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			Preface

			The mass and majesty of this world, all

			That carries weight and always weighs the same

			Lay in the hands of others; they were small

			And could not hope for help and no help came:

			What their foes like to do was done, their shame

			Was all the worst could wish; they lost their pride

			And died as men before their bodies died.

			—W. H. AUDEN, “THE SHIELD OF ACHILLES”

			HIS EYES, FIRST.

			Clear and narrow set, they looked to history, to the future, and across his country, ethereal and spiritually gorgeous. People called it the “Golden Land.” But in his time—in our time too—it sprawled still in darkness.

			The story that follows is primarily viewed through his eyes to tell of his people’s struggle against five decades of authoritarian rule. Those eyes, that perspective, belong not to a king nor to a distant scholar. He was a young man when I met him, an ordinary citizen with extraordinary ambition, an impulsive daredevil who became a seasoned political strategist. He is not alone in this story. He is not alone in his struggle. In these pages, I call him “Nway.”

			But it is his life, and those of dozens of his peers, that opened for me a distant world: a community of ordinary citizens, people who knew themselves to be poor players with little time to strut and fret, even as they each took up their baton in a long and wearying effort, and insinuated themselves into that age-old tale of the little slingshot-wielder against the weaponized machinery of an all-powerful, ruthless state.

			A people’s decades-long struggle for democracy across generations and borders is not a catalogue of successive glories. Nor is it a tale of constant carnage and boisterous revolution. It is a story of dedication and endurance, of a solitary man or woman stumbling out of the masses, tiptoeing even, trying a first step, then another, and trudging forward, onward, making new tracks on shifting ground toward a future misted in uncertainty. It is the story of the grunt in the trench, dispelling his fear with quips, cold and hungry, and refusing to desert—and the months- or years-long stretches of boredom and apparent inactivity between brief, world-changing firestorms. It is a story, sometimes, of failure, of battles lost and lost again, and the lessons drawn from them, with which to evolve and grow and refill ever-decimated ranks across the relentless sweep of time.

			Foremost, it is a mindset: of daring to stand up against prescribed ritual; to call the lie of a totalitarian or post-totalitarian system; to begin with one’s thoughts, at the level of consciousness, to simply say no.

			Vaclav Havel wrote about that mindset in his 1978 essay, The Power of the Powerless. Aung San Suu Kyi, the 1991 Nobel Peace Prize laureate, wrote about it too, and talked about it, and preached it in her every word and action since she emerged in 1988 as the leader of the movement in which Nway would find his life’s vocation a decade later.

			Of Burma, Myanmar—a country whose very choice of name since 1989 bespeaks one’s political sympathies—this book is not an exhaustive history. Nor is it a chronological blow-by-blow of its democracy movement. As far as possible, I have also tried to do away with the filter of a stranger, of a foreign journalist—of me—encountering with awe the mystique of a tropical dictatorship wrapped in the scent of green papaya. My endeavor is to look outward, with their eyes, through their hearts, from their weeds—and so begin to capture what they hoped, what they felt, what they tried.

			What I have depicted is fragmentary, and fractured in the telling, because the actions of its protagonists are fragmentary. How they operate, and when, is of necessity under conditions of mistrust and miscommunication, in a half-light of information and misinformation. At times they are as trapped as their countrymen within the constraints and distortions of authoritarian rule. How also does a culture and a climate, the texture of the land, the structure of its cities, shape those same mindsets? In the day-to-day choices that people make, how does historical memory converge with personal dreams and setbacks, and the attempt to just get on with it, without any of that mattering? Why do they choose to do what they do? Do they have a choice?

			Within fragments are entire worlds. Each scene might contain a microcosm of the larger whole, of their challenges, of their society.

			As I write this in January 2015, the extreme repression of successive military rulers since 1962 has yielded to the greater flexibility of a quasi-civilian government. Political and economic reforms began, in late 2011 and early 2012, to loosen the state’s controls. Political prisoners were released. Censorship was eased. Western countries began to ease sanctions on the country, its industries, its junta, and its business associates. The sanctions had been imposed in waves since nationwide elections on May 27, 1990, when the then-junta ignored the resounding victory of Aung San Suu Kyi’s pro-democracy party, the National League for Democracy, or NLD. Full diplomatic relations with the United States, revoked since then, have been restored. Burma has been welcomed back to the fold of acceptable nations. Businesses are rushing in.

			But Burma is not yet a democracy. The traumas of past decades have still to play out. Demagogues have directed mobs, in the name of Buddhism and the Buddhist cultural identity of the country, in vicious attacks against its Muslim minorities. Civil war with other avowedly distinct ethnic groups around the border is unresolved. People are hungry, fleeing their villages, trapped in camps, and hated.

			And yet, undoubtedly, the terms of the struggle for freedom and human rights have changed. The reasons for this, for the slow cracking apart of Burma from an oppressive, inward-twisted gaze, are many, and converging. They include grave anxieties about the unfettered influence of China, Burma’s hulking northern neighbor; the pride of a country that lost its economic significance in the region; the unlikely consequences that flowed from a new parliamentary system that was set up in early 2011; the resignation of the strongman Senior General Than Shwe, and the role of his reformist successor, a former brigadier general, now President Thein Sein, who took off his uniform and dared to begin to change.

			I submit, in these pages, that there is another reason too.

			Descriptions of freedom struggles conventionally highlight a charismatic leader who descends from near-Olympian heights to corral and rally a victimized mass of amorphous (but resilient!) fellow citizens. If that person doesn’t guide his people toward deliverance exactly, he alone shakes awake their spirit of resistance. Aung San Suu Kyi, in such a telling, rightly joins a long line of greats that includes Mahatma Gandhi, Martin Luther King Jr., Vaclav Havel, and Nelson Mandela. If others there be in these ongoing stories of emancipation, they are depicted often as little more than sidekicks, passive “survivors of authoritarian rule.”

			But Aung San Suu Kyi, kept under house arrest for fifteen years since 1989, has above all been the torchbearer of her people’s hope. She assumed that role when she burst onto the Burmese political landscape in 1988, almost by accident, in the midst of a massive nationwide uprising against the quarter-century misrule of a general named Ne Win. To assume she has stood alone, to extract her from the larger story of the dissidents and the deeper history around her, diminishes not only her achievements but the sheer human intelligence and the vitality of the culture in which she roots her ideas and legitimacy.

			It is those dissidents who are here featured. Some of them came to be known to their countrymen. Most remained anonymous. Together they formed part of a diffuse and ragged multigenerational movement, an oft-dismissed band of hard-bitten oddballs and dreamers, suspected double agents, and supposed incompetents whose quixotic posturing was so relentless, and ultimately significant, that it begins to explain how and why a military junta at the height of its powers suddenly and dramatically began in 2011 to crack apart a smidgen of political space. It begins to explain how and why a country locked away as a pariah for decades emerged anew onto the global stage, at the heart of the world’s fastest growing economic region, and at the center of not one but two intensifying geopolitical standoffs: India and China, and China and the United States.

			Across the years, they would not die, would not break under the beatings and harassments and exiles, under the lies and the divide-and-conquer rule of a senior general schooled in psychological warfare. They endured and fought back across constant brutality and half a dozen failed uprisings. They regenerated from regularly demolished ranks, turned violent, turned peaceful, doubted themselves, educated themselves, dissipated, fragmented, forded the fragmentation, recruited, forged alliances, and appropriated the international legal framework to push for global action. Among social movements and what some like to call global civil society, they became an international model of creative resistance.

			Because of their intentional invisibility and the difficulties imposed on foreigners who might have tried to access them, their maneuverings, however dramatic and resonant, remained wholly underreported. But, by the junta they opposed, they could never be ignored.
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			IN 2009, when this book opens, Burma sat among the world’s charity cases, competing for bottom global rankings on development, health care, and the most basic civil and political freedoms. No other authoritarian system, barring North Korea’s, had for so long maintained its grip on every aspect of power, from the economy to education, to the hierarchy of the hallowed Buddhist monastic community.

			In the border areas, sites of ongoing civil war or fragile ceasefires, civilian life came cheap. Though prohibitions on information rendered all official data opaque and statistics whimsical, evidence piled up of indiscriminate killings, forced displacements, forced labor, systematic rape, press-ganging, torture, and arbitrary detentions.

			The education system had been deliberately wrecked to undercut a tradition of anti-government organizing among students. Identity registration and declarations of ethnic and religious appurtenance were a prerequisite for travel, work, or play. The usual societal dynamics of authoritarianism prevailed: fear, self-censorship, serial mistrust. You never knew who might be watching. You never knew when the knock in the night might come.

			It didn’t have to be that way.

			Burma sprawls like a great kite as a flat river valley ringed by rugged highlands that border five countries, with a vast, southern mouth to the Indian Ocean. One day, indubitably, it was to be the continent’s strategic crossroads. Under British colonial rule, Rangoon, its capital, had already become a cosmopolitan hub. Intricate waterways and the mighty Irrawaddy River favored commerce and communication. By the 1930s, the fertile soils of the southern half of the country and the Irrawaddy Delta had transformed Burma from an isolated tropical exoticism into the rice bowl of the world. The Second World War wrought havoc on the economy, but Burma remained an exporter of rice, and oil, too—a rarity among developing nations. Prosperity beckoned beyond in an abundance of natural resources: jade and fabled “pigeon-blood” rubies; petroleum; natural gas; silver; gold; tin; and fine hardwoods, including seventy percent of the world’s teak.

			At independence in 1948, and in a decade of parliamentary democracy, Burma had been the shining promise of Southeast Asia. Its education system encouraged unparalleled social mobility and the advancement of a rich literary tradition. Its universities attracted Asia’s best and brightest. Its class of trained urban professionals had absorbed the legal legacy of the British parliamentary system with little loss to national idiosyncrasy. The values of Theravada Buddhism, the religion of about eighty-nine percent of the people, and the central role in daily life accorded to its monkhood, the sangha, provided justification for individual agency and a moral compass in even the most remote rural communities.

			But the fledgling democracy that emerged at the astrologically auspicious hour of 4:20 a.m., January 4, 1948, was seeded with challenges. Within hours of independence, armed uprisings broke out from communists and minority groups in the hinterlands that framed the great river valley in a horseshoe. They seized on the new government’s institutional fragility to press for degrees of autonomy, distrustful of the Buddhist, Burman ethnic majority who had for centuries dominated or attempted to dominate them from kingdoms in the central plain. Flattened already by brutal fighting between Japan and the Allies during the Second World War, the country became a proxy theater of conflict for China’s civil war, a base for the anti-Communist Kuomintang.

			Hope for leadership that might have transcended those divides, or at least neutralized the bitter political factionalism of the next few years, had died with Aung San, a widely revered young nationalist who founded his nation’s military with help from the Japanese to kick out the British; turned it instead against the Japanese; and forged an agreement for a future federal union of Burma with much of the leadership of the restive ethnic minorities. He had the undisputed loyalty of the rank-and-file and the trust of the minorities. The head of the soon-to-breakaway moderate faction of the Communist Party of Burma was his brother-in-law. But on the morning of July 19, 1947, months shy of the independence from Britain that he had worked almost singlehandedly to secure, Aung San was shot dead. Down with him in a rain of semiautomatic gunfire went eight of the country’s most competent future leaders, all members of his elective proto-cabinet.

			By 1958, the government led by Prime Minister U Nu declared itself overwhelmed by the countrywide violence and internecine political bickering. He turned over the reins of power to an Army caretaker government, under General Ne Win. Elections in 1960 returned the country to Nu and civilian rule. In 1962, on the pretext of impending secession by the Shan and other minority groups, General Ne Win seized power again, this time in a coup. His “Revolutionary Council” vested him with full powers, under which he promptly asserted the mastery of the Buddhist Burmans, indefinitely suspended the 1947 constitution, and installed one-party rule under a new Burma Socialist Program Party, the BSPP. He also dynamited the Rangoon University Student Union; attacked opponents; imposed censorship; and sealed off the country from all foreign relations.

			Under a hodgepodge of Buddhism and socialism that he called the “Burmese Way to Socialism,” he nationalized foreign and domestic businesses and the news media, rewrote the school curriculum, and the country began its long downward spiral to the humiliation of a 1987 United Nations designation as a “Least Developed Country.” That year, a demonetization of small currency bills overnight wiped out about eighty percent of the people’s savings. Whether the measure was a caprice of numerically motivated economic paranoia—the new notes were in denominations that reflected Ne Win’s famous preference for the number 9—or whether it was a poorly executed attempt to undercut the black market, it struck home as the culmination of his twenty-six-year misrule.

			What happened next was a story of national combustion—of a teashop brawl that broadened over several months to become a revolution, followed by a quick and bloody counterrevolution. One military regime fell, soon to be replaced by another, still more insidious and repressive.

			What happened also was the birth of a democracy movement.

			Spearheaded by a band of increasingly strategic university students, the uprising of 1988 spread to every sector of society and to towns and cities across the country. Sparked in March, it had succeeded by July in forcing the resignation of General Ne Win. Another general took his place, dubbed the “Butcher of Rangoon” for his role weeks earlier in the deaths of almost three hundred students at the hands of riot police. The young leaders of the student union, the All Burma Federation of Student Unions, called for a nationwide strike.

			On August 8, 1988, at least two million people poured into the streets.

			Soldiers responded by firing into crowds, and beating or bayoneting protesters with impunity. But the crowds kept coming. The Butcher resigned, and his successor, Dr. Maung Maung, was a famous lawyer, a protégé of General Ne Win, who lifted martial law, released prominent dissidents from detention and called for BSPP leaders to consider a referendum on whether to scrap the one-party state. For many, Dr. Maung Maung was a puppet, acting at the behest of the old strongman, Ne Win. By the last week of August, all semblance of government had ground to a halt. Committees of citizens and monks assumed administration of towns and communities, newspapers proliferated, and the streets became communal stages for a twenty-four-hour carnival atmosphere.

			On September 18, a new junta seized power, and re-imposed martial law as a self-dubbed “State Law and Order Restoration Council,” or SLORC. Summary executions followed mass arrests. Plausible estimates placed the number of deaths between July and October in the mid-thousands.

			In the heat of it all, the daughter of Aung San, the martyred independence hero, had coincidentally returned from her home in England to tend her ailing mother in Rangoon. The daughter, Aung San Suu Kyi, initially drew crowds because her delicate features bore striking resemblance to her father, whose portrait people had borne through the streets. She had his eyes, and, as it turned out, his charisma. Her speeches revealed a forcefulness and clarity of purpose that quickly established her as the voice of people’s aspirations.

			On August 26, she stood at the West Gate of ancient Shwedagon Pagoda, the country’s most sacred Buddhist shrine, and introduced herself to an audience of hundreds of thousands. She had lost her father when she was two. She had been abroad since her teens, and had married a British scholar, a foreigner. “Some people have been saying . . . that I know nothing of Burmese politics. The trouble is that I know too much. My family knows best how complicated and tricky Burmese politics can be and how much my father had to suffer on this account.” Over and over, to the people, she appealed for discipline and unity. They had, she said, made their message clear. Their demands were emphatic: an end to one-party rule and for free and fair elections to establish a multiparty system. She called for tolerance and forgiveness for the armed forces, whom she asked, in turn, to become a force in which the people could once again place their trust and reliance.

			Recalling the project for the nation begun by her father, she defined the terms of the 1988 revolution as an extension of the same quest: for freedom and democracy. “I could not as my father’s daughter remain indifferent to all that was going on,” she said. “This national crisis could in fact be called the second struggle for independence.” To Aung San Suu Kyi and her lakeside villa at 54 University Avenue gravitated prominent politicians, respected former military officers, urban professionals, communists, students, and sundry other thousands who still openly defied military rule. On September 24, 1988, they formed the National League for Democracy.

			Within months, Aung San Suu Kyi, the NLD secretary general, was under house arrest and the NLD vice-chairman, former general Tin Oo, had been sentenced to hard labor. Still the NLD went on to sweep the surprisingly free and fair elections that the SLORC held on May 27, 1990. Apparently shocked at the extent of its unpopularity, the junta ignored the results. It threw the most dynamic leaders of the NLD and hundreds of other dissidents in jail, banned all other opposition parties except a few enfeebled ethnic versions, and systematically began suppressing all dissent.

			University students fled the cities by the thousands to build a fighting force in the malarial border areas, forging expedient alliances with the tougher ethnic-­minority armies. Devoid of resources, sickening in the jungle, they never stood a chance. Defeated in a final military offensive on their headquarters that they shared with ethnic Karen rebels, they frittered away into an alphabet soup of exile groups in India, China, or mainly into Thailand.

			Across the next two decades, hundreds of prominent dissidents revolved in and out of detention, a number that had doubled with many facing multi-decade sentences since the short-lived “Saffron uprising” in 2007. At least one-fifth of them, at any time, were members of the NLD.

			The SLORC never relinquished power. In 1989, it began tinkering with language. Burma was henceforth to be called “Myanmar,” on a claim, later disputed by scholars, that the new appellation was more inclusive for a people that comprised not just the Burman but 135 ethnic groups. Rangoon became “Yangon,” and other cities reverted to more traditional transliterations. Within five days, the United Nations accepted the changes and the world followed suit. A few holdouts—the United States, Britain, and other countries of the West—aligned with democracy activists who refused to recognize the SLORC’s usurpation of power. They preferred “Burma.” They preferred “Rangoon.” In 1997, in a bid to join ASEAN, the Association of Southeast Asian Nations, the SLORC took advice from a Washington–based public relations firm, and, along with a reshuffling of officers, changed its name to the less farcically unpalatable State Peace and Development Council, the SPDC.

			Nearly bankrupt when it first seized power, the SPDC fattened in the next two decades off sales of gas, oil, timber, and precious gems, and contracts to a slew of heatedly competing Asian companies for the construction of deep-sea ports, pipelines, and hydropower projects. Under a new Number 1, a pug-faced senior general called Than Shwe who slithered discreetly up the chain of command to head the junta since 1992, it stocked the receipts in private offshore bank accounts. The rest it poured into the military arsenal and giant vanity projects, including a new capital built from scratch in the searing central scrublands, 250 miles due north from Rangoon. They called it Naypyidaw, “Abode of the Kings.”

			Though the junta had partially liberalized the economy after 1988, its eleven generals and all ranking officers of the Tatmadaw, the Armed Forces, continued to wield outsized personal power and influence, in large part through the awarding of contracts and licenses and a symbiotic relationship with a narrow sliver of tycoons, including a handful who made their fortune in the drug trade around the Golden Triangle, a mountainous plot shared with Laos and Thailand, whose opium poppy crop ensures that Burma remains the world’s second largest supplier of opium and heroin, after Afghanistan. What social welfare infrastructure had been maintained under the BSPP was slashed in a new, ruthless brand of state capitalism. Defense swallowed more than forty percent of total state expenditure. Within fifteen years, the army had more than doubled in size, to about four hundred thousand troops. The poorest citizens, if they weren’t press-ganged, were lured to its ranks for its separate world of schools, housing, health care, and commodities. Once modeled on West Point, the Defense Services Academy, the elite officer-training school, taught a new, fear-based, more xenophobic curriculum.

			The junta failed to respond with any measure of efficiency to social emergencies such as the rapid spread of AIDS or heroin addiction. Living standards among farmers plummeted as state procurement of rice and other staples kept prices artificially low, a blowback from attempts to appease city dwellers with cheap necessities so as to prevent another urban uprising inspired yet again by food shortages and inflation.

			On August 15, 2007, the junta compounded the general economic distress with sudden, radical price hikes on gasoline, diesel fuel, and compressed natural gas. Everyone felt the hit, including members of the revered Buddhist monkhood, the sangha, who depended on lay civilians for patronage and daily donations into their alms bowls.

			Small, isolated protests from civilians and monks broke out in towns and cities. Most were rapidly snuffed out. A report spread about violence from state officials against monks in the northern town of Pakokku on September 5. The perceived sacrilege begat outrage, which begat a shadowy new monk alliance, which begat an ultimatum to the junta, calling for an apology. The deadline passed. The junta failed to answer.

			Tens of thousands of monks poured into the streets. For the color of their robes, observers dubbed the moment the Saffron uprising. They managed a week of steadily swelling marches, joined by growing numbers of civilians, before security forces brutally charged in.

			Within eight months, on the night of May 2–3, 2008, Tropical Cyclone Nargis made landfall. It tore through the flatlands of the Irrawaddy Delta and across Rangoon with a force more deadly than any natural disaster since the Asian tsunami of 2004. The toll of dead and missing mounted to at least 138,000, with credible estimates of another 2.4 million left without shelter, food, water, or prospect of recovering their livelihoods.

			As international humanitarian agencies fought to get inside, the military junta downplayed the damage and dragged its feet. Visas were refused, permits to travel within the country jammed in a bureaucratic bottleneck, and American, British, and French naval vessels hovered off the Burmese coast, bracing for a green light that would never come to chopper in first-tier emergency supplies.
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			IT WAS ABOUT then that my editors at the Washington Post gave me my marching orders: “Get in, get the story, and get out.”

			Authorities were picking off foreign reporters like flies. A BBC journalist had been frog-marched from passport control back onto a plane, and officials turned fast on a Korean photojournalist who gave herself away by snapping photos at the closely watched NLD party headquarters. The back page of The New Light of Myanmar, the state mouthpiece, warned helpfully of “Skyful Liars Attempting to Destroy Nation.” It elaborated: “BBC lying, VOA deceiving, RFA setting up hostilities: Beware! Don’t be bought by those ill-wishers.” The handful that made it in wrote of reaching the delta as stowaways in trucks and boats, smuggled under bags of rice.

			Like most foreign journalists, I lied on my visa application about my occupation and work history and went in under the guise of tourism. Should I bring in the satellite phone? How would I conceal my notebooks? Would I find myself a fixer? I was a rookie and I was terrified—of getting caught off the audible pounding of my heart in the queue to immigration; of x-rays poised to catch the curious bulges in my socks and underwear where I had, with thanks to the Post, tucked a drug lord’s stash of crisp hundred-dollar bills; of not reaching the storm survivors trapped behind government checkpoints; and, especially, of not making heads or tails of a country that days before I could barely place on the map.

			The “Burma-heads” in Bangkok offered counsel: Steer clear of people too enthused to speak to a foreigner; they are government agents. This was confusing. Burmese as a rule chuckled and blushed or shut up like clams when questioned about matters of politics, especially by lumbering, fresh-off-plane Westerners. Barring the dubious enthusiasm of a “Mr. Zee” at the airport and his well-thumbed album of foreigners whom he claimed to have run to the delta, the few people who dived in with anti-government rants or offered themselves as guides were welcome relief. Any outside advice slipped fast.

			My lone local contact, a wily doctor, whisked me around Rangoon in a wheezing contraption of a native variety of vehicular dilapidation commonly identified by windows that require you to roll them down with pliers; car supply was sufficiently restricted that black market imports, such as the standard twenty-year-old Toyota Camry, sold at the time for about $25,000. I met jewelers, journalists, lawyers, government servants, housewives, actors, militant monks—ordinary folk, in sum, who became friends the way I quickly learned to make friends in Burma—bonds of trust sealed in seconds on an exchange of glances.

			I grew more reckless, gleaning contacts off diplomats, seeking out the kinds of people who would be watched. Like the Burmese, I learned to see the holes in the system, to tell a half-truth, to blink and smile and speak in metaphors. To my editor in Washington, and sources in Burma, I emailed cryptic messages under an absurd pseudonym. And when I emerged, I wrote about storm survivors’ efforts to rebuild; the effects of general economic collapse; the political rite of passage that was prison; a rising generation of activists; and the emergence of a citizen movement fueled on quiet rage.

			With a knowing half-smile from a savvy employee at a derelict Rangoon tourist agency, I had ducked past four army checkpoints to reach the storm-­ravaged delta, handing to each a copy of a permission slip—complete with mug shot and passport number, and a promise not to engage in politics—which my tourist agency accomplice had secured from the Ministry of Tourism with a bribe of four hundred dollars. I went as a “private donor,” sharing space in a hired van with twenty boxes of instant noodles, five of candles, and five of soap that we distributed at wrecked villages along the way. We hired a fisherman’s vessel and headed four hours downriver, stopping finally at the site of a village that looked like it had been blitzed, a cratered landscape of muddy pools, debris, and the bones of water buffaloes. No one had found it yet. It had been built in a former mangrove reserve, not far from a hidden naval base. It wasn’t meant to have existed. One bamboo stick at a time, plank by smashed plank, its inhabitants were attempting to piece their lives back together. On the night of the storm, 660 people of a former population of 943 had disappeared.

			The storm was the worst natural catastrophe to hit Burma in modern times. Its ferocity was briefly matched by the response of the population as they tuned into illicit shortwave radio broadcasts and heard how their government first denied the extent of the damage, then blocked foreign aid from reaching survivors. So they took it upon themselves. I watched them gather at dawn and by night across the tree-clogged intersections of Rangoon—monks, bands of friends, actors, doctors, housewives, colleagues, whole neighborhoods. For days at a time they shuttered their shops and clinics, hired trucks and boats, and threw together bags of rice, blankets, candles, soap, and cooking oil. They negotiated and fought their way through checkpoints and army convoys, surrendering goods when ordered, clinging to the rest, and rattling for hours down the lone broken road to the delta or navigating a maze of tide-locked rivulets to find survivors in dozens of forsaken towns and villages. They returned with tales of official confiscations and neglect, of bloated bodies floating in the bracken rice paddies, of frail men and women evicted from refuges to nonexistent homes, of government rice handouts fit only for pigs.

			The trauma from the crackdown on the “Saffron” uprising had lingered. But social activism, long thought leveled under laws that forbade assembly or associations of more than five, offered a subtle new way to push at the confines of the state. In the months that followed, I watched many of those small groups become unofficial nonprofits. They operated under the radar, treading a delicate line between humanitarian aid and politics. I met also with members of loose, lateral networks that had long lain dormant under the cover of pagoda-cleaning activities, book clubs, and funeral dispatchers. I noticed a pattern of activists connecting and coordinating, even from hiding. 

			So much for my marching orders. It was often said, outside the country and within, that all underground movement had been suppressed and dissolved. Instead I had discovered a spirit, a burning impulse for freedom, and a lexicon of gallows humor. Over the next few years, I returned and returned, still hiding my notebooks, watching and learning, and building on relationships of fragile trust. With Aung San Suu Kyi at the helm, even as authorities held her incommunicado, Burmese were grasping at threads of a sui generis rebellious politics. Something in that mindset compelled me to dig deeper.

			The Rebel of Rangoon is the fruit of that inquiry.
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			DATES, PLACES, AND all the facts and factoids contained herein are, to the best of my ability, correct. But I have made free use of names. Partly this is to help shield identities, partly this is to overcome the distance caused by Burmese names that are to Western readers often impenetrable and difficult to pronounce. (Burmese have no first and last names. These correspond instead to the day of the week on which they were born combined with virtuous attributes that parents hope to encourage in them.)

			Activists, if they are not currently public figures, are often referred to by pseudonyms or aliases that they employ amongst themselves to protect against eavesdroppers and spies. Those that are email handles have been slightly altered. For the code name of one activist whose activities under it remain sensitive, I used a synonym. My only other invention is “Nway,” though it derives from a transliterated syllable in one of the pseudonyms that he regularly employed.

			Or I call them, as they address others, by kin terms that double, in Burmese society, as honorifics. In this instance, they also conjure the palpable sense of a dissident movement as a family, with all the attendant dysfunction and emotional baggage this might suggest. There are for instance, the Big Brothers, the former student leaders of the 1988 uprising; Auntie for Aung San Suu Kyi; several Uncles; and two Grandpas.

			I employ “Burma,” and “Rangoon,” in lieu of “Myanmar” and “Yangon.” This is a choice—and I take it in stride. Scholars prefer to employ the usage of the junta since 1989 as a way of distinguishing between the separate historical periods and governments. I follow the usage of the newspaper that first sent me, which in turn followed the usage of the US State Department. Likewise, this is a story told from the vantage point of people who have for the most part resisted that name change, and I here follow their lead.

			A word more. Struggles for freedom are often euphemisms for tactics of blood and ideologies of hate. None of the men and women in these pages are fanatics. Murder and hate are their antithesis. They chose a struggle of nonviolence, of returning justice and rights to people according to the highest international standards. For them, the means justify the ends.

			To describe the underground is also to shine a light on its dirt. Their family affairs are theirs alone. But to reveal aspects of their less-pristine actions is to more honestly render the weight of the constraints under which they have been forced to maneuver. Among their greatest sorrows are the wounds they have inflicted upon each other.

			Nway’s story forms the backbone, a dissident’s life as a mirror to the transformational currents of his country and his movement. Like those of his friends and community, his was no more or less valid and tragic than the dozens more I was privileged to hear. Each person here depicted would be the first to point this out. I chose them because they were at the center of the movement, working within or alongside the National League for Democracy. I had yet to read that story. And so I felt it was my job to write it.

			Part I depicts a few months of disconsolation and defiance, almost of a spinning in place. Part II yields to historical movement, and each chapter accordingly moves forward a year. Central to this tale is Nway’s often-fraught and ever-deepening partnership with his one-time rival “Nigel.” Their growing friendship, intertwined with the unfolding lives of the newbies and drifters around them or the wizened dissidents anguishing over alternatives, plays against a backdrop of swiftly moving national events toward the most significant battle the movement faced in generations—a race against the elections of November 2010, the country’s first elections in twenty years that threatened to consolidate and entrench fifty years of military rule—and then all that followed.

			Into Nway’s life, I became for weeks at a time a fly on the wall, as far as was possible for an underground foreign journalist tracking a wanted man in a police state. I also spent hundreds of hours across four years in the company of the individuals who are here depicted. My reporting for this book is documented in sixty-three notebooks and in hundreds of hours of digital audio and video recordings. Where I was not present to witness a scene, I have relied on repeat interviews and, wherever possible, supplemented and cross-verified my reporting with information shared by others, and relevant news articles, reports, and books.

			Until 2012, foreign reporters, like foreign human-rights activists and anyone suspected of “doing politics,” were not allowed in the country. Like most visiting journalists, I wrote without a byline. I pinballed between tourist sites after sensitive interviews, avoided the same drivers, frequently changed hotels, and one time, suspecting I had intelligence on my tail, headed a few days up-­country. Conversing by phone or email—likely monitored on one or both ends—was an exercise in meaningful circumlocution. Flying out each time involved a delicate chaos in my hotel room as I scrambled to hide notebooks and business cards, or scribbled over phone numbers and dispersed addresses across my luggage, ripping up anything unnecessary, and stuffing the rest into socks and sleeves and pockets. Until 2012, there were places I could not go and people I could not see. Official data and official interviews were impossible to come by without sacrificing the chance to work among the people who had given me access.

			For all that, to my sources, I never needed to misrepresent myself. But my presence as a foreigner inevitably sometimes changed events and scenes. When I appear in the book, it is in the third person, and I try to show myself as they saw me. All I risked, in truth, was instant deportation and blacklisting from future visas; I always had the option of flying home, to safety. Far more troubling, and likely, were prospects of unwittingly leaving a trace, and the consequential tracking down and harassment of the people who had helped me every day, for hours, without a second’s hesitation.

			It is a great relief to relate what follows without as justified a fear of repercussions—although the chances of this continue to exist. The old laws with which the government systematically repressed dissent are still on the books. Most important, the individuals described in these pages knew of and condoned my purpose. When I wavered, worrying that I might in any way put them in jeopardy, they encouraged me, repeatedly, to tell all. It was a great risk to open their lives to me. To salute their courage now, though courage it was, feels like condescension, as if my work were of greater significance than all the other risks they undertook in their everyday lives. For all the hours and effort they spent patiently educating a foreigner about their land and their history, spelling out names that eluded me again and again, confessing their dreams and secrets, I have undying gratitude. But as with all things, they were just doing what they felt they had to do.

			And so, to their eyes.

		

	
		
			Map One
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			PART I

		

	
		
			1. Nway

			May 2009

			ON THE EVENING he discovered he was a target of the Dogs, Nway played a joke.

			First, though, he walked. That is to say, with dusk descending on Rangoon, an intelligence agent closing in on his tail, and the terror of impending arrest exploding in his solar plexus, he did the exact opposite of what a young man might who is febrile and fleet-footed with a jungle-tough aptitude for survival. Steps ahead of his tracker, who was older and driven by something less potent than raw nerve or existential necessity, Nway swallowed hard, squared his shoulders—and slackened his pace.

			Away from the Office. Hard left along a sidewalk that dipped and dead-ended into child-sized sumps and the raveled roots of centenarian tamarinds. Down an alley that snaked past penny-a-bowl, tarpaulin-tented teashops and slipshod, teakwood shacks: the sorry innards of a city of four or maybe five million—no one really knew—that tolerated slum-rot at its center because few besides the officer corps had it much better.

			The Dog might have access to a motorcycle—in Rangoon, only intelligence agents were allowed them—and catch him within seconds. Defiant of that possibility, Nway headed fast but tempered for the nearest crowd, for life, or, as luck would have it, a public bus, just pulling into the gutter. He shoved his sliver of a form into the flatbed rear. Bodies pressed in tight. The female passengers, typically, could scarcely hope to spare their modesty. He knew as a rule that they hated the carnal innuendo, the liberties in packed places that men could take, rubbing up against their hips. Early in life, he’d made it a point of principle to protect the honor, or at least the basic comforts, of the girls around him. Even now, on reflex, the thought occurred to him that it wasn’t right to add to their unease.

			The man climbed aboard beside him.

			Nway was flummoxed, briefly. Then it came: the intuitive knowing, the glimmer of a limpid certainty that he was learning fast to sense in the midst of crises.

			He fished about inside his pocket, leaned in toward the conductor, and pressed into his palm sufficient fare for two.

			He wouldn’t have thought to call the payment of his tracker’s fare a bribe, exactly. He meant it more as an act of loving-kindness, an inspired deployment of a tested tactic that he had sourced almost unwittingly in the Buddhist morality that infused his countrymen’s efforts to free themselves of authoritarian rule. Most often it manifested as a goading of young men and women into his circle of political influence with steady accretions of small considerations: cigarettes to bum; cups of tea purchased; tunes from favorite bands painstakingly downloaded through proxies from terminally sick connections in late-night Internet cafés, then transferred onto MP3s. A government agent on the job was as underpaid as the rest of them. He would be pleased to pocket his unused change.

			The man was suitably disarmed.

			“Ah,” he said. “You know who I am? So—we can cooperate.”

			It was a dumb line.

			Of course Nway knew him for an intelligence agent. He had emerged when Nway left the Office from the hut directly over the road. For all its plastering in sunny yellow ads for ready-mixed tea powder, it served no other purpose than to shelter Special Branch police investigators. They dressed in plain clothes—a simple longyi, a sarong; a baseball cap; sometimes a pair of aviators—but scarcely bothered beyond to hide their cameras or motorcycles or notepads, eternally watching.

			The agent’s line, moreover, was an obvious opening, an invitation for a longer conversation, which, after a bit of shifty give-and-take—a threat, a confession, some inevitable soul-searching, and a salting with promises of material relief and assurances of lifelong status—might yield another defection to the state. In the parlance of the military junta, that translated roughly to joining the “defenders of national unity” against “internal and external destructive elements,” a vague, nefarious crew who might include “foreign destructionists,” “those relying on external elements, acting as stooges, holding negative views,” or types like Nway: half-assed, misty-eyed youth from the refuse of a ragtag political party led by that foreigner’s whore.

			Nway didn’t bite.

			“Where are you from?” he asked the man.

			“Special Branch.”

			“Do you get fees for this?”

			“Yes,” he said. He paused. “I’m just doing my job.”

			“And I’m doing mine,” Nway shot back.

			No, he corrected himself. Don’t give him that opening.

			Barely out of his twenties, Nway had spent eleven years on the frontlines of dissidence, much of it working in the Office for that ragtag political party. Still he could have trouble taming his passions. How often had he combusted, ready to lose big for a quick win on some matter of conviction? On a surge of emotion, he’d quit medical school; turned down a certificate from the British Council; even, six months earlier, resigned from the Office. It had meant the end of the world as he knew it, the need to reconceptualize everything he had worked for, long after he had understood like a light switched on inside that politics, and the fight for democracy, were to be his life.

			None of his recruits would have described him as methodical, not in the way that they talked of Nigel, his sometime associate. Neither had Nway his best friend Arthur’s patience with a thought, evidenced in its slow molding, flickers of it in the creasing around his eyes and mouth, before it emerged fully formed, weighted with insight. If Nway’s tempo had long riffed off theirs as the more skittish, the more improvisational and sly, he also had a rare talent when others froze up or panicked. In those moments, his capacity for leadership—or at any rate, for managing the complex maneuvers of a group needing to think fast and flee faster—flared like a beacon in the night.

			The bus lurched and racketed down roads cracked and potholed and shining still from the day’s last rainstorm. The man was middle-aged. Doubtless he was married, with two or three children, and living in some peeling government barracks that Nway could guess had the merit of both storm-safe walls—not the bamboo-and-thatch of a hut sinking into sewage—and sufficient sense of segregation from the wider civilian population to facilitate perceptions that they were the enemy.

			Nway didn’t look. Didn’t ask. He might have unnerved the man with the audacity of one of his twelve-o’clock stare-downs. Better to angle away his chin. Dark-skinned and lithe, he had a preference for an anarchic mane that conveniently flopped across the fine-boned symmetry of his face. But it couldn’t hide the peculiar intensity of his almond gaze, nor his tendency to blaze it straight into an interlocutor’s eyes, heedless of the local preference for sidelong half-glances.

			As for curiosity, too often it killed the cat. Conversation at this juncture across the state-civilian divide would invite nothing but trouble, even for a young dissident with a penchant for verbal provocation and deviant persuasive ability. Best to stay mute and know less, or so they’d all been taught. Which was something of the core national problem and Nway knew it viscerally. But he knew as well, and was learning fast, to pick his battles.

			Perhaps the agent’s job was indeed just a job, the bureaucratic transaction of some mid-level functionary. Perhaps it was an order followed, not because the man lacked morality or courage, but because both withered before the shame of failing his direct superiors. Perhaps that tangible, immediate shame outweighed the more diffuse but greater shame of somehow failing his society in the construction of some abstract future that he had no reason to believe would ever come. Perhaps he was a minefield of competing shames: hated his work, and himself still more, for doing what his cousins and aunts, his brothers and unborn children might one day revile him for and every time he caught his reflection in some cracked window-pane, he wondered; wondered if there weren’t, after all, some other way than spying on his fellow citizens and hunting them down to feed the detention system as if it were a python starved for its own offspring.

			Perhaps, far more likely, he didn’t think at all. Or automatically enough that he had never questioned the junta’s propaganda, the triumvirate of slogans relentlessly repeated about national unity and stability, about progress toward economic development and “discipline-flourishing democracy,” about the blood and sweat of the Tatmadaw, the armed forces, serving no purpose less patriotic than to hold together the Union, mother and father of it both, joining forces with the people to eradicate all saboteurs. Perhaps—

			“Where are you going?” the man asked.

			Nway was going, he decided then and there, to the newsroom of a magazine where he had lately found a scrap of work translating foreign news clippings, less because he had any interest in exploring how to slip allegory past the censors and into print, in the way of many of the country’s journalists. Nor did he want the salary, though he needed every last crumpled kyat. One among the dozens of private journals of recent years that sidewalk purchasers scoured for veiled filaments of anti-authoritarian ideas between the latest football scores and horoscopes, the magazine provided him cover for regular interaction with its editor. This was a transient opportunity, to be seized with the urgency of the rice farmer planting his crop in a race against the June rains. The editor was a senior politician fresh off a six-week detention, three years after a fifteen-year incarceration, and as likely to see again the inside of another jail cell as the next monsoon. In fact, Nway told himself, tracking down his editor was exactly the excuse he would use to explain his reasons for loitering at the Office.

			The Office was his code for the headquarters of the National League for Democracy, or NLD—full name and acronym to be deployed openly only with strategic intent. Technically, the NLD was legal, the country’s lone institutional holdout for democracy. In practice, to speak its name aloud was to invite suspicion that one had political ideas; and to have political ideas was to be dangerous.

			Right now, Nway could say to his tracker, if it came to that, that he had simply been relaying news to his boss. Was it any fault of his if that editor, Uncle Ohn Kyaing—Uncle was a token honorific—happened to double as a known NLD executive?

			Leaping off the bus, he bolted into the newsroom and stayed as long as he could fake a purpose that could be construed as professional. The intelligence agent would inevitably drift away, from boredom mainly—evening’s worth of fear-mongering starkly accomplished, and not enough wage to warrant extra effort. Nway wasn’t important, a messenger at most. It was a lie he liked to tell himself, and not because he might have actually thought himself more vital to either the NLD or the wider movement for democracy that it represented. To subvert his own sense of self-importance, to never set much store by it—if he thought about it, which he didn’t much—was a homegrown form of modesty that doubled as self-protection. In his native Twantay, a river ferry and a motorcycle ride away, he might have already forged a reputation. But here in the nerve center of his country’s history, in downtown Rangoon among the many mildewed haunts of greater men and women, he was, he insisted often, “nothing.” That he might, as such, be worthy of a genuine investment of state-­sanctioned time seemed scarcely conceivable.

			It was daft, though. First time he had had shown up at the Office in over six months and—boom!—out shot a Dog, chasing him down the road until he was scared so silly he was now cowering like a turtle in the shell of a building, with scarcely half a pack of cigarettes for solace.

			Truth be told, he had never yet found a decent enough reason to risk a return to NLD headquarters, a thrice-raided, three-story shack near the Shwedagon Pagoda with moldering walls and dust-caked wooden cabinets. Its members were fond of calling it “the cowshed,” resigned to the irony that it stood in all its lamentable glory as the final outpost for the democratically mandated ruling party—a political alliance that in the last countrywide elections, on May 27, 1990, had won eighty-two percent of the seats for a parliament that had never been allowed to sit.

			That election had been their only chance in fifty years for a return to democracy by the ballot. It had been held under the auspices of the junta that had seized power on September 18, 1988, as a self-proclaimed State Law and Order Council, the SLORC. Its brutal reassertion of “law and order” had included firing indiscriminately into crowds of tens of thousands who had persisted, since the bloodily suppressed nationwide uprising of August 8 of that year, with near-daily marches, sit-ins, and hunger strikes, waving the national flag, or the Buddhist flag, or the flag of the old, colonial-era Student Union.

			The SLORC had taken over from President Maung Maung, who had taken over a month earlier from General Sein Lwin, “the Butcher of Rangoon,” who had taken over a month earlier still from General Ne Win, the strongman who had wielded sole authority since 1962, turned the country from a parliamentary democracy into a single-party state, and steadily steered it into ruin. He had resigned in July as chairman of the Burma Socialist Program Party, unable to ignore the nationwide furor that had surged since lethal attacks on university student demonstrators in March. But he couldn’t resist a parting threat in his final speech that “when the army shoots, it shoots to hit.” First the “Butcher” and then the SLORC had made sure to fulfill his bidding.

			Pledging to carry out elections promised in the twenty-nine-day presidency of Dr. Maung Maung amid the millions-strong protests of August, the SLORC had suggested nothing less than a return to multiparty rule. It had been a fair fight to the polls, discounting the prior imposition of martial law and the fact that key NLD party executives had already been incarcerated: the NLD Vice Chairman, Tin Oo, had been sent to hard labor and the party secretary general, Aung San Suu Kyi, to house arrest. Still, the military-backed party had lost everywhere, even in districts heavy with its members. The vote count had even been published in the national gazette. Taken thoroughly aback at the extent of its rout, the SLORC ignored the results. A month later it issued an edict declaring that the vote had served no other purpose than to elect representatives to a constitution-drafting committee. When winning candidates objected, most of them from the NLD, the SLORC threw them in jail.

			It had all been downhill from there.

			Eighteen years later—or, the previous October—Nway had led a mass walkout of NLD youth members in a bad stink over the sclerotic leadership of the party by its caretaker chairmen. They were three former army officers in their eighties and nineties who, it was felt, would have offered better service to the country spending their silver years wheezing into a mango orchard. The party’s most dynamic leaders—if they weren’t still scattered among prisons on the far fringes of the country, under house arrest, in exile, harassed into retirement, or dead—lived furtive lives: landlines tapped, movements tracked, knocks on doors for spot interrogations predictable, if unpredictably scheduled. Had they only been allowed to meet or plan, the party’s spirit might even have survived the long, wasteland years without the leader whom the world beyond knew as the 1991 Nobel Peace Prize laureate, Aung San Suu Kyi. At home, her name banished from the press, people called her simply the Lady. Nway and most of his peers preferred Auntie.

			Few were fooled that the junta’s benign acceptance of party chair Uncle Aung Shwe and his deputy, Joint Secretary U Lwin, was anything less than a deliberate blow, as if they were stuffing some dead animal for showcasing. In the absence of adversarial opinion, and with Auntie incommunicado since 2003, when she began her third term of house arrest, Aung Shwe had spent a half-decade putting the party on ice, forbidding public political actions and preventing contact with other dissident groups. Perhaps he was merely trying to salvage its amputated corpse, keeping it on life support until—some fresh moment.

			But he had refused, even after multiple attempts at persuasion by other party elders, to let anyone from the NLD march in the name of the party in the street protests of August and September 2007—the “Saffron uprising”—the people’s first collective cry against military rule since 1988. The monks had eventually taken up the baton, thousands of them pouring red down the boulevards, bald of pate and often bare of foot. But they’d had no strategy. No endgame. No political plan. Nway was sure of it: Aung Shwe’s passivity had cost them the revolution.

			“How we feel, you know?” Nway would say, grasping for words, devoid for once of his quick wit. “This is the leading-role party. You know? I don’t know how to express my heart. You know we did it”—it being the civilian activists’ initial response to the junta’s radical price hikes on fuel in mid-August 2007; the backroom encouragement of the monks; the strategic infiltration into civilian crowds to incite them into generalized defiance—“very secretly, very carefully, and we give a lot of time, and then we have to hide.”

			In its heyday, the NLD had claimed a membership of two million. That was about one-twentieth of the population. But those had been only the officially registered, complete with names, national registration numbers, photographs, and addresses on laminated cards, and they had signed up during the difficult months after the SLORC seized power. Thereafter, the generals shuffled through different portfolios and, in 1997, the SLORC changed its name to the State Peace and Development Council, the SPDC. But its stranglehold on nationwide dissent persisted. Throughout the two decades after 1990, there could be no public polls, no verifiable means of tracking the ebb and flow of support from the silent majority. It was enough that crowds amassed to see Auntie and her deputies whenever they’d roamed free. Greater proof still of the NLD’s ongoing significance was a multi-fronted campaign to smear or smash it into irrelevance.

			Through it all, as members hemorrhaged for real or in fictive government news clippings, and as the NLD’s bold, red sign rusted on more than two hundred forcibly shuttered party chapters in homes and huts nationwide, the “cowshed” on West Shwegondaing Road had endured as a stubborn barnacle, a hole-in-wall poke in the eye at the junta’s Ozymandian assertions of legitimacy.

			In 2008, in a twist as typical of the historical vicissitudes of politics in Burma as it was maiming to the party, the youngest NLD members had skipped the more gentle irreverence to an elder that would have come of speaking their frustrations aloud and instead gone straight for mutiny. Just over a year after the Saffron uprising, it took a final trivial decision by Aung Shwe, a single youth meeting, and 109 young men and women resigned, which was all the more damning because it had taken the NLD two decades and wave upon wave of arrests, to build anew a youth wing worthy of the fight.

			Few outside had any inkling that the walkout was no surrender—not, that is, a clean exit from opposition to the junta. A US embassy cable had informed Washington on October 17, 2008, that it would “watch closely to see if the youths’ resignation was a one-off event or the beginning of broader divisions within the party,” a rare, visible display of recent discontent within a movement that had a long history of splintering on personal disagreements. It had only been a few days since a first party gathering in over a decade, and another Rangoon-to-Washington cable on April 29, 2009 noted anew the sense of impending internal crisis: thirty NLD members, including fifteen who had been elected in the neglected vote of 1990, had just submitted a letter calling directly for the chairman’s resignation.

			It was small-fry stuff, relatively. But in a universe of political dissidence that was forced of necessity to hide its inner mechanics, Nway’s walkout spoke of a growing dissatisfaction with the stagnant policies of old. It echoed the sentiments of a population that was increasingly impatient with the party’s fossilized fixation on the 1990 elections, by now so ancient that a new generation had been born and come of age recalling them not at all.

			The fact of the matter was that the youths’ walkout had offered an opportunity to vanish, to dive underground into a semi-clandestine space of nonviolent revolutionary activity inhabited by shifting configurations of at least a half-dozen groups with varying degrees of strategic sophistication, institutional memory, and transnational resourcing. Henceforth Nway and his crew would avoid the hornet’s nest of the Office, which was swarming always with informers and out of touch, in any case, with the granular grievances of the people from the towns and farmer hamlets that they claimed to represent, even now, nineteen years after an election victory that they had never been allowed to assert. Democracy in government was their particular pipedream. But democracy of poverty: that kind sprouted among the leprous crawl of Rangoon’s backstreets, metastasized into slums, and fanned out in a filigree of farmer hamlets among the paddies and parched flatland to the southern barricade of the sea, and north-east-westwards to a pincer of wild peaks that bordered Bangladesh, India, China, Laos, and Thailand. The idea of it, poverty’s willful embrace of whomever, when Nway considered it, was funny; dark, though, in the way of much of his humor, because the jokes, like now, were mostly on them.

			But today, Nway had his reasons for making it back to the Office. He had meant it to round up straggler activists for a vigil outside the gates of Insein Prison. It wouldn’t have been the most explosive of protests; he’d have been lucky to muster a half-dozen. Grandpa—Win Tin, the NLD’s longtime strategist—would stand among them, lion-maned and wearing his trademark prison blues, which he had refused to take off since he’d been released from the selfsame jail where he had sat out the previous nineteen years. Give or take the likelihood that the old firebrand would offer some colorful quote to a journalist reaching him from exile through Nway’s preciously guarded cell phone, or a decent photograph of the crowd uploaded to the outside world, they could rest assured that the news would find its way back into Burma. Just so, they would register their solidarity with Auntie.

			Auntie: uncontested in leadership, irredeemably fearless, and that day on trial in Insein Prison. She was charged with breaking the terms of her house arrest after an American tourist had on May 3 swum across the vast, algae-lurid lake to her villa, and taken shelter for the night. The trial, a closed-door affair with sporadic invitations for foreign diplomats, had all the markings of the usual perversions of the legal system. But this one had a coincidental brilliance: Auntie’s third term of house arrest had been set to expire on May 27, within days of the tourist’s intrusion. The bet in the backrooms of teashops or in private kitchens wasn’t on whether they would spare her a fresh sentencing. It was on how long they would give her for her newest term.

			From the newsroom that was serving as his refuge, Nway emerged into the darkening street, a copy of the latest edition of the magazine tucked under his arm. Noodle soups splashed out of bowls and samosas danced in woks of oil at makeshift restaurants that spilled across the sidewalks, crowded thick with evening diners. Generators spluttered to life, wires vibrating to halogens strung off the banyans and the coconuts, because in 2009, in this city of nearly five million, in a country rich in natural gas and offshore oil, with rivers churning with hydropower potential, there was still no steadfast state supply of electricity.

			Leavened by thoughts of organizing tomorrow’s vigil for Auntie—he was fast learning how naturally it came to him to connect a web of activists, from senior Uncles to some new punk he’d recruited out of a beer haunt in Chinatown and thence on, via Gchat, to some pseudonymous ex-revolutionary in the outside world—drifting, in sum, into the reverie of his emerging art, he headed straight into the man with the unbecoming plain clothes and the still less becoming expression who had loitered in the street.

			Waiting for him.

			Gut-punched, Nway bounded toward another bus, leapt off, flung himself aboard a third. The agent, at each increment, stayed close.

			There was no way out. Apparently Nway was, after all, a catch worthy of a pursuit.

			He struck up a conversation.

			“Look,” he said, unfolding the magazine, “here are my articles.” You see? he meant to say. I’m not a politician, just an honest type like you trying to earn a wage. Not my fault my boss works at the National League for Democracy.

			“You NLD types,” said the intelligence agent, with something that might have suggested respect. “You are very educated.”

			That was undeniable. The executives of the National League for Democracy had been lawyers and doctors, geologists and civil servants: the cream of Burma’s urban intelligentsia, sufficiently fed up with the quarter-century free-fall under General Ne Win of their country’s destiny that they had packed in their jobs, their social ecosystems, their prospects of quiet lives watching their children grow, for the poisonous rewards of self-sacrifice, prison, torture, and some amorphous dream of a future that they would never live to see, at least not before their next incarnations.

			But he kept his insolence in check.
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			A BUS WAS hardly a novel setting for a nose-to-nose confrontation between an agent and an activist. It wasn’t even Nway’s first.

			That had come in 1998, just over eleven years earlier, on his virginal trip to the NLD. The day he’d picked had been as good as any—better, even, for those about to brave the passage into politics, because he chose an anniversary. It was Revolutionary Day, which recalled March 27, 1945, when General Aung San’s Burma Independence Army rose up against the Japanese, who had promised to help free Burma from British rule, only to install an occupation more brutal.

			The junta had taken to remembering the moment as Armed Forces Day. Back then, before it relocated the capital to Naypyidaw, March 27 had been an annual occasion for a downtown military parade, a self-congratulatory, chest-thumping show for the exclusionary viewing of those who either wore a uniform or boasted membership in the Union Solidarity and Development Association, the USDA, the junta’s twenty-six-million-strong social apparatus.

			“Only when the Tatmadaw is strong will the nation be strong,” Senior General Than Shwe, the junta chairman, and army commander-in-chief, had said that year in his speech, citing a favorite slogan that featured in towns and cities on giant red billboards.

			He’d done away with the usual rhetoric about “crushing and annihilating” destructive elements. Instead, he’d suggested “talks” with “parties or organizations” as necessary for “future unity.” Observers read into the soupçon of novelty an olive branch intended for the NLD. It hadn’t amounted to much. Aung San Suu Kyi would have to wait another six years until the junta would engage her in substantive talks, and those had quickly broken down when Than Shwe, No. 1, thwarted the deal she had almost struck with his deputies.

			Uptown at NLD headquarters on Shwegondaing Road or, that year, at Auntie’s lakeside residence at 54 University Avenue, people would gather for staid affairs of solemn monumentalism. Analysts would later mark such occasions as the party’s most visible sign of life: the party of the masses, not even an opposition so much as the government-in-waiting, reduced to commemorating anniversaries.

			At least it meant a procession of speeches and a gathering of hundreds. Nway could melt in, unnoticed. If he choked, he could slip out and vanish. He had no cause as yet to doubt the service he would henceforth shoulder, but preemptive caution, like subtlety and subterfuge, were the natural due of minds inspired from birth to cheat a system they chafed at being trapped inside.

			Authorities always matched the outpouring of activists and supporters with a battery of cameras, barbed-wire barricades on either end of the road, and soldiers and riot police deployed by the truckloads. To pass through the checkpoints required handing over details of one’s identity: name, national registration number, address. It proved to be an entry into politics as lacking in anonymity as it was likely irreversible.

			Afterward, he had been followed. Like today, an agent had climbed aboard his homebound bus. Scarcely out of his teens, Nway had seized up. He had been unable to master the nervousness churning in his gut. There had been other scares, long before and too many to count since. They had been greater, more tragic, the shocks and heartaches of daily life, the slow boring into the psyche of a state of perpetual siege. But none of them had the searing intensity of that first experience. It had marked him like a first kiss, a first love: an agent tracking him as politician, on his first, tremulous day as politician.

			And of course it had turned out to be a trick of the mind. The man had about as much interest in him as in a discarded fruit peel. He had slipped out at the next junction. He had, Nway realized, merely been changing shift.

			Years later, Nway could smile about it and forgive himself his temporary rigor mortis. “We didn’t have to be arrested,” he would say. “But psychologically, we have been very tired.”

			But luck of that kind didn’t strike twice.

			[image: ]

			THERE WAS LITTLE question about where next to head.

			Another in his situation might have opted for the distant suburbs: perhaps to Arthur, his best friend, in Hlaing Thayar, far to the northeast. With its tumbledown shacks crammed around textile and soap factories and car-part shops, the slum had stretched on and on as nothing more than muddy field when Arthur’s entire neighborhood had been trucked there on three days’ notice in the martial reconfigurations after the military coup of 1988. Or he might have headed north, to his friend Nigel’s parents in North Okklappa, another warren of straw-and-thatch huts on trash-strewn alleyways that a still-earlier incarnation of military rule had forced into existence on a similar whim of slapdash urban redesign.

			He had a safe house, a room nine flights up a crooked stairwell whose entry barely cracked apart the space between a biryani restaurant and a newsstand down Maha Bandoola Road. Its only signs of habitation, beyond the inevitable thicket of cobwebs, were a litter of plastic bottles, several of them brimming with cigarette ash, and a stack of rattan mats neatly folded against a window that faced eastward onto the rusty roofscape of downtown boulevards around ancient Sule Pagoda. He called it Nandau—the Palace. And so it was code-named with no less juicy irony among the activists of his network.

			It had already proven its use because having a spy on one’s tail was hardly the only emergency to require asylum. More typical had been the particular predicament that had befallen Nobleyan and Doe Doe, and whomever else he might yet recruit. One after the other, at separate spots on the map, Nobleyan and Doe Doe had faced parents who had discovered that their respective son and daughter had all this time been skipping job-university-the-safe-confines-of-­corrupted-convention for political work. For which bit of news, the son and daughter had been promptly cast out of homes and cut off from all income. Not every young activist had the blessing of Nway’s own rebellious parentage.

			But to go to the Palace now, in plain view, was as good as leading an ox to the trough. To do so would present the agent with a stark violation of the law requiring that each citizen register nightly sleeping arrangements with local Peace and Development Council authorities, a readymade technicality for instant arrest.

			As for other acquaintances, the kind who might with the briefest exchange have let him hide inside their homes until his tracker lost momentum, of those he had plenty. Iconic or unsung, they were scattered throughout the city’s sprawl. Tentacles of friendship crisscrossed the country to some he had first contacted through trusted friends, or trusted friends of trusted friends, people he had never yet met in the flesh and knew only as “Brilliant.nation@,” “wewill_win2007@,” “RuskinJ@,” or “Williamhazlitt@.” The e-mail handles and pseudonyms of his rolodex conjured dozens of utopias and a feast of obscure Victorian luminaries whose fustier tomes were among the rare tonics for the mind to still have the privilege of Burma’s bookshelves.

			But authorities had their networks, too. If township chiefs or local bloc officials decided on a tip or random fits of sudden bureaucratic zeal to spot-check a neighborhood for unregistered guests, Arthur, Nigel, their siblings, parents, and who knew how many casual dinner drop-ins risked two weeks each in a detention center, plus the usual hassles of extortion. On no account could he put them all in jeopardy.

			Home, then. Though it was hardly a less-risky proposition.

			They knew him by the hundreds, from Dala just over the river and all along the narrow canal road to Twantay. They knew him for the vocation he had chosen, that this sometime scuttling away in a chase with no obvious motive, no sense of an ending, and no measure at all of its relative gravity was part and parcel of an active political life.

			If the responsibility for his actions and their consequences rested squarely on his own shoulders, he was first and foremost a native son of Twantay. Proximity to dozens of recognizable faces on whom he might call for an eleventh-hour favor might somehow, against the odds, yield a plan. It was a gamble, but a solid one: a town would protect its own, particularly if the situation in question had the rank smell of an attack by the state. That most people kowtowed most days to their most evident fears didn’t mean they wouldn’t rise up, come the time. On that assumption, vindicated by half a dozen protests and scores more flare-ups too tiny to even register beyond a particular block history, hinged the entire methodology of nonviolent revolutionary action.

			But local authorities knew him, too. One move too brash, too sudden, across some inevitable tripwire, and dozens of informers and police up and down the food chain of local powers-that-be could step across his path.

			If it came to that, he would find a way out. He always had.

			This niggling sense, though, that the agent would drop away by nightfall—

			Until then, at least, he could hold to his story: that he had, last October, resigned from politics, truthfully and publicly. Lies that skirted as close as possible to the truth offered the strongest alibis under duress, under the kinds of round-the-clock, four-day interrogations that would follow any trip to a detention center.

			Forty minutes later, after a roundabout bus journey along roads crusted in the life of the street, corner betel-leaf stalls, fried-dough vendors, and thick crowds of men and women gliding by in their longyis on a gentle passage from workday to evening, he tumbled out where he would at about this time on any other night: the jetty.

			It stretched out in a jut of dust and coconut trees on the far side of Strand Road, a boulevard punctuated with sporadic bursts of trishaw drivers pedaling past cracked and moldering colonial façades that had barely resisted a half-­century of tropical damp and the consummate government neglect that had been Rangoon’s personal tragedy. Commuters poured over the fine veins of former train tracks that functioned chiefly, at this hour, as trash receptacle for the smashed produce and offal innards left by the day’s market hawkers. A makeshift television viewing station had gathered its first customers for the evening’s football match. Ahead rose the boathouse, the hulking shadows of a few ferries, and, to the left, down a muddy ramp, a dozen or so skiffs.

			He joined the masses in the boathouse, found a spare patch of pew, plopped down, sprang up, lit a cigarette, sucked in hard, and blew a cloud of smoke toward the window.

			Beyond lay the river: as likely to carve a pathway to his freedom as a great wall cutting him off from the ease of a quick into-the-city escape. On the other bank, Dala barely twinkled, mangy and uneven, scarcely fighting back the jungle.

			He didn’t have to turn around to know. Watching him, pacing, working a cell phone, the agent slithered among the commuters waiting for the next ferry. Were he to follow Nway over the river, there would be no stopping him. Nway would have trouble relying on backstreets and safe houses, or anonymity in a crowd. He would have to come up with a plan.

			He lit another cigarette.

			It was rush hour for workers and day laborers heading back from the city. Even through his racing thoughts, through the echoing din in the boathouse, he couldn’t help but pick up a conversation between two nearby young men.

			“Listen, you go ahead and have a drink and wait for me. I’m going to meet my girlfriend. Then I’ll come back.”

			“No, no, no. Don’t cheat me. What if you don’t come back? I’ll have a problem. I’ll go with you to your girlfriend.”

			“No, you can’t! Just wait for me in Dala.”

			“I don’t believe you. What if you don’t come back?”

			“I promise you! I’ll come back, but first I have to go meet my girlfriend.”

			“Yeah, and I’ll join you.”

			“You can’t! Just wait!”

			The beauty of it was that Nway recognized them. They were just familiar enough that they might have nodded in greeting if they passed each other in downtown Rangoon.

			“Hey, what’s going on?” he stepped in.

			The first had declared the day his birthday and wanted his friend to buy him a celebratory beer at one of the makeshift dens under tarpaulins that passed for a bar in the rat-hole transience of Dala. The second—it wasn’t entirely clear. It seemed he had a girlfriend and the prospect of visiting her first would lure him away—briefly only, he insisted—from the other young man who insisted on a companion, or someone to pay for his liquor, or at any rate who had about as much faith that the first fellow would return from his lovers’ tryst as he might of a spirit lord, a nat, landing at that moment on his head.

			“So,” Nway offered, “how about I sit and have a drink with you, my friend, and we wait together until you come back from your girlfriend?”

			When it suited, Nway had the ability to charm on sight. But it was a deceptive asset, as likely to induce charges from less impressionable acquaintances, and Nigel among them, of “manipulation.” More helpful now was Nway’s veneer of steadfastness, premised at minimum on the vague knowledge that his new companions might have that he was a scion of Twantay town’s nurse, and afforded the luxury of a half-decent education. It meant he was a rough-and-tumble sort who knew how to have a good time but was not about to run off with your satchel’s worth. You only had to glance at him to ascertain that he wasn’t the town bum, and nobody’s fool: a renegade in a rich delinquent’s guise, with canvas pants and a T-shirt advertising a rock band that flew in the face of the preferred tradition of the longyi and a pressed shirt.

			“Now we have a solution. So go on, be at peace, go find your girlfriend,” he said, with the patrician ease of those more accustomed to giving than taking direction.

			They might even know him for the activist he was, which meant he would be cast, depending on their sympathies, as somewhere between brave and crackpot. But if he could devote himself to the crazed struggle that most were too wary to touch, he could probably be depended on for an hour or two to man his post at a drinking station.

			And just like that, with another of the small gestures that had become the foundation of his emerging and largely improvisational philosophy of politics-­in-action, he bought himself some time. Authorities would never think to arrest him in a busy beer den. It was one of the stranger perversions within the larger perversions of the system that there seemed something almost unseemly about arresting an ordinary citizen in the midst of a crowd. Agents preferred discretion: the tempered knock on the door, the sharp tap on the shoulder.

			Come with us, they’d say. We have a few questions. Just a few. It won’t be long.

			Most often they chose the night.

			The problem Nway faced now was whether to abandon Rangoon’s vast urban embrace and instead pit his dependence on hometown loyalties against the zealotry of small-town satraps. It had always been easier to control the towns and villages. Their self-importance had a way of upping their game.

			But escape was turning out to require conspirators. Like intuition, it was primed on preparation: on experience and knowledge accumulated and rarified into a lightning bolt of pure sense, freed from the tick-tock of conscious reasoning. Nway’s capacity for escape, rather like his intuition, had been a lifetime rarifying. He didn’t know it, but when his time had come and the terror had seized him, and he fled the Office, leapt aboard that first departing bus, and then another and then a third, then melted into the crowds beside the jetty and waited, muscles primed, watching out of his peripheral vision for every move from the man on his tail—at that point Nway’s sense of how he might vanish took form not as premeditated strategy but on happenstance that was actually nothing of the kind.

			[image: ]

			SO IT WAS that nway ended up in a bar in Dala drinking one beer after the next with a casual acquaintance who, in another feat of inspiration meeting opportunity, turned into a second, and then a fourth, and then an entire table full of casual acquaintances who rallied less for the pit-stop drink than a unique occasion to out-sit the state.

			The way it worked out was this:

			Most nights, as he crossed the great yellow-brown span of the river and watched the toothy roofscape of Rangoon recede into a splotch that he could cover with his thumb, Nway would allow himself to dream. His country, the vast contradiction of his nation, had long thrived as a democracy; Aung San Suu Kyi, the Lady, Auntie, had never faced house arrest; and he was a businessman returning home to Twantay after a hard day’s meetings in the city.

			For a moment, as the skiff would skip across the ripples or bump over the wake of a cargo vessel heavy with logs or rice, he allowed himself to pretend he was not a politician. For a moment, he too, like his country, like Auntie, was free: free not in the mental realm, not, that is, with a meditator’s enlightened detachment from the vicissitudes of thought and emotion, but free in the sense of a young man unburdened by an impossible cause. For a moment, carried there on the ripples of a river that emptied into the Gulf of Martaban then the Andaman Sea, then the Indian Ocean and the world beyond, he could float away, drift almost, untethered from the weight of it all.

			The dream every night died stillborn in the mud of the riverbank at Dala. He left it like his cigarette butts, without another thought, in the hull of the flaking skiff that he had hired minutes before for a balled-up five-hundred kyat on the Rangoon jetty. The commute was scarcely long enough besides, even if he had ever thought to indulge the details of the fantasy: whom he worked for, the nature of his business, the texture of the modern opulence that might await him in Twantay instead of the impoverished reality. Didn’t think of it again until perhaps the next evening rolled around and he had spent another day in his Open University classes at the British Embassy’s cultural wing, with its air conditioning, its functional if scarcely continuous lighting, and plumbing that meant water not in troughs and wells, but out of faucets.

			Tonight, however, there had been no dreaming, just as there had been no skiff. Against all the odds, the shaky certainty that he was nothing, a mosquito, an anonymous message boy, the agent would not cease and desist. Tonight, together with the young man who wanted a drink to celebrate his birthday, Nway boarded the ferry. He hated the ferry normally, hadn’t the temperament for the slow shuffle over the gangway, the advance to the boat and off again on the other bank, behind women easing their way forward arm-in-arm, bags of textiles on their heads, men with jerry-cans, with boxes of Mandalay Rum, with everyone advancing at the lackadaisical, unruffled rhythm of lives that, for all the impermanence of everything, the cycle of samsara, promised interminable constancy until their very ends. Not when he could leap down from the gangway, skip among the mud and rocks where the skiffs washed up, fly up the stairs two or three at a time and alight in front of all of them, the first to hire a ­motorcycle-taxi from the waiting throng.

			But patience tonight might prove the surest path to freedom.

			Time, in fact, had always been the one element on which the democracy movement could gainfully depend. Dissent, unlike the military, barred none from entry, without prejudice to creed, skin color, or ethnic appurtenance. Most tiptoed to the threshold, or slipped over accidentally, tripping into politics from fractionally small disagreements with whatever ruling grated against the natural flow of their daily lives. A regime became its own worst enemy without ideology, without legitimacy, with prohibitions and small rules that politicized every aspect of society—permeating art, permeating agriculture and commerce, permeating the Buddhist monkhood that remained, for about eighty-nine percent of the population, the country’s spiritual backbone. Thought itself, contaminated with censorship and self-censorship, mistrust and chronic fear, became a battleground. Each disagreement, however microscopic, became an act of resistance.

			He headed toward a table in a den just over the unpaved parking lot, and ordered a first round. Limbs sprawled over a chair, his new friend declared himself thoroughly content.

			“Actually, you might want to go home,” Nway told him.

			“What? Why?”

			“You see that guy? He’s Special Branch.”

			“What?”

			“I’m being watched.”

			The friend blanched. The beer landed. He didn’t drink. He didn’t speak.

			“Listen,” Nway said, “don’t worry. I’ll take my responsibility.”

			Go, his eyes said. I understand.

			The young man sat silent. At any moment, he could up and leave, innocent to any charge of complicity.

			“Nway,” he said at last. “You should have told me in advance.”

			He should have, it was true. But the moment for remorse had passed. The agent must have called his colleagues. Nway could pick out three, perhaps even four, hovering outside. One of them looked like he was scouting for a table in the drinking den.

			“Hey,” Nway said. “I have an idea. Let’s make a joke.”

			It might have arisen from a native impishness. It might just as well have been inspired by wiser, well-loved folk—from Auntie, for starters, whose almost anthropological ability to see the absurdity of the system lent itself to a perpetual public gaiety, including fits of laughter that were often contagious.

			There had also been the man who had wanted to give Nway the entire world. Nway tried not to think of him too often because some years before the man had disappeared and to recall him was to revive the entirety of the loss, the full measure of his family’s buried anguish. But Nway often conjured the man with his jokes. He could have made a joke of every last, severed limb. When Nway shared them, if he shared them, he credited them sometimes to a fictive uncle. And both Auntie and the man who was not his fictive uncle, the twin pillars of influence, shared an infectious talent for pricking with humor the uncertain moment, the episodes of highest dread. On their wit, on the satire and dark quips of a pantheon of other heroes personal or national, Nway had watched the fear and bone-deep sadness deflate all round like a child’s carnival balloon.

			“Now we are under watch,” Nway said. “Let’s call every friend we can.”

			The young man smiled. Fun indeed, if a touch sadistic, to observe the selfsame shock explode with the force of a Water Festival projectile on each fresh bystander they managed to net. It wouldn’t even be particularly difficult. From their perch on the rock-and-dust parking lot beside the jetty, a riverside slum’s rough equivalent of a central piazza, they could pick out about as many casual acquaintances heading back to Twantay through Dala as dirt-smeared urchins returning from a day hawking sandalwood trinkets in the city.

			“Hey!” they called out to the first pair they recognized ambling past. “Hi there!”

			“How’s it going?” one of them answered, waving, barely pausing. “We’re going back!” It was the typical small talk of the wayfarer. Except:

			“No, stay! Have a beer.”

			“You sure?”

			“Yes! Join us!”

			In they came, a couple of young commuters warding off nothing more pressing than the prospect of a possibly over-stewed curry, the endless twitter of the neighborhood gossips washing at the well, and the forty-minute bump to get there along the bad road back in the dead heat of the final days of summer.

			“Before you sit—I have to tell you—we are under watch.”

			“What?

			“Oh my god!”

			They hovered momentarily, and sat. Once in on the joke, they joined the first two in netting another pair. And then, now six Twantay-bound young men—always men; the reputations of unmarried female friends could be felled in a single beer-den sighting—they caught a few more. Each time the warning from Nway landed as fannies dipped toward chairs. Each time, they did a double-­take, froze in mid-descent, hopped back up, shouted an expletive, some passing expression of shock and horror. And each time, without fail, they sat. Building a fort around Nway. Impregnable. Fraternal. A collective thumbing of the nose at Special Branch police.

			It warmed his heart, this show of solidarity. He didn’t need to express it. He couldn’t, had he even tried. One day, perhaps, they might all sit around with a bottle of whiskey under the mango tree near the clock tower in the center of Twantay and hand-wave the entire incident as so much shared nonsense. One day, when the struggle was over. One day, when he had returned to finish his medical degree, opened a rural clinical practice, and settled down with a pretty girl and a life of laughter and fresh crab curries perpetually bubbling over the charcoals. One day. The idea of it stabbed him with nostalgia for a future he knew more with every passing day could never be.

			Arrest, for starters, was inevitable. He had skimmed past too often, with one too many turns of fortune’s wheel that had felled so many friends and worthier comrades. The worst period had come early in his political life, a time of resurgent party activity with fresh attempts to rebuild the decimated ranks. Auntie would flit impromptu to each new local youth chapter in a constant cat-and-mouse with the spies who tailed her car. Arrests had come so frequently, with such relentless predictability after the opening ceremony for each chapter, that Nway began to conflate them with breakfast. “That is what we have for breakfast. That is our breakfast,” he would say years later, because every morning, instead of a bowl of noodles soaking in fish stew from the corner teashop they would fill a thermos with strong green tea, turn on their shortwave radios, and tune in to the Burmese services of the BBC, or Voice of America, or Radio Free Asia, dependent on an exile in a faraway land for news from down the block. It was the surest way to hear the catalogue of yesterday’s disappearances. And every morning, the catalogue included another recruit to a youth chapter, from their network, in their very neighborhood—gone in the night.

			But not now. Not yet. There was simply too much to do.

			“You know,” he said, asked once to recall the most important moment of his political life, “for our struggle, every time is important. We must try for it in every second. The most important time is right now.”

			As for his young allies, they seemed every bit committed. Each one relaxed into his role, hamming up the noise and rowdiness, enjoying the ensemble performance.

			At last came the straggler from the boathouse who had lingered in Rangoon to visit his girlfriend.

			“Hey! I can’t pay for all these people,” he said.

			“Don’t worry, I’ll get it,” Nway offered, grinning. “Join us.”

			The young man duly pulled over a chair and squeezed into the party.

			Nway watched him closely. There was twitchiness to him; when they dropped the bomb of their predicament on him, he’d jump ten feet in the air.

			“You weren’t really seeing your girlfriend, were you?” Nway leaned in, brow furrowed. “Come on. Where were you?”

			The pranks, the jokes, the relaxed, childish antics into which Nway defaulted skidded always atop a state of nicotine-excited vigilance. A tremor half a block away, and he would jolt into dead seriousness. It was another legacy of authoritarianism, of a lifetime watching people he cared about all around disappear, that his muscles, his sense of self, were somehow always taut, tensed feline-like to spring. Something of that shift in him now was enough to uncork his acquaintance.

			Out spilled the confession.

			He hadn’t been to see his girlfriend, the straggler said. There was no girlfriend. But there had been a marijuana dealer.

			“Throw it away,” Nway said. “Right now. Go. Go to the jetty and throw it in the river.”
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