotion to Somaly. That is how she is, you think. That is how you both are, you think.


The chalk feels smooth in your hand and you think that she needs someone like you. Someone who can indulge her whims and fancies. Someone who can see beyond her self-willed independence and is prepared to forgive her.


No other couple is like you. You make the most handsome couple in the city when you sweep into restaurants and dances. You have seen it in people’s eyes, seen how their warm glances cling to the two of you, as you walk past on your way to the table at which her friends are sitting with glasses of champagne and smiling faces. Long ago your friends began to tease you by referring to her as the beauty queen. That has now gone from being a nickname to being a fact since her election as Miss Cambodia. And you with your gleaming car and your French manners make an almost perfect partner for her.


She needs someone like you, someone who can see beyond the surface and recognize the restless, truly kind and talented individual that lies behind the pleasing surface.


People meeting her for the first time may be tempted to believe that all her qualities are pleasing qualities. But you know her, and you know that the positive things are counterbalanced by what others might consider to be negative. You, however, are above that. It is her wilfulness and destructiveness and touchiness that creates the dizzying depths that lie concealed behind her attractive exterior. You know that her inner beauty—because of the imperfection that you believe very few men would tolerate—makes her even more beautiful. There is a darkness there that you, with your bright disposition, will be able to dissipate.


You can, perhaps, sense a kind of stiffness in her personality now compared with the receptive and wholly unresisting girl you left when you went to France. There are times when she looks at you with a distance in her eyes that you don’t remember being there before. It was not there before, you know that for sure. But it is of little importance. Your role remains the same, to be the one who enables her good sides, her talent, to overcome the destructiveness that is constantly giving rise to new difficulties.


Even when you are arguing and she loses her self-control and tells you to go and never return, even then you think that what she is saying is you must never give up on me.


You do not know whether she was made for you but there is no doubt that you were made for her.


You catch yourself nodding gently at that last thought. And you realize that there is now complete silence behind you.


The words in chalk on the board in front of you come into focus again.


Take the first white sentence into your mouth and turn round.
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You are lost in memories. The swollen rivers are flowing beneath you. Their brown waters meet here at the quay. The enormous mass of water in one of them has reversed the flow of the other, so that while the Mekong rolls on southwards, the Sap is now being pushed north. You watch the torrents of water tugging at the hulls of the boats, constantly pushing them off course.


Quai Sisowath lies behind you, the red-tiled roof of the Club Nautique to your right. But that is not where you really are. You are back among the swarms of people in Prey Nokor and you are walking up the gangway of SS Jamaïque, a vessel well past its prime, its French ensign hanging slack.


Then came those weeks when the thin line of the sea surrounded you on every side. You remember how strange it was to come home on the same ship four years later. Strange because it was just the same. Because the sea was the same and because, by degrees, your skin remembered the climate as you sailed south. Because everything was just the same, but time had passed through your body, and the friends of your outward voyage, bored but full of expectations, were not even present as ghosts on your homeward voyage. The future and the past were one and the same on the deck of that ship, just as the two rivers in front of you share their waters.


But the years in Paris lay between. The city in which you got lost and at the same time desired so passionately to learn.


At first you took the Métro wherever you were going. Straight lines, in clear colours, underground, easy to deal with compared to the confusion of crowded streets. And you can remember the sense of surprise you felt when making your way down into the Mabillon Métro station to go to Odéon where the Americans and Scandinavians tended to hang out. At the far end of the street you could just see another circular sign with an M on it. For a moment it felt as if there were two quite separate Métro systems, one on the map and the other—the one down the street—a secret one. You stopped on the staircase and let curiosity take the upper hand, even though you were already late. You turned back and walked along to the mysterious station. And you discovered that it was Odéon and that far from being kilometres apart there was no more than a couple of hundred metres between your intended départ and your destination. You stood there feeling rather foolish and you felt the city shrinking around you. After that you devoted every afternoon and every free day to taking extended walks in order to master the city, and so the islands around the Métro stations you had become familiar with slowly joined up to form a continent.


You are sitting in the shadow of a tree watching the meeting of two rivers and remembering a time when the traffic was held up by a red light and for the first time you walked over to the railings in order to look at the Seine. Jacket in hand, you felt a moment’s disappointment. Was the most important river in France no wider than this? When everything else was big enough to defy scrutiny?


The Mekong, you think, is so much mightier.


You don’t usually wallow in nostalgia. Your memories are usually pale and anaemic unless, like now, you permit them to become parasites on the present. If you allow them to do that, they flare up in warm colours and you can smell scents and hear responses that you didn’t remember you remembered.


But afterwards you are left with a vague sense of distaste. Not unlike the feeling you had after the self-abuse you could not avoid performing in your poky room on the rue Létellier. A stale feeling of transience.


Now you are sitting under a tree in the slow capital city of your slow country and you are remembering.


You run through memories of education, of New Year parties at La Maison de l’Indochine. People you met, your gradual entry into a more sophisticated circle. Those who did not simply live on their good contacts and privileged upbringing. Those who even enjoyed the respect of French intellectuals and were invited to seminars and to visit other countries. All those young people from all those oppressed countries that were on the point of taking the future into their own hands. The Vietnamese, the many different faces from French Equatorial Africa and the Polynesian islands. The many accents, which eventually became a language in their own right with French French as no more than one of the variants.


Think for a while about the summer after the one you spent road-building in Yugoslavia, when you went back to camp in the same area. Remember how your skin darkened again in the sun, how you looked out over the Road of Brotherhood you had built. The humble pride you felt watching the traffic roll along the smooth tarmac. Your tarmac. Remember your feeling that it is possible to change everything, that roads can be built and landscape changed. The mountains that tumbled down into the strangely salty sea.
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It is a different evening again and the rains come earlier and earlier. You are sitting on a blue veranda, a paraffin lamp on the table that separates your chair from your brother’s. The neglected garden in front of you has disappeared in the darkness and the downpour. Only the two of you are here, with your cigarettes and the little lamp.


The door number on the right-hand side of the street door below you is Forty-four. Four plus four equals a lucky number. You aren’t bothered about rubbish of that kind but the landlord is and, consequently, the rent is higher than that paid by the neighbours.


You’re not bothered, but it is a lucky number anyway.


The two of you are sitting there in silence and you can see your brother’s face emerging and fading in the glow of his cigarette as he breathes in and out. A face that over the years has become more and more like yours. Or perhaps it’s the other way round.


You are both careful about visiting one another. You prefer late evening, like today. The rain is making most people stay at home. The absence of moonlight makes the streets dark in districts like this.


Your brother’s newspaper is still being allowed to appear. But you know that the security police are monitoring its editions and several other publications have been forced to close. A whole string of editors are now raking salt in Kampot or breaking up rocks to build roads.


A moment ago the two of you were joking about having two such different circles of readers. One of them radical republicans, the other the secret police of a reactionary monarchy.


As a matter of fact the two of you really should not be seen together at all. It is not in your interest and not in his. Or, to be more precise, not in the interest of the interests of either of you. But among your siblings you two are the closest to one another. Not just in age, but also in opinions. And on an evening like this when your eldest brother has let the two of you have the use of his house while he is visiting your parents, you have assessed the risk to be acceptable.


As does your eldest brother. As a courtier in the king’s entourage for many years he has built up a significant capital of trust. But it is a currency that could quickly be devalued if the young prince’s suspicions were to be aroused. It is a small city and your relationship is no secret. The less you two irritants are seen together, the less likely the risk of the prince’s agents suggesting you are sent to the salt fields.


So you are sitting with your brother on your big brother’s blue veranda and the rain is pounding down in the night. You have been discussing the politics of the day for the last hour. You don’t agree with one another though you share a great deal of common ground.


You have warned him against continuing his agitation. You are two of a family of nine children. You were the lucky number four plus four. You don’t know what Marx’s theories say about luck but you do know that it has considerable importance. It is, after all is said and done, what separates you from those of your partisan comrades who were torn to pieces by French mines.


You were number eight, one of the little ones who grew up in the corners of the house, silently watching your parents and your older brothers and sisters. One of those the others could hardly keep count of. Now you are sitting here with the somewhat less lucky number seven and you are surprised that he does not understand the need to be more careful. It’s a character trait you recognize from childhood. He would stick to his guns and argue his case until your father gave him a thrashing—or delegated the job to one of your older brothers.


Now the two of you are sitting in silence in the rain. The paraffin lamp between you is burning with a yellow flame, and you are allowing your thoughts to be drawn towards Somaly’s silence. Another morning, another day and another evening have been added to the days of silence. Their number is now approaching the point when you will be forced to act. For one moment you wonder whether to confide in your brother. To tell him and only him how she has made it impossible to meet her and how much that torments you. With him you ought to be able to give in to the strain, stop being the inscrutable one for a while and just be his despairing little brother.


But it is impossible to gauge the risk. He might say something to someone else who might in turn hint something to a third someone, and finally some story about your vacillating position will reach the Organization. So pull yourself together. Light a cigarette with steady hands, overcome this weakness.


You light a cigarette, shielding the flame with both hands. The smoke gets in your eyes a little, making you blink two or three times.


You more than anyone know the value of keeping things hidden. How many times have you seen people act on assumptions you have known to be false? With no more than a couple of sentences you could have made them aware of their error and then everything would have happened differently. But you kept quiet and watched them carry on.


Just as your silence in the dark of this night conceals many things.


The unsaid does not exist.


You more than anyone know the value of being economical with information. It should be served in small portions, to the right people. You must, moreover, always remember who knows what and who is likely to pass the information on. Think where it will be collated and who might draw independent conclusions from it. That’s why it is impossible to tell your brother about Somaly’s silence, to tell him that she sometimes disappears and that you are desperate. It would be impossible to gauge the risk of such an action. Who, in turn, might he confide in? What does he already know about the two of you? About her?


You tap the ash off your cigarette and feel vaguely grateful that you resisted the impulse to tell your brother. It would doubtless have been a relief, but you are stronger than that. And you will learn from this, become more close knit. To put it simply, you are no longer the sort of person who allows himself to be defeated.


SUNDAY, 28 AUGUST 1955


You are standing on a pavement. The sun is beating down mercilessly between the buildings and people are silhouettes among the shadows. You are standing in front of a cyclo and the man is leaning forward waiting to be paid. So dig in your pockets among old piastres and new riels. Pay him in a casual way so that your face will blend in with those of all his other customers.


It is against your principles to travel in this way, to let yourself be transported by men who own nothing, who hire their vehicles from very rich Chinese and who are only allowed to keep enough money for a handful of rice, a couple of cigarettes and the right to carry on pedalling. You and your comrades normally refuse to be part of capitalist oppression, of your brothers in misfortune being exploited by foreigners. And that is precisely why it is your moyen de transport de préférence, because it is common knowledge that Organization men do their own pedalling. The fact that the personal secretary of one of the leaders of the Democrats chooses a cyclo rather than a car brings respect: had you chosen something even simpler, it would have made you a suspect.


You have paid off the cyclo and you are now walking nonchalantly down an alleyway. You have already walked through the same kind of alleyway in a different part of the city. And in between you’ve changed cyclos twice. Now you are only two or three blocks away from the street corner where you started your circuitous route.


It is unusual and risky behaviour. You don’t usually bother about being so obviously careful and you don’t understand what the point of it is. But it was an order and you welcome the possibility that chance might lead Somaly to appear somewhere along your circuit. That you might see her in another cyclo, on the pavement, in a shop or out for a walk with her girlfriends.


Just seeing her would mean a lot.


Don’t bother counting the days again. It just puts you in an even worse mood. Concentrate instead on the task in hand. Something of considerable significance is about to happen. Or has happened. Otherwise the information would have been passed along the usual line from mouth to mouth, but now it’s going to be given to you directly.


You cross the street and enter the lane on the other side. There are children chasing one another, a man with two blocks of ice on the ends of a yoke, women hanging out washing, a seller of Vietnamese pancakes squatting on his haunches. Many people see you but there are many other passers-by just like you. You hope that their passage will erase yours.


You turn a corner and see that you are the first. Take a seat on one of the low stools of the street restaurant, order a misted glass of iced tea and open your paper. Let the news of the brutal way the French broke up the protests in Morocco harness your thoughts. A thousand dead. According to French military sources. The question then is, how many times does that figure have to be multiplied before it accords with the truth?


You are sitting at this restaurant waiting for someone and you don’t know who that someone will be. You are taking a considerable risk by coming here. But there is nothing about your appearance to reveal your mission. You are just a well-dressed young teacher reading his paper.


A man takes a seat, not at your table but on a stool at the neighbouring table. Cautious procedures of this kind seem almost ridiculous to you. But it points to discipline. There are two cyclos standing twenty or thirty metres away, and you recognize one of the drivers as the man who took you to your meeting with Yan and Sok last Tuesday. They are smoking and it’s impossible to tell whether they know one another, but each of them has an identical bamboo cane tied on parallel to the frame of the cycle.


You turn your head slightly towards the other table. Mumm is sitting there.


You are sitting at one table and waiting for your neighbour at the next table to say what he is here to say. He comes from an unbelievably wealthy family and is the only man in your country to have been to the Ecole Polytechnique in Paris. Under no circumstances should the two of you be seen together, for your respective tasks are so similar. Like you, Mumm is one of the Organization’s trusted men and he too has infiltrated the Democrats’ election campaign. But while you are a secretary in the background, he has been elected to the committee of the party. You manipulate while he acts.


The security police would merely make a note of it if a member of the party leadership was seen in the company of an unremarkable bag-carrier from lower down the hierarchy. But if these two were already filed under “Paris” and “Communist Party Core Troops”, the police would not be satisfied with merely noting the fact. And the leadership of the Democrats, too, would almost certainly consider the hitherto unknown socialization between two party members worthy of investigation, particularly since those members had a questionable past in common.


You are in danger and at last you are able to drag your thoughts away from Somaly’s silence. Your thoughts are all on the here and now, while you wait for the man at the neighbouring table to address you. You are in danger, but you feel safe in his presence. It is an irrational feeling. Mumm brings Paris with him, and everything in Paris consisted of words and non-dangerous theory, whereas here and now it is a matter of potentially life-threatening practice. You watch him out of the corner of your eye. His suit, his high forehead, his heavy eyelids.


A waiter in ordinary clothes serves Mumm and Mumm turns to you and asks the time in the way anyone would ask a stranger for the time.


Stretch out your arm and look at your watch. Tell Mumm the time and hear him say thank you.


Start a conversation before he returns to his paper and say something about the price of rice—the biggest headline on the page he has open. Listen to Mumm complaining on behalf of the poor and hear him add that he, at least, is lucky enough to be able to leave the country in these expensive times. That he will be flying to Paris tonight. And then as an explanatory statement: that it is all the more welcome since you never can tell when distant visitors from a poor country district might come knocking on the door uninvited, force their way in and turn the whole house upside down.


You nod and smile and try to take in the information. Mumm is fleeing the country. A raid is imminent. Vannsak was right that there are no longer any restrictions on what Sam Sary can do. Not even the party leadership is exempt.


You hear Mumm saying goodbye. You say safe journey to his departing back.


You see him take a seat in one of the cyclos at the corner and once his cyclo has gone twenty metres, the other one rolls off slowly in the same direction. Your eyes follow them and you see the two cyclos turn left and disappear. All that’s left is a busy crossroads.


Stay where you are on your stool and keep your eyes fixed on the news and the notices. Things are serious now. They were before, but now there is no room for anything else. Danger is a permanent condition from now on. None of you is safe.


You try to sort through all these new questions. What does it mean that the security police are intending to arrest Mumm? What does it mean that he is fleeing? For the Democrats? For the election? For your mission? For you? Is your name the next one on the chief of police’s list?


And in addition to that:


What does this mean for the other young radicals in the party leadership? For Vannsak? You think you must warn him, but you ought not to. How would you explain that you know about Mumm’s flight? An official explanation of his sudden disappearance will come soon enough.


You are sitting in an open-air restaurant and in a rather convoluted way you are glad that these new problems are forcing you to give your attention to them rather than to Somaly’s damned absence.
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You are sitting by a paraffin lamp. You are sitting in a room that is lost in darkness beyond the circle of yellow light made by the lamp. Two faces are lit up in front of you, one wide jawed and one thin. The table is covered with sheets of paper with writing in French and with long lines in your own language. A rolled-up mosquito net is hanging over a low bed.


Sok and Yan look more tired than they did last Tuesday. So do you. Sok offers his cigarettes around—Red Club. Take a Red Club. It makes a welcome change from your perpetual Globes.


Your folders contain important information. Pass the folders across to Yan and Sok. Give them one each to look through. Explain to them how the information should be interpreted. Then give them an account of the developments of the last week and describe the deliberations that are going on within the left wing of the Democratic Party. You have the reputation of being a good analyst. Analyse the situation. Justify your reputation. Clarify the reports and fit them into a context that can be understood.


Then tell them about your meeting with Mumm and that the friendship between his mother and the old queen is probably what saved him. Tell them about Mumm and watch the relief spread over their faces. You could perhaps add something ironic about the advantages of the upper class in comparison to the masses waiting to be liberated. Or rather, in your opinion, to liberate themselves.


After that it is Yan’s turn, followed by Sok. Listen to what they say in their quiet musical voices. Make a note of keywords to help your memory, but not so many of them that they could be understood if the document fell into the wrong hands.


Take one of the five glasses of tea. Lift the lid and drink. You have drunk too little in the course of the day and your thirst does not begin to ease until the fourth mouthful.


Yan reports from memory on the new people who want to join you. What a memory he has—everything in it seems immediately accessible. Everything is structured and archived in a simple way. Now he plucks two or three candidates from his memory. You can refer to them as one, two and three. Three and two are students, number one moved in from Svay Rieng. From memory Yan gives an account of their family backgrounds, how they approached the Organization, what they have said about the ways in which they could possibly make a contribution.


Think about what has been said about one, two and three. They aren’t unsuitable nor, however, are they particularly suitable. There are circumstances that need further clarification, follow-up questions to be asked, simple tests of loyalty and ideological receptiveness to be gone through. The very fact that someone wants to join you given the current situation suggests that they are either infiltrators or lacking in judgement. But what can be done about it? Your ranks have thinned out in recent months. The Organization has to be ready for every eventuality.


Which way will you vote? Recommend acceptance or rejection? What do your instincts tell you?


A picture comes to mind. Manicured fingertips resting on a collarbone, dark hair, curled and let down. A smile, red-painted lips, a smooth neck in a high collar.




Cut there.


A loud unabashed laugh after a reply given with long Chinese vowels.


Cut there. Hurry up and cut there.


So.


Scrub the picture from your mind. You have no use for it there. Quite the opposite.


Scrub it.


Now you are scrubbing a picture from your mind.


Now.


Now you are in a house with the lights off. It’s on stilts, in a street you don’t know, in a part of the city you seldom visit. You are sitting facing two men, both dressed like you. They are waiting for you to answer a question.


Answer it.





Ask them to postpone the question of membership. Argue that you should wait and see, that you should think of the times. Say all that stuff about infiltrators and lack of judgement; it sounds good. There is a risk of the election turning everything upside down. It is only a few more days and waiting is something that every soldier must learn, isn’t that so, especially those who are fighting for the revolution with fliers and good arguments as their weapons. Let the Organization say nothing. Let them understand the absolute precondition of their future involvement: that they will never get to know more than they need to know. That preparedness is the quality that ranks highest, after their loyalty. That they must always be prepared simply to get up from the dinner table and go straight out into the jungle without any baggage other than their sense of duty and their burning conviction.


Argue for the question to be postponed. You will get your own way, just as you almost always do when the number of people around the table can be counted on your fingers. You are not a mass orator who can spellbind an audience from the rostrum. You strength reveals itself in thoughtful, low-key conversations.


Yan nods and says, let’s move on to the next point.


Now you should all practise self-criticism.


Practise self-criticism.


Give an account of your shortcomings, because you have not succeeded in completing all the things you promised to complete. Give an account of the priorities you have privately set yourself. Be open with your comrades, accept your guilt face to face. Tell them how you have neglected your studies, that you chose to turn off the light and go to bed even though there was still work to be done.


Ask forgiveness for your shortcomings. Dig deep into yourself and promise to redouble your efforts in order to measure up to the expectations of the Organization. Promise to be stricter with yourself, to discipline your indolent will and make it one with the Organization.


Ask your comrades honestly for their forgiveness.


But make no mention of what really matters. Say nothing about the picture that was occupying your thoughts earlier. Don’t tell them why it made you stare off into the shadows for several seconds, while they thought you were turning things over in your mind. Keep quiet about your urge to miss this meeting and go looking for her instead.


Drink your tea. Listen to your friends’ confessions with benevolent attention. Be understanding and constructive in your comments. Say that all of you are human. That you do as well as you can.


We all do as well as we can.


The meeting is drawing to an end. An understandable weariness has replaced the earlier tension. Everything has gone as intended. The security police haven’t come pounding on the door. Sam Sary’s mob of liberated jailbirds hasn’t called you out into the gleam of their torches, while working themselves up by pummelling the stilts of the house with bamboo clubs.


One more step towards justice has been taken. There are many left, but with each step that is taken, there is one fewer left to take. There is more suffering on earth than stars in the sky, but the country as you know it is not static. It is possible to change it, history will be your witness on that point. There are great resources and no one will need to go to bed hungry if those resources are shared out better. Everyone can learn to read as long as someone teaches them.


Everything belongs to all of us.
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You have just left a secret meeting with your revolutionary comrades and you are walking through dark streets that are still waiting for tarmac and lamp-posts. It was a rewarding meeting. You agreed on a date for the next meeting and you are already looking forward to it.


But you do not feel the degree of commitment you usually feel.


The sound of your footsteps beneath a moon that is somewhere between half and full sets off the usual series of excited barks. There was a time when you, like most other people, believed that dogs that bark at night were barking at a passing ghost.


That has been a fair enough description of you for some little time now. Things should be different.


With every step you take you feel yourself swelling up with unusual bitterness. You, one of the chosen ones. You, a man with the right contacts, the right experiences, the right knowledge. This is your great challenge. You are now being put to the test. And it is a test you have all the qualifications to pass, as long as you can concentrate on it to the exclusion of everything else. But what do we find? We find the struggle between petit bourgeois private interests and the just liberation struggle of the people materializing within you of all people. And while this is going on Meas is consolidating his position.


You think about silence as a means of power. The pressure it is capable of exerting. In another part of yourself, one that is capable of cold and clear thinking, you note the thought that it is silence that produces speech. It is, at least, a useful experience.


But what is the value of speech if no one is listening? Or, to be more precise, what sort of statement is needed in order to make her respond?


How long will it be before you drive your car through the closed gate of her house? Before you visit her and call her to account for what she is doing to you?


Slow down, your annoyance is making you walk faster.


Stand still for a moment and take a deep breath. Inhale the scent of damp earth, the odour from the simple kitchens outside the houses that surround you. Meat being grilled on skewers, jasmine rice, fish oil.


Tear your thoughts away from her.


You know the importance of avoiding open confrontation, of retaining control. That all significant actions in a schism between two sides gain by being postponed. That is the basic principle of your political dealings, and there is no reason to believe it would not be the right method now. Victory goes to the man who is patient, the one who can wait for the right opportunity. Who can mask his rage with a friendly smile and then strike with all his strength when his opponent thinks the battle is over.


The ancient custom of your people, which is to ensure that when vengeance is taken it is many times greater than the original injustice, is not something you see any reason to break with. Quite the reverse—it is a very effective arrangement.


Listen to the barking of the dogs, which cannot be directed at you any longer and must be following a dynamic of its own, a contagion moving from one farm to the next. You have just attended an important meeting. Try to concentrate on that.


You are standing in pale moonlight and taking long deep breaths. Put her to one side.


Free yourself.


And move on. Move on with calmer steps. A bat flutters noiselessly past your head. Follow its shadow and see it disappear into the night.


You pass a man urinating against a wall. It reminds you that tea is the only dinner you have had up to this point.
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