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one


War entered my childhood world not with the blasts of rockets and bombs but with my father’s footsteps as he walked through the hallway, passing my bedroom toward his. I heard the door open and shut with a soft click. I slid off my bed, careful not to wake Radana in her crib, and snuck out of my room. I pressed my ear to the door and listened.

“Are you all right?” Mama sounded concerned.

Each day before dawn, Papa would go out for a solitary stroll, and returning an hour or so later, he would bring back with him the sights and sounds of the city, from which would emerge the poems he read aloud to me. This morning, though, it seemed he came back as soon as he’d stepped out, for dawn had just arrived and the feel of night had yet to dissipate. Silence trailed his every step like the remnant of a dream long after waking. I imagined him lying next to Mama now, his eyes closed as he listened to her voice, the comfort it gave him amidst the clamor of his own thoughts.

“What happened?”

“Nothing, darling,” Papa said.

“What is it?” she persisted.

A deep, long sigh, then finally he said, “The streets are filled with people, Aana. Homeless, hungry, desperate . . .” He paused, the bed creaked, and I imagined him turning to face her, their cheeks on the same long pillow, as I’d often seen. “The miseries—”

“No matter what awfulness is out there,” Mama cut in gently, “I know you will take care of us.”

A breathless silence. I imagined her lips pressed against his. I blushed.

“There!” she exclaimed, the insouciant ring and chime of her voice returning. Then came the sound of slatted shutters being opened, like wooden birds released, suddenly taking flight. “The sun is brilliant!” she enthused, and with these easy words chased away the morning’s gravity, threw “Nothing” back out the gates like a stray cat that had clawed its way onto Papa’s shoulder.

A shaft of light fell on the front of the house and spilled into the open hallway from the balcony. I imagined it a celestial carpet thrown from the heavens by a careless tevoda—an angel. I ran toward it, my steps unencumbered by the metal brace and shoes I normally wore to correct the limp in my right leg.

Outside, the sun rose through the luxuriant green foliage of the courtyard. It yawned and stretched, like an infant deity poking its long multiple arms through the leaves and branches. It was April, the tail end of the dry season, and it was only a matter of time before the monsoon arrived, bringing with it rains and relief from the heat and humidity. Meanwhile the whole house was hot and stuffy, like the inside of a balloon. I was slick with sweat. Still, New Year was coming, and after all the waiting and wondering, we’d finally have a celebration!

“Up, up, up!” came a cry from the cooking pavilion. It was Om Bao, her voice as voluminous as her ample figure, which resembled an overstuffed burlap rice sack.

“Pick up your lazy heads!” she clucked urgently. “Hurry, hurry, hurry!”

I ran around the balcony to the side of the house and saw her roll back and forth between the women’s lower house and the cooking pavilion, her sandals smacking the dirt with impatience. “Wash your faces, brush your teeth!” she ordered, clapping as she chased a row of sleepy servant girls to the clay vats lining the wall outside the cooking pavilion. “Oey, oey, oey, the sun has risen and so should your behinds!” She whacked one of the girls on the bottom. “You’ll miss the Tiger’s last roar and the Rabbit’s first hop!”

The Tiger and the Rabbit were lunar years, one ending and the other beginning. Khmer New Year is always celebrated in April, and this year—1975—it was to fall on the seventeenth, just a few days away. In our house, preparations would customarily begin long in advance for all the Buddhist ceremonies and garden parties thrown during the celebration. This year, because of the fighting, Papa didn’t want us to celebrate. New Year was a time of cleansing, he reminded us, a time of renewal. And as long as there was fighting in the countryside, driving refugees into our city streets, it would be wrong for us to be celebrating anything. Fortunately, Mama disagreed. If there was a time to celebrate, she argued, it was now. A New Year’s party would chase away all that was bad and usher in all that was good.

I turned and caught a glimpse of Mama standing in the corner of the balcony just outside her bedroom, lifting her hair to cool the nape of her neck. Slowly she let the strands fall in gossamer layers down the length of her back. A butterfly preening herself. A line from one of Papa’s poems. I blinked. She vanished.

I rushed to the broom closet at the back of the house, where I’d hidden my brace and shoes the day before, pretending I’d lost track of them so I wouldn’t have to suffer them in this heat. Mama must’ve suspected, for she said, Tomorrow then. First thing in the morning you must put them on. I’m sure you’ll find them by then. I pulled them out of the closet, strapped on the brace as quickly as possible, and slipped on the shoes, the right one slightly higher than the left to make my legs equal in length.

“Raami, you crazy child!” a voice called out to me as I clomped past the half-open balcony door of my bedroom. It was Milk Mother, my nanny. “Come back inside this minute!”

I froze, expecting her to come out and yank me back into the room, but she didn’t. I resumed my journey, circling the balcony that wrapped itself around the house. Where is she? Where’s Mama? I ran past my parents’ room. The slatted balcony doors were wide open, and I saw Papa now sitting in his rattan chair by one of the windows, notebook and pen in hand, eyes lowered in concentration, impervious to his surroundings. A god waxing lyrical out of the silence . . . Another line from another of his poems, which I always thought described him perfectly. When Papa wrote, not even an earthquake could disturb him. At present, he certainly took no notice of me.

There was no sign of Mama. I looked up and down the stairway, over the balcony railings, through the open doorway of the citrus garden. She was nowhere to be seen. It was as I’d suspected all along—Mama was a ghost! A spirit that floated in and out of the house. A firefly that glowed and glimmered, here one second, gone the next. And now she’d vanished into thin air! Zrup! Just like that.

“Do you hear me, Raami?”

Sometimes I wished Milk Mother would just disappear. But, unlike Mama, she was always around, constantly watching over me, like one of those geckos that scaled the walls, chiming, Tikkaer, tikkaer! I felt her, heard her from every corner of the house. “I said come back!” she bellowed, rattling the morning peace.

I made a sharp right, ran down the long hallway through the middle of the house, and finally ended up back at the spot on the balcony in the front where I had started. Still no Mama. Hide-and-seek, I thought, huffing and puffing in the heat. Hide-and-seek with a spirit was no easy game.

Pchkhooo! An explosion sounded in the distance. My heart thumped a bit faster.

“Where are you, you crazy child?” again came Milk Mother’s voice.

I pretended not to hear her, resting my chin on the carved railing of the balcony. A tiny pale pink butterfly, with wings as delicate as bougainvillea petals, flew up from the gardens below and landed on the railing, near my face. I stilled myself. It heaved as if exhausted from its long flight, its wings opening and closing, like a pair of fans waving away the morning heat. Mama? In one of her guises? No, it was what it appeared to be—a baby butterfly. So delicate it seemed to have just emerged from a chrysalis. Maybe it was looking for its mother, I thought, just as I was for mine. “Don’t worry,” I whispered. “She’s here somewhere.” I moved my hand to pet it, to reassure it, but it flew away at my touch.

In the courtyard something stirred. I peered down and saw Old Boy come out to water the gardens. He walked like a shadow; his steps made no sound. He picked up the hose and filled the lotus pond until the water flowed over the rim. He sprayed the gardenias and orchids. He sprinkled the jasmines. He trimmed the torch gingers and gathered their red flame-like blossoms into a bouquet, which he tied with a piece of vine and then set aside, as he continued working. Butterflies of all colors hovered around him, as if he were a tree stalk and his straw hat a giant yellow blossom. Om Bao suddenly appeared among them, coquettish and coy, acting not at all like our middle-aged cook but a young girl in the full bloom of youth. Old Boy broke a stem of red frangipani blossoms, brushed it against her cheek, and handed it to her.

“Answer me!” Milk Mother thundered.

Om Bao scurried away. Old Boy looked up, saw me, and blushed. But finding his bearings right away, he took off his hat and, bowing at the waist, offered me a sampeah, palms together like a lotus in front of his face, a traditional Cambodian greeting. He bowed because he was the servant and I his master, even though he was ancient and I was, as Milk Mother put it, “just a spit past seven.” I returned Old Boy’s sampeah, and, unable to help myself, bowed also. He flashed me his gappy grin, perhaps sensing his secret would be safe.

Someone was coming. Old Boy turned in the direction of the footsteps.

Mama!

She made her way toward him, her steps serene, unhurried. A rainbow gliding through a field of flowers . . . Again a line fluttered through my mind. Though I was no poet, I was the daughter of one and often saw the world through my father’s words.

“Good morning, my lady,” Old Boy said, gaze lowered, hat held against his chest.

She returned his greeting and, looking at the lotuses, said, “It is so hot and now they’ve closed again.” She sighed. Lotuses were her favorite blossoms, and even though they were flowers for the gods, Mama always asked for an offering to herself every morning. “I was hoping to have at least one open bloom.”

“And you shall, my lady,” Old Boy reassured. “I cut some before dawn and placed them in iced water so that the petals stay open. I shall bring up the vase to your room when His Highness finishes composing.”

“I can always count on you.” She beamed at him. “Also, would you make a bouquet of the closed buds for me to take to the temple?”

“As you wish, my lady.”

“Thank you.”

Again, Old Boy bowed, keeping his gaze lowered until she’d floated past him. She ascended the stairs, her right hand pressed on the flap of her silk sampot to keep her steps small and modest. At the top, she stopped and smiled at me. “Oh good, you found your brace and shoes!”

“I’ve practiced walking slowly in them!”

She laughed. “Have you?”

“One day I want to walk like you!”

Mama’s face went still. She glided over to me and, bending down to my level, said, “I don’t care how you walk, darling.”

“You don’t?”

It wasn’t the pinch of the brace or the squeeze of the shoes, or even what I saw when I looked in the mirror that pained me the most. It was the sadness in Mama’s eyes when I mentioned my leg. For this reason, I rarely brought it up.

“No, I don’t . . . I’m grateful you can walk at all.”

She smiled, her radiance returning.

I stood still and held my breath, thinking if I so much as breathed, she’d disappear. She bent down again and kissed the top of my head, her hair spilling over me like monsoon rain. I took my chance and breathed in her fragrance—this mystery she wore like perfume. “It’s good to see that someone is enjoying this stifling air,” she said, laughing, as if my oddness was as much an enigma to her as her loveliness was to me. I blinked. She glided away, her entire being porous as sunlight.

Poetry is like that, Papa said. It can come to you in an intake of breath, vanish again in the blink of an eye, and first all you’ll have is

A line weaving through your mind

Like the tail of a child’s kite

Unfettered by reason or rhyme.

Then, he said, comes the rest—the kite, the story itself. A complete entity.

“Oey, oey, oey, there’s not a minute to waste!” Om Bao rattled on from below. “The floor must be mopped and waxed, the carpets dusted and sunned, the china arranged, the silver polished, the silk smoothed and perfumed. Oey, oey, oey, so much to do, so much to do!”

The branches of the banyan tree in the middle of the courtyard stirred and the leaves danced. Some of the branches were so long they reached all the way to the balcony, the shadows of their leaves covering my body like patches of silk. I twirled, arms stretched out, mumbling an incantation to myself, calling forth the tevodas, “Skinny One, Plump One . . .”

“And just what are you doing?”

I swung around. There was Milk Mother in the doorway with Radana on her hip. Radana squirmed down to the floor and immediately started stomping on the shadows with her chubby feet, the tiny, diamond-studded bells on her anklets jingling chaotically. It was normal for Cambodian children to be covered with expensive jewelry, and my much-adored toddling sister was bedecked in the most extravagant way, with a platinum necklace and a tiny pair of hoop earrings to match her anklets. This was not a child, I thought. She was a night bazaar!

As she toddled around, I pretended she had polio and a limp like me. I knew I shouldn’t wish it on her, but sometimes I couldn’t help it. Despite her bumbling and babyness, you could already tell Radana would grow up to look just like Mama.

“Eeei!” she squealed, catching a glimpse of Mama floating through one of the doorways and, before Milk Mother could stop her, she ran jingling through the hallway, calling out, “Mhum mhum mhum . . .”

Milk Mother turned back to me and asked again, with obvious annoyance, “Just what are you doing?”

“Summoning the tevodas,” I told her, grinning from ear to ear.

“Summoning them?”

“Yes, I’d like to meet them this year.”

No one ever met the tevodas, of course. They were spirits and, as with all things spectral, they lived in our imaginations. Milk Mother’s tevodas—at least as she’d described them to me—sounded suspiciously familiar. With names like Skinny One, Plump One, and Dark One, I’d say she was describing herself, Om Bao, and Old Boy. By contrast, my tevodas looked nothing like me, but were as lovely as court dancers, wearing their finest silk and diadems with spires reaching all the way to the sky.

Milk Mother wasn’t listening to me, her ear tuned to a different kind of noise. Pchkooo! Again, the tremor of an explosion. She strained to hear, her head tilted in the direction of the din.

The explosions worsened. Pchkooo pchkooo pchkooo! A series of them now, just as I’d heard in the night.

Turning to me, Milk Mother said, “Darling, I don’t think you should put too much hope on the tevodas coming this year.”

“Why not?”

She took a deep breath, seemed about to explain, but then said, “Did you wash yet?”

“No—but I was about to!”

She shot me a disapproving look and, nodding in the direction of the bath pavilion, said impatiently, “Go on then.”

“But—”

“No arguing. Grandmother Queen will join the family for breakfast, and you, my bug, cannot be late.”

“Oh no, Grandmother Queen! Why didn’t you tell me sooner?”

“I was trying to, but you kept running away.”

“But I didn’t know! You should’ve told me!”

“Well, that’s why I called and called—to tell you.” She heaved, exasperated. “Enough lingering. Go. Get ready. Try to look and behave like the princess that you are.”

I took a step, then turned back. “Milk Mother?”

“What?”

“Do you believe in tevodas?”

She didn’t answer right away, just stood there and looked at me. Then finally she said, “What can you believe in if not the tevodas?”

I went down the front steps. That was all I needed to hear. The rest was easy to figure out. They were things I could see and touch—lotuses opening their petals, spiders weaving tiny silvery hammocks on wispy branches, slugs slipping through watered green grass . . .

“Raami.” Looking up, I saw Milk Mother leaning over the balcony railing. “Why are you still dawdling?”

I placed one foot in front of the other, swaying my hips slightly. “I’m practicing my walk.”

“For what—an earthworm contest?”

“To be a lady—like Mama!”

I broke a sprig of jasmine blossoms from a nearby bush and tucked it behind my ear, imagining myself as pretty as Mama. Radana appeared out of nowhere and stood in front of me. She cooed, transfixed for a second or two, and then, as if deciding I didn’t look anything like Mama, bounced off. Where are you? I heard Mama sing. I’m going to get you . . . Radana shrieked. They were playing hide-and-seek. I had polio when I was one and couldn’t walk until I was three. I was certain Mama and I didn’t play hide-and-seek when I was a baby.

From above, Milk Mother let out an exasperated sigh: “For heaven’s sake, enough lingering!”

•  •  •

Later that morning, in an array of brightly colored silks that almost outshone the surrounding birds and butterflies, we gathered in the dining pavilion, an open teak house with a hardwood floor and pagoda-like roof, which stood in the middle of the courtyard among the fruit and flower trees. Again, Mama had transformed herself, this time from a butterfly to a garden. Her entire being budded with blossoms. She had changed into a white lace blouse and a sapphire phamuong skirt, dotted with tiny white flowers. Her tresses, no longer loose, were now pulled back in a chignon tied with a ring of jasmine. A champak blossom, slender as a child’s pinkie, dangled on a single silk thread down the nape of her neck; when she moved to adjust herself or to reach for this or that, the blossom slid and rolled, smooth as ivory on her skin.

Beside her, in my metal brace and clunky shoes and a ruffled blue dress, I felt ungainly and stilted, like a sewing dummy on a steel post, hastily swathed in fabric. As if this wasn’t humiliating enough already, my stomach wouldn’t stop rumbling. How much longer would we have to wait?

At last, Grandmother Queen—“Sdechya,” as we called her in Khmer—appeared on the balcony, leaning heavily on Papa’s arm. She slowly descended the stairs, and we all rushed to greet her, queuing on bended knees in order of importance, heads bowed, palms joined in front of our chests, fingertips grazing our chins. She paused near the bottom and, one by one, we each scooted forward and touched our forehead to her feet. Then we trailed her to the dining pavilion and claimed our appropriate seats.

Before us was an array of food—lotus seed porridge sweetened with palm sugar, sticky rice with roasted sesame and shredded coconut, beef noodle soup topped with coriander leaves and anise stars, mushroom omelets, and slices of baguette—a dish to suit everyone’s morning taste. At the center of the table sat a silver platter of mangoes and papayas, which Old Boy had picked from the trees behind our house, and rambutans and mangosteens, which Om Bao had brought from her early morning trip to the market. Breakfast was always an extravagant affair when Grandmother Queen decided to join us. She was a high princess, as everyone constantly reminded me so that I would remember how to behave around my own grandmother.

I waited for Grandmother Queen to take her first bite before I lifted the cover off my soup bowl; when I did, steam rose like a hundred fingers tickling my nose. Tentatively, I brought a spoonful of hot broth to my lips.

“Be careful,” Mama said from across the table as she unfolded her napkin and laid it across her lap. “You don’t want to burn your tongue.” She smiled.

I stared at her, mesmerized. Maybe I had seen a New Year’s tevoda after all.

“I thought I’d visit the temple in Toul Tumpong after breakfast,” she said. “My sister will send her chauffeur. I’ll go with her, so our car is free if you’d like to venture out.” She was speaking to Papa.

But he was reading the newspaper, his head slightly cocked to one side. In his usual muted attire of brown wraparound pants and beige achar shirt, Papa was as solemn as Mama was radiant. He reached for the cup in front of him and began to sip the hot coffee mixed with condensed milk. Already he’d forgotten the rest of his breakfast as he immersed himself in the news. He hadn’t heard Mama at all.

She sighed, letting it go, determined to be in a good mood.

At one end of the table, Tata offered, “It’ll be nice for you to get out a bit.” Tata was Papa’s elder sister—half sister actually, from Grandmother Queen’s first marriage to a Norodom prince. “Tata” was not her real name, but apparently when I was a baby, I came to identify her as my “tata.” The name stuck and now everyone called her this, even Grandmother Queen, who, at the moment, reigned at the other end of the table, blissfully ensconced in old age and dementia. I’d come to believe that because she was a high princess—Preah Ang Mechas Ksatrey—Grandmother Queen was more difficult to grasp than the tevodas. As a “queen” who ruled this family, she was certainly unreachable most of the time.

“I shouldn’t be long,” Mama said. “Just a prayer and I’ll be back. It doesn’t seem right to start the New Year without offering a prayer first.”

Tata nodded. “The party is a very good idea, Aana.” She looked around, seeming pleased with the start of the day, noting the preparations being made for the celebration to take place on New Year’s Day.

In the cooking pavilion, Om Bao had started steaming the first batch of the traditional New Year’s num ansom, sticky rice cakes wrapped in banana leaves. These we would give out to friends and neighbors during the coming days as each batch was made. On the balcony of the master house, the servant girls worked on their hands and knees waxing the floor and railings. They dripped beeswax from burning candles and rubbed it into the teakwood. Below them Old Boy was sweeping the ground. He had dusted and wiped the spirit house so that now it stood sparkling on its golden pedestal under the banyan tree like a miniature Buddhist temple. Several long strands of jasmine adorned its tiny pillars and the spire on its roof, and in front of its entrance, a clay pot filled with raw rice grains held three sticks of incense, an offering to the three pillars of protection—the ancestors, the tevodas, and the guardian spirits. They were all there, watching over us, keeping us out of harm’s way. We had nothing to fear, Milk Mother always said. As long as we remained within these walls, the war could not touch us.

“I couldn’t sleep a wink.” Again Tata spoke, spooning brown sugar from a small bowl and sprinkling it on her sticky rice. “The heat was awful last night and the shelling was the worst it’s ever been.”

Mama put down her fork gently, trying not to show her exasperation. I knew, though, what she was thinking—Couldn’t we talk about something else? But being the sister-in-law, and a commoner among royals, she couldn’t speak out of turn, tell Tata what to say or not to say, choose the topic of a conversation. No, that would be graceless. Our family, Raami, is like a bouquet, each stem and blossom perfectly arranged, she’d tell me, as if to convey that how we carried ourselves was not simply a game or ritual but a form of art.

Tata turned to Grandmother Queen sitting at the other end of the table. “Don’t you think so, Mechas Mae?” she asked, speaking the royal language.

Grandmother Queen, half deaf and half daydreaming, said, “Eh?”

“The shelling!” Tata repeated, almost shouting. “Didn’t you think it was awful?”

“What shelling?”

I suppressed a giggle. Talking with Grandmother Queen was like talking through a tunnel. No matter what you said, all you could hear were your own words echoing back.

Papa looked up from his newspaper and was about to say something when Om Bao stepped into the dining pavilion, bearing a silver tray with glasses of the chilled basil-seed drink she made for us every morning. She placed a glass before each of us. Resting the tip of my nose on the glass, I inhaled the sweet ambrosia. Om Bao called her drink—a mixture of soaked basil seeds and cane sugar in ice-cold water, scented with jasmine flowers—“little girls hunting for eggs.” When Old Boy picked the blossoms earlier they had been tightly closed, but now they opened up like the skirts of little girls with their heads dipped in water—hunting for eggs! It hadn’t occurred to me before, but the basil seeds did look like transparent fish eggs. I beamed into the glass, delighted by my discovery.

“Sit up straight,” Mama ordered, no longer offering me a smile.

I sat up straight, pulling my nose back. Papa glanced at me, mouthing his sympathy. He took a small sip from his glass and, looking up in surprise, exclaimed, “Om Bao! Have you lost your sweet touch?”

“I’m terribly sorry, Your Highness . . .” She looked nervously from Papa to Mama. “I’ve been trying to cut down on the cane sugar. We don’t have much left, and it is so hard to find at the market these days.” She shook her head in distress. “Your servant humbly regrets it’s not so sweet, Your Highness.” When nervous, Om Bao tended to be overly formal and loquacious. “Your servant humbly regrets” sounded even more stilted, when across the table from His Highness, I was lapping up my soup like a puppy. “Would Your Highness—”

“No, this is just right.” Papa drank it up. “Delicious!”

Om Bao smiled, her cheeks expanding like the rice cakes steaming away in the kitchen. She bowed, and bowed again, her bulbous behind bobbing, as she walked backward until she reached a respectful distance before turning around. At the steps of the cooking pavilion, Old Boy relieved her of the emptied tray, quick as always to help her with any task. At the moment he seemed unusually agitated. Perhaps he was worried that I’d revealed his and Om Bao’s morning canoodling to Grandmother Queen, who forbade such displays of affection. Om Bao patted his arm reassuringly. No, no, don’t worry, she seemed to say. He turned toward me, obviously relieved. I winked. And for the second time this morning, he offered me his gappy grin.

Papa had resumed reading. He flipped the newspaper back and forth, making soft snapping noises with the pages. I tilted my head to read the headline on the front page: “Khmer Krahom Encircle City.”

Khmer Krahom? Red Khmers? Who had ever heard of that? We were all Cambodians—or “Khmers,” as we called ourselves. I imagined people, with their bodies painted bright red, invading the city, scurrying about the streets like throngs of stinging red ants. I laughed out loud, almost choking on my basil-seed drink.

Mama gave me another warning look, her annoyance now easily piqued. It seemed the morning hadn’t gone in the direction she wanted. All anyone wanted to talk about was the war. Even Om Bao had alluded to it when she mentioned how hard it was to find cane sugar at the market.

I hid my face behind the glass, hiding my thoughts behind the little floating jasmine skirts. Red Khmers, Red Khmers, the words sang in my head. I wondered what color Khmer I was. I glanced at Papa and decided whatever he was, I was too.

“Papa, are you a Red Khmer?” It came out of me like an unexpected burp.

Tata set her glass down with a bang. The whole courtyard fell silent. Even the air seemed to have stopped moving. Mama glared at me, and when a tevoda glared at you like that, you’d better hide or risk burning.

I wished I could dip my head in the basil-seed drink and look for fish eggs.

•  •  •

The afternoon arrived, and it was too hot to do anything. All preparations for New Year came to a halt. The servant girls had stopped cleaning and were now combing and braiding one another’s hair on the steps of the cooking pavilion. Seated on the long, expansive teak settee under the banyan tree, Grandmother Queen leaned against the giant trunk, her eyes partly closed as she waved a round palm fan in front of her face. At her feet, Milk Mother sat swinging Radana in a hammock lowered from the branches of the tree. She pushed the hammock with one hand and scratched my back with the other as I rested my head on her lap. Alone in the dining pavilion, Papa sat on the floor writing in the leather pocket notebook he always carried with him, his back against one of the carved pillars. Beside him the radio was playing the classical pinpeat music. Milk Mother began to doze off as she listened to the chiming melodies. But I wasn’t sleepy, and neither was Radana. She kept sticking her face out of the hammock, wanting me to play with her. “Fly!” she squealed, reaching out for my hand. “I fly!” When I tried to grab her wrist, she pulled it back, giggling and clapping. Milk Mother opened her eyes, slapped my hand away, and gave Radana her pacifier. Radana lay back down in the hammock, sucking the pacifier like a piece of candy. Grandmother Queen clucked her tongue in encouragement, perhaps wishing she too had something to suck on.

Soon all three were asleep. Grandmother Queen’s fan stopped waving, Milk Mother’s hand rested on my back, and Radana’s right leg hung out of the hammock, fat and still, like a bamboo shoot, the bells on her anklet soundless.

Mama appeared in the courtyard, having returned from her trip to the temple, which took longer than she’d planned. Quietly, so as not to wake us, she climbed the few short steps to the dining pavilion and sat down next to Papa, resting her arm on his thigh. Papa put down his notebook and turned to her. “She didn’t mean it, you know. It was an innocent question.”

He was talking about me. I lowered my eyelids, just enough to make them believe I was asleep.

Papa continued, “Les Khmers Rouges, Communists, Marxists . . . Whatever we adults call them, they’re just words, funny sounds to a child, that’s all. She doesn’t know who they are or what these words mean.”

I tried repeating the names in my head—Les Khmers Rouges . . . Communists . . . They sounded so fancy and elliptical, like the names of mythical characters in the tales of the Reamker I never tired of reading, the devarajas, who were descendants of the gods, or the demon rakshasas, who fought them and fed on fat children.

“Once you shared their aspirations,” Mama said, head resting on Papa’s shoulder. “Once you believed in them.”

I wondered what kind of race they were.

“No, not them. Not the men, but the ideals. Decency, justice, integrity . . . I believed in these and always will. Not only for myself but for our children. All this”—he looked around the courtyard—“will come and go, Aana. Privileges, wealth, our titles and names are transient. But these ideals are timeless, the core of our humanity. I want our girls to grow up in a world that allows them, if nothing else, these. A world without such ideals is madness.”

“What about this madness?”

“I hoped so much it wouldn’t come to this.” He sighed and went on. “Others abandoned us long ago at the first sign of trouble. And now so have the Americans. Alas, democracy is defeated. And our friends will not stay for its execution. They left while it was still possible, and who could blame them?”

“What about us?” Mama asked. “What will happen to our family?”

Papa was silent. Then, after what seemed like a long time, he said, “It’s extremely difficult at this juncture, but I can still arrange to send you and the family to France.”

“Me and the family? What about you?”

“I will stay. As bad as it looks, there’s still hope.”

“I will not leave without you.”

He looked at her, then, leaning over, kissed the nape of her neck, his lips lingering for a moment, drinking her skin. One by one he began to remove the flowers from her hair, loosening it and letting it spread across her shoulders. I held my breath, trying to make myself invisible. Without saying more, they stood up, walked toward the front stairway, climbed the newly polished steps, and disappeared into the house.

I looked around the teak settee. Everyone was still asleep. I heard droning in the distance. The drone grew louder, until it became deafening. My heart pounded, and my ears throbbed. I looked up, squinting past the red tile roof of the master house, past the top of the banyan tree, past a row of tall skinny palms lining the front gate. Then I saw it! Way up in the sky, like a large black dragonfly, its blade slicing the air, tuktuktuktuktuk . . .

The helicopter started to descend, drowning out all other sounds. I stood up on the teak settee to better see it. All of a sudden it swooped back up and went the other way. I stretched my neck, trying to see past the gate. But it was gone. Zrup! Vanished completely, as if it had only been a thought, an imagined dot in the sky.

Then—

PCHKOOO!!! PCHKOOO!!! PCHKOOO!!!

The ground shook under me.
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That same afternoon Om Bao went missing. A servant girl told us she’d gone out to the market near the airport. The girls knew it was dangerous but they couldn’t stop her. She told them she needed to buy supplies for the New Year’s party and was adamant she would find more there than in the shops of Phnom Penh. She’d been gone since just after breakfast, and although now it was evening, there was still no sign of her.

“It’s been long enough,” Papa finally declared. “I’m going out.” His tone meant he’d made up his mind and no one could stop him, not even Mama.

He went to the carport, where his motorcycle was parked. Old Boy got up from the floor where he’d sat listening to the news on the radio and rushed to open the front gate. Papa, hunched over his machine, roared into the street, not a glance back.

Mama and Tata rose from their seats, walked toward the master house, and climbed the front stairs, their steps heavy.

“Can I stop now?” I asked, looking down at Grandmother Queen, my arms strained from massaging her all this time.

She groaned and, nodding, rolled onto her back. “You’re a good girl,” she mumbled, trying to sit up. I helped by pushing her back with mine. “All this is merit for your next life.”

“Where do you think Om Bao is?” I whispered.

Grandmother Queen gave me a blank look, seeming only interested in the next life. Anything to do with this one was a huge void to her. I wondered if she even knew there was a war.

“People are fighting . . .”

“Yes, I know,” she murmured. “There will remain only so many of us as rest in the shadow of a banyan tree . . .”

“What?” I stared at her, thinking not only did she look like some kind of spirit but sometimes she sounded like one too, speaking in obscurity. “The explosions,” I persisted. “Don’t you hear them? A rocket must’ve dropped on Om Bao’s head—”

I stopped, remembering what Milk Mother often said—Turn your tongue seven times before you speak. This way you’ll have time to think if you ought to say the things you want to say. I turned my tongue seven times, but I wasn’t sure if it counted when I’d already said it.

“There will remain only so many of us as rest in the shadow of a banyan tree,” again Grandmother Queen murmured, and I didn’t understand why crazy people always feel the need to say the same thing twice. “The fighting will continue. The only safe place is here . . . under the banyan.”

•  •  •

The front gate creaked. I turned to look, but it was only Old Boy opening the toolshed behind the carport. He took out a large garden clipper and, for the first time, left his vigilant post under the hanging bougainvillea bush where he had waited since Papa left.

He walked about the gardens, trimming the trees and bushes. He cut off the leaves of the torch ginger so its flame-like blossoms would have more room to grow. He clipped the stems of the roses and rearranged the hanging orchid pots so that those with flowers went in the shade and those without would be ready to receive sunlight when morning came.

Night fell and still there was no Papa, or Om Bao. Old Boy put away his gardening tools. He picked up a broom and began to sweep the ground of thorns and broken branches. He gathered the fallen frangipani petals into a basket—white, yellow, red. A gift for Om Bao on her return. Every morning he would clip a stem of the red frangipani, whose fragrance was like vanilla—her favorite spice—and put it on her windowsill, a token of his appreciation for the sweetness she had shown him over the years, the desserts she had snuck into his room night after night when all the cooking chores were done, when she thought no one was looking or listening. He had lost most of his teeth because of her sugary concoctions. Theirs was a secret affair, one I’d witnessed—spied through the cracks in the walls and doors—in the furtive glances they’d give each other all day long, in the early morning blossoms he’d exchange for her late night desserts. But now, while waiting for her return, he’d gathered the fallen petals from the ground. He believed she was dead, and so did I. As soon as I told myself this I turned my tongue seven times . . .

. . . and seven times more.

•  •  •

Absence is worse than death. If you suddenly disappear without a trace, it’s like you have never lived. To say Om Bao was missing, that she was suddenly absent from our life, was to deny she had ever existed. So everyone treated her “being gone” as a kind of death, a moving on into the next life. A couple of days later, a Buddhist ceremony similar to a funeral was held at a temple near the airport, the site where Om Bao might have last been alive, and because it was outside the city, where artillery shelling was most intense, only Papa and Old Boy attended. When they returned home, they brought back an urn with a lid shaped like the spired dome of a stupa.

“The cinder remains of her most cherished belongings,” Papa said, nodding at the silver vessel Old Boy cradled in his arms.

How disconcerting to think that this was all that was left of Om Bao, just her things, reduced to ashes. Old Boy had carried a bag with him when he left at dawn for the ceremony. I hadn’t thought then to ask what was inside the bag. I imagined spice boxes, wooden ladles and spatulas, frangipani blossoms . . .

“The achar tossed them into a fire,” Papa explained, looking exhausted, his clothes crumpled and smeared with dirt, smelling faintly of soot. “In lieu of a corpse . . .” Then, noticing me for the first time, he said, “I should go change.”

“Yes,” Mama was quick to agree. To Old Boy, she said, “You should change too and get some rest,” and, handing the urn to Milk Mother, “Would you put it away before you leave?”

“Of course, my lady,” Milk Mother said, all dressed and ready to go. She was taking one day’s leave to be with her family. “I’ll find a proper place for it.”

“Oh,” Mama told her, “enjoy your time with your family. Our regards to them.”

“Thank you, my lady.”

Everyone got up to leave. I followed Papa and Mama. As they climbed the stairs, he said, “She is fated to be an absent ghost.”

I stopped in my tracks. Absent ghost? How much more absent could you be if you were already a ghost? Invisible to the world?

“She’s here with us,” Mama said, squeezing Papa’s hand, “in spirit.”

I was tempted to ask if the New Year’s celebration was back on. It had been canceled because Om Bao was gone. If she had returned, even if only in spirit, should we still celebrate?

I felt a hand on my shoulder. It was Milk Mother. She pulled me aside and said, “You must promise me you’ll behave while I’m gone.”

“You promise you’ll be back tomorrow?”

Mama had insisted Milk Mother go and be with her family. It was good to have a break, even if we couldn’t celebrate.

“It’s New Year tomorrow,” I reminded her.

She examined me. “The tevodas will come, darling. But it’s not to celebrate New Year. It’s not possible now. They will come to mourn her as we do.”

“But you’ll be back then, right?”

“Yes, most likely in the evening. Until then, promise me you’ll keep yourself out of trouble?”

I nodded but did not say what I truly felt—that I didn’t want her to go, that I feared she too would be “gone.”

•  •  •

A little while later, when everyone had retreated into the cool silence of the house, an apparition in white appeared in the courtyard. It was Old Boy. He had changed into clean clothes and now stood before the spirit house, making an offering of red frangipani blossoms. He gave me a handful of the blossoms so I could place them on the spirit house’s tiny steps.

“Why are you dressed like that?” I asked, wondering why he was wearing funerary white when there was no funeral.

“I’m in mourning, Princess,” he replied, his voice faltering.

I wanted to reach up and caress his face, as Om Bao had done in those moments when they thought themselves alone. But he looked so fragile, I was afraid if I touched him he might crumble to pieces. How was it that in a matter of a couple days, his age seemed to have caught up with him? I couldn’t stop staring.

“When you love a flower,” he said, as if wishing to explain his altered appearance, “and suddenly she is gone, everything vanishes with her. I lived because she lived. Now she is gone. Without her, I am nothing, Princess. Nothing.”

“Oh.” To mourn then, I thought, is to feel your own nothingness.

Tears rimmed Old Boy’s eyes, and he turned his face away from me.

I let him be. I knew what I must do. I headed straight for the citrus garden in the back. Papa said that when he wanted to escape from something unpleasant or sad all he needed was to find a crack in the wall and pretend it was an entryway into another world, a world where all that was lost—yourself included—would again be found. Inside the bath pavilion, I found a portal much more generous than a crack—a row of tall, slender windows with the shutters swung open for air and light. I chose the middle window, as this gave me a full view of the whole grounds at the back of the estate. First, I saw the usual—ankle-high grass rippling like an emerald pond, tall bamboo vibrating with the whispers of a million tiny creatures, red and yellow birds-of-paradise frozen in flight, swooping bracts of lobster’s claw hanging like Mama’s jewel necklaces, and towering coconut trees like giant sentinels guarding an entrance. I looked harder, more carefully. Then I saw it!—this other world of which Papa spoke, where the lost was found, where a part of you always resided. It was quiet and lush, at once earthy and ethereal. There were no rockets or bombs exploding, no people crying or dying, no sadness, no tears, no mourning. There were only butterflies, fluttering their gossamer wings, each as brilliant as a dream, and there, near the trunk of a coconut tree, was Om Bao. She was in the form of a rainbow-colored moth, bulbous and bright, as she’d been when she was our cook. All along she’d been here waiting for Old Boy, while he waited for her. Should I go tell him?

No. Not yet. He was still mourning her. He wouldn’t see what I saw. He wouldn’t believe me. When he was ready, I would show him this secret world, where all he thought he had lost was in fact only hidden—transformed. And only then would he discern the invisible, the magical, only then would he find among these flowers he cared for a butterfly he had once loved.
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Papa came running through the gate, calling out, “The war is over, the war is over!” He jumped up and down, like a schoolboy. I’d never seen this boisterous side of him. “No more fighting! No more war! The Revolutionary Army is here!”

“What? Who?” Tata demanded. “You mean the Khmer Rouge?”

“Yes, and everyone is cheering for them!”

“Are you mad?”

“The streets are full of well-wishers,” Papa explained, unable to curb his excitement. “Even our soldiers are welcoming them. They’re waving white handkerchiefs and throwing flowers!”

“Impossible.” Tata shook her head. “This can’t be true.”

“You have to go out there.” Papa remained exuberant. “The smiles, the cheers, the shouts of greeting!” He picked up Radana from the teak settee and started spinning with her, singing, “It’s over, it’s over, the fighting is over!” He grabbed Mama and kissed her full on the lips in front of us, in front of Grandmother Queen. Mama pulled away, mortified. She took Radana from him.

I tugged at Papa’s shirtsleeve and asked, “Will Milk Mother come back for sure then?” It was New Year’s Day, and she was due back from her visit to her family on the other side of the city. I had been worried about her being outside the safe enclosure of our walls, but now that the war was over, there wasn’t the risk of her not returning.

“Yes!” He lifted me up and kissed my forehead. He looked around the courtyard, beaming. “All is well again.”

•  •  •

In expectation of Milk Mother’s return, the servant girls were granted an immediate leave for the holiday, and given that there would be no celebration, with Om Bao gone, they could have longer than usual. Once they departed, I took my copy of the Reamker, a Cambodian adaptation of the Ramayana, and went to wait for Milk Mother by the gate, even though it was still morning and she would most likely return in the evening. But just in case she returned sooner, she would see how glad I was to have her back. I chose a spot under the hanging bougainvillea where it was shady and cool and began to read once more from the beginning:

In time immemorial there existed a kingdom called Ayuthiya. It was as perfect a place as one could find in the Middle Realm. But such a paradise was not without envy. In the Underworld, there existed a parallel kingdom called Langka, a flip-mirror image of Ayuthiya. There, darkness prevailed. Its inhabitants, known as the rakshasas, fed on violence and destruction, grew ever more powerful by the evil and suffering they inflicted. Lord of the rakshasas was Krung Reap, with fangs like elephant tusks and four arms bearing the four weapons of war—the club, the bow, the arrow, and the trident. He, among all the beings of the three realms, most coveted Ayuthiya. Banned from it, he sought to destroy this paradise, creating all sorts of havoc and disturbance, shaking the mountain on which Ayuthiya rested, sending reverberations that could be felt all the way to the Heavens above. The gods, weary of Krung Reap’s vices and villainy, beseeched Vishnu to fight the king of the rakshasas and restore balance to the cosmos. Vishnu agreed, and, assuming an earthly incarnation, descended as Preah Ream, the devaraja who would inherit Ayuthiya and bring it everlasting peace. But before this happened, the cries of battle resounded, blood was spilled, bodies of men and monkeys and deities alike littered the ground.

I had pored over the words countless times now, and this last bit—bodies of men and monkeys and deities alike—still unsettled me. I imagined a scene of such carnage that you couldn’t tell who was who among the dead. I knew enough of the tales to know that the rest of the Reamker was like this, that ogres could often turn themselves into beautiful creatures, and that Preah Ream could transform himself into a being as scary-looking as Krung Reap, with multiple arms and fangs and weapons. One entity could manifest as another, and if you didn’t know who was who to begin with, then how were you to recognize the devas from the demons?

I continued reading: At the time our tales begin, Ayuthiya was ruled by King Tusarot. Of the four princes born to the king, Preah Ream was noblest—

Suddenly I heard voices shouting in the distance: Open the gate, open the gate! I put the book down and stilled my thoughts to listen. Victory! Victory to our soldiers! Welcome, brothers, welcome! The voices were getting louder, as if they were just around the corner, Open the gate! Leave! But I couldn’t be sure. There were other noises—horns, bells, sirens, and countless engines—all competing. Then the ground rumbled. Something enormous heaved and rolled toward us. The air turned unnaturally hot, laden with the odors of burnt rubber tires, heated tarmac. The reverberation became deafening, and around me the leaves and flowers trembled. A monster, I thought. A monster with rolling metal feet! Children screamed, “Look, look! More of them!”

As they rumbled past, these monsters with diesel breath, grinding the tarmac with their feet, cheers and applause broke out high in the air—Welcome Revolutionary soldiers! Welcome to Phnom Penh! Welcome! A few carnations landed on the walls of our gate, like birds falling from the sky, followed by a chorus of voices singing, muffled and crackling through some sort of loudspeaker:

A new day has arrived, Comrade Brothers and Sisters.

Carry your Revolutionary flag with pride,

Lift your face to the glorious light of the Revolution!

The procession of monsters and voices moved farther up the street, until the loudspeaker’s harsh bellowing softened to an unintelligible din. I heard the sounds of doors and windows being closed as people went back into their homes. Motorcycles and cars, which had stopped for the procession, seemed to be starting again, and bicycles and cyclos resumed their journeys, bells ringing incessantly. Then, after a while, all the noises faded, until our street was as completely quiet as before.

I waited to see if there was more to come, my ear pressed to the stucco wall. But there was nothing. No one. Where was Milk Mother? Maybe she got lost in all the commotion. Maybe she was trying to get back but couldn’t make it through the dense traffic.

Then all of a sudden I heard loud banging a few houses away. My heart skipped. The banging continued, followed by the urgent squeaks and rattles of gates being opened, along with voices talking, shouting and arguing: Who the hell are you? Get out! No, you get out! This is our house! BOOM! Something exploded. A gunshot or maybe just a car tire, I couldn’t tell. More banging, louder and nearer now, and before I had time to figure out what to do, someone was pounding on our gate, BAM BAM BAM! I jumped back a step or two, and one of the carnations that had been teetering on the wall fell to the ground near my feet. Just as I was about to pick it up, a voice commanded, “OPEN THE GATE!”

I looked around the courtyard, but not a soul was in sight, not even Old Boy. I knew the rule—no grown-up, no open gate. At least when there had been war. But now there was no war. My heart pounded, my breath quickened.

“OPEN!” again came the voice. “OR I’LL SHOOT IT DOWN!”

“Wait!” I croaked. “Just wait a minute!” I looked around and spotted a footstool partially hidden under a gardenia bush a few feet away. I brought it over and, standing on top of it, pulled back the latch—

A column of smoke burst in. He was all black—black cap, black shirt, black pants, black sandals. He stared down at me.

“Good morning!” I greeted. “You must be Dark One!” Of course I knew he wasn’t a tevoda, but I was determined not to be afraid.

“What?” he asked, seeming more confused than I.

“Dark One!” I rolled my eyes, drawing him into my game. For a tevoda, fake or real, he wasn’t very polite.

“What?”

He wasn’t very smart either.

“I’ve been expecting you.”

“Look,” he growled, half exasperated, half threatening. “I don’t have time for your stupid game.” He brought his face close to mine. “Where are your parents?”

“Where’s Milk Mother?” To curb my fear and stall his intrusion, I pretended to look past the gate to see if she was hiding in a corner somewhere.

“Go!” He pushed me. “Tell your parents to come out. Now!” He pushed me again and I nearly tumbled headlong into a flower bush. “Go!”

“All right, all right.” I ran and skipped, calling out to everyone, “A tevoda is here!”

•  •  •

“He’s a Revolutionary soldier,” Papa said.

What? He didn’t look like a soldier. Soldiers, I thought, were men who wore fancy uniforms decorated with stripes and medals and stars. This boy was wearing the plain black pajama-style shirt and pants that peasants wore for planting rice or working in the fields, and a pair of black sandals made from—of all things—a car tire! The only color in his entire ensemble was the red-and-white checkered kroma—the Cambodian traditional scarf—that belted his pistol to his waist.

Tata came out and gasped, “Le Khmer Rouge.”

I was even more shocked. This is a Khmer Rouge? Where was the many-named larger-than-life deity I’d expected?

“Stay here,” Papa said to all of us. “Let me talk.” He went over to greet the boy, his manner unusually respectful.

“Pack your things and get out,” the soldier ordered.

Papa was taken aback, stammering, “I-I d-don’t understand.”

“What’s not to understand? Get out of the house—get out of the city.”

“What?” Tata demanded, forgetting Papa’s warning as she marched toward them. “Look here, young man, you can’t just burst in—”

Before she could finish her sentence, the soldier pointed his pistol at her. Tata stopped in her tracks, her lips parted, but no sound came out.

“Comrade,” Papa said, touching the soldier’s arm. “Please. There are just women and children here.”

The boy looked around, his gaze moving from Papa to Mama, to Tata, then to me. I smiled. I wasn’t sure why, but I held the smile. He put down his gun.

The air moved again, and I felt my heart beating once more. Still, for a moment there was only silence. Finally, Papa spoke. “Comrade, where are we supposed to go?”

“Anywhere—just get out.”

“For how long?”

“Two, three days. Take only what you need.”

“We’ll need a little time to pack—”

“There’s no time. You must leave now. The Americans will bomb.”

Papa appeared flustered now. “You must be mistaken. They’re gone. They won’t—”

“If you stay, you’ll be shot! All of you! Understand?”

Without further explanation, he turned and marched out the gate, the pistol now held high above his head as if to shoot the sky. “Long live the Revolution!”

•  •  •

We had to move fast. If the Revolutionary soldier came back, he would shoot us. We didn’t know when that would be, if he would come back in an hour or a day, or if it was all a bluff. But Papa said we couldn’t take any chances. We had to leave now. Tata argued, “I refuse to be chased out of my own house like a rat!” Papa gave us no choice. Mama broke into a sob. Radana, on the bed, hugging her beloved bolster pillow to her chest, began to howl at the sight of Mama’s tears. Mama rushed over to comfort her. “I don’t know what to take,” she whimpered, looking at the large armoire with all her clothes still on their hangers. “We take money and gold,” Papa said matter-of-factly. “Anything else we can buy on the street.” He unlocked Mama’s old vanity dresser and scooped out her jewelry from their boxes—necklaces, earrings, rings, and a jumble of other valuable items. He grabbed Radana’s bolster pillow, which made her howl all over again, and sliced the seam open with a pocketknife. He stuffed all the jewelry into it among the cotton batting and hurried out of the room. He rushed through the house grabbing books, pictures, boxes of matches, anything he could think of, anything he came across. Outside, he tossed everything into the trunk of our blue BMW.

I caught him by the sleeve. “Where’s Milk Mother?”

He stopped, looked at me, and sighed. “I don’t know.”

“Aren’t we going to wait for her?”

“We can’t, darling. I’m sorry.”

“What’s revolution?”

“A kind of war.”

“But you said the war was over.”

“That’s what I thought, what I hoped.” He looked as if he was about to say something else but then changed his mind. He was utterly distracted.

I let him go. He rushed back into the house.

•  •  •

I sat in the backseat of the BMW, sandwiched between Grandmother Queen and Tata. In the front Mama held Radana on her lap, pressing her lips to my sister’s head, rocking back and forth. In Mama’s arms, Radana had calmed down, lulled into sleep by the rocking, exhausted from her earlier crying. Papa slipped into the driver’s seat and started the car. His hands shook as he gripped the steering wheel.

Old Boy walked to the gate, his back bent as if he were carrying a sack of rice. He was not coming with us. He would stay behind to take care of the gardens. He would rather face the soldier alone than let his flowers die in the heat. No one could convince him otherwise.

When you love a flower, and suddenly she is gone, everything vanishes with her.

As he held the gate open, Papa inched the BMW forward. I stretched my neck and looked into the rearview mirror. I saw the balcony, vacant and still. Had it always been like this, like no one had ever lived here? Suddenly I realized what it was that had followed Papa into the house, trailed his footsteps like a shadow several mornings ago when he returned from his walk. It was this moment. Our leaving. Our “being gone.” We hadn’t yet left, but already I saw and felt what it would be like without us here. How was it possible? I didn’t understand. But there it was. Our prescient absence.

Everything began to recede. The cooking pavilion where Om Bao reigned with her spatulas and spices. The women’s lower house on whose wooden steps the servant girls gossiped, relaxed, enjoyed their freedom from household chores. The master house where every morning I greeted the day, where stories spread their wings like the birds and butterflies in the surrounding trees. The dining pavilion that held all the conversations and meals and visits. The banyan tree under whose shadow lay sacred ground. The gardens with their clusters of bumblebees and blossoms.

Then, at last, the whole of the courtyard.

Only Old Boy remained, standing by the hanging bougainvillea bush near the gate where he had always stood. He waved. I turned and waved back.

He shut the gate.
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The streets were packed. People, cars, trucks, motorcycles, mopeds, bicycles, cyclos, oxcarts, pushcarts, wheelbarrows, and things that didn’t—shouldn’t—belong on the streets of a city: ducks, chickens, pigs, bulls, cows, mats, and mattresses. I couldn’t have imagined a water buffalo caked with mud, or an elephant carrying the mahout and his family. But there they were, part of the throngs that pushed and pulsated in every direction.

Beside us, a farmer pulled his pig by a leash. Panicking, the sow squealed as if being slaughtered. A bit farther away, a yellow Volkswagen Beetle barely escaped a horse rearing in fright when a truck suddenly blasted its horn. Papa kept a firm grip on the steering wheel as he maneuvered the car inches at a time through the dense traffic. When we left home, he had briefed us on the route we would take—we’d go to Kbal Thnol and meet up with my uncle and his family. This was the meeting spot they’d agreed on in case of an emergency. From there, we’d drive together to our weekend house in Kien Svay. He’d made it sound so easy. Now it seemed hugely complicated to cross a small intersection or even move in a straight line.

Next to me, Grandmother Queen began to moan. She wanted Papa to turn the car around, take us back home, but of course we couldn’t go back. Revolutionary soldiers were everywhere, dressed in black from head to toe like the one who’d burst through our gate, waving their guns, ordering everyone to leave. Families poured into the streets, dragging suitcases cramped with belongings, cradling baskets stuffed with dishes and cooking pans, wooden stools and chamber pots. A woman balanced two baskets on a bamboo pole over her shoulders, a child in one basket and a stove in the other, with a rice pot perched precariously on top. An old blind beggar shuffled barefoot along the street, a walking stick in one hand and a begging bowl in the other. He groped his way through the swarm of bodies. No one stopped to give him change. No one seemed to pity him. No one even noticed. “GET OUT OF THE CITY!” bellowed voices through bullhorns. “THE AMERICANS WILL DROP THEIR BOMBS!”

Soldiers pushed and shoved anyone in their way, not caring who was old and who was young, who could walk and who couldn’t. A man on crutches fell down and tried several times to pick himself up. A Khmer Rouge soldier saw him, yanked him up, and pushed him on. At the entrance to a hospital, a sick old woman clung to the arm of a young man who looked as if he might be her son. A young nurse in uniform wheeled a patient out on a hospital bed, adjusting the intravenous bag above the patient’s head as she went. Nearby, a doctor ripped off his surgical mask, gesturing emphatically, as if trying to reason with the soldiers. One of them put a gun to his forehead, and the doctor stood suddenly still as a statue, arms raised in the air, his latex gloves smeared with blood.

A young father passed by, carrying one son on his back and another in front, the rest of him loaded with bundles and necessities—food, kitchenware, sleeping mats, pillows, blankets. His wife, with a child on her hip and another one on the way, hung tight to his arm as they twisted their way through the crowded street. A teenage boy pushed past them, holding his bleeding stomach in his hands as he tried to look for help. No help came his way. I was seeing a million faces at once, and everyone looked like everyone else. Scared. Lost.

We crawled by a half-destroyed building, with pieces of rebar protruding from the blocks of broken cement. In nearby alleys and corners, half hidden behind mounds of rubble, government soldiers frantically shed their forest-green uniforms and threw them into bonfires. In the back of a noodle stand a man was about to take off his camouflage shirt when a couple of Khmer Rouge soldiers spotted him. They dragged him out and pushed him into a truck full of other government soldiers.

In front of a school bookshop a group of students huddled close together, hugging their books to their chests. A Khmer Rouge approached a middle-aged woman, who looked like she might be a teacher, and tore the glasses from her face. He threw them to the ground and smashed them with the butt of his rifle.

Smoke was everywhere, as black as the soldiers’ clothes. On sidewalks, books and papers burned in piles. Ashes flew up into the air, like burnt butterflies. I wondered why they were called Khmer Rouge—“Red Khmer.” There was nothing red about them. Why did they have so many names? Revolutionary soldiers, Communists, Marxists, was how Papa would invariably refer to them, and Tata never failed to retort, Khmer Rouge, rebels! Thieves! Jungle rats! They won’t last. She predicted their victory would be short-lived and called for their punishment. They should be hanged like the common criminals they are. Revolutionaries, Papa would insist, his tone tentative, as if he himself had yet to discern their true name, their intentions. You must be careful how you speak of them. I wondered what they were really. Soldiers or peasants? Children or adults? They looked neither like devarajas nor rakshasas, the mythical gods and demons I’d imagined them to be; in those plain black clothes they looked more like a race of shadows, each one a repetition of the others.

We came to a huge crowd gathered in front of a tall wrought-iron gate, behind which I could see part of the façade of a white-pillared villa. People pushed and shoved one another, fighting to get to the entrance. Those up front banged on the iron bars, pleading to be let in. Some tried to climb over the high wall, cutting themselves on the sharp metal prongs lining the top edge. A few made it over, but most were pulled back down by the competing horde below. Two men punched each other, then two more, three. A fight broke out. Women screamed, children whimpered and howled like puppies.

A shot resounded.

The crowd became suddenly still. A soldier stepped through the half-open gate, pistol held high above his head. He issued an order, waving left and right, and quickly the crowd divided to allow for a narrow path in the middle. The other soldiers standing guard began plucking out the foreigners and letting them through, while pushing the Cambodians back out onto the street.

Beside me, Tata murmured in disbelief, “Good god, they’re doing what they said they would—they’re expelling all foreigners.”

“Is it a diplomatic sanctuary then?” Mama asked, turning to Papa.

“A temporary one, it looks like,” Papa replied, staring straight ahead at something.

“They’re not letting anyone in without a foreign passport.”

I followed his gaze to where a young couple stood a little apart from the crowd. The man was a barang, one of those white giants with hairy arms and a protruding nose; the woman Cambodian and heavily pregnant. He was telling her something, an earnest expression hovering over her frightened one. She nodded, tears streaming down her cheeks. He took her face in his hands and pressed his lips to hers. A Khmer Rouge soldier marched over and shouted at them, his face contorted with disgust. The barang tried to explain—My wife, my wife, his lips seemed to be saying in Khmer—but the soldier paid no attention. Two more strode over and pulled the couple apart. The man cried out, the woman sobbed. A mob quickly came between them.

Papa pushed forward with the car. I looked back, searching for the barang, but he’d disappeared. I looked for his wife. She too was gone. I blinked, once, then again. Still, I couldn’t bring them back. They were lost, as if erased from the human landscape.

We headed away from the villa, turning left onto Norodom Boulevard, which cut through the middle of the city. Papa had thought traffic would move more quickly here since it was a main thoroughfare. But it turned out to be even more congested, its lanes no longer visible as tanks and army trucks crawled alongside smaller vehicles, its once cleanly swept sidewalks now littered with indiscretions: an old man spitting into his chamber pot, a little boy relieving himself, a woman going into labor. Papa wanted to get off the road and head toward Sisowath Quay along the river instead. But every turn we came to was crammed, impossible to penetrate.

We had no choice but to push on, weaving our path now around the Independence Monument, whose giant mauve flame steeple seemed dwarfed by the unbroken mass surrounding it. Voices echoed from every direction through bullhorns: “DON’T STOP! KEEP MOVING! THE ORGANIZATION WILL PROVIDE FOR YOU! THE ORGANIZATION WILL LOOK FOR YOUR LOST RELATIVES! KEEP MOVING! GET OUT OF THE CITY! THE ORGANIZATION WILL TAKE CARE OF YOU.”

Who was this Organization? The Khmer name—“Angkar”—sounded to me like “Angkor,” the ancient stone temples whose steeples bear the carvings of giant faces looking down at you. I imagined the Organization to be a living version of one of those carvings, a deity of some sort, or a very powerful king. I propped myself up on one knee, chin resting on the headrest, and looked out the back window. My eyes followed the movement of a Khmer Rouge soldier as she headed toward our car. She stopped just a few feet away to talk to a skinny old man who reminded me of Old Boy. The old man put his palms together, pleading with her, his hands like a bobbing lotus in front of her face. It seemed he wanted to go up the steps of the Independence Monument, maybe to rest, to find someone, to get his belongings, I could only guess. The girl shook her head and pointed in the direction she wanted him to go. He persisted, pushing against the flow. The girl slipped her hand under her shirt, pulled out a pistol, aimed. A shot rang in the air. It echoed, like three separate shots, one after another. People screamed, pushed against one another, tried to run but couldn’t.
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