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    Praise for Music of the Ghosts

    “Lush with tropical heat and heated emotions . . . impossible to put down.”

    —Kirkus Reviews, starred review

    “A sensitive, melancholy portrait of the inheritance of survival—the loss and pain as well as the healing . . . an affecting novel, filled with sorrow and a tender, poignant optimism.”

    —USA Today

    “The deeper I read into Music of the Ghosts, the more engrossed I ­became in the tangled skeins that define [Ratner’s] characters’ lives, in the history that her fiction ­illuminates, in the perceptions that could break a reader’s heart . . . That’s the stuff of war, and Ratner does not hold back . . . But she is equally committed to revealing, for us, the endless ways that families can be forged and broken hearts held.”

    —Chicago Tribune

    “Ratner’s sophomore title should place her squarely alongside Yiyun Li, Khaled Hosseini, and Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie, writers who have miraculously rendered inhumanity into astonishingly redemptive literary testimony.”

    —Library Journal

    “A timely and haunting narrative about the lives facing so many refugees, this riveting novel couldn’t have come at a better time.”

    —Bustle.com

    “Powerful . . . haunting, unforgettable.”

    —Booklist, starred review

    “Themes of loss and hope, survivors and the metaphorical ghosts that follow them, crescendo into a rich finale celebrating the resilience of the human spirit and the permanence of love . . . Readers will shed happy and sad tears as they savor this reminder that regardless of past hurts, life is ours to live.”

    —Shelf Awareness

    “A moving tale of hope and heartbreak that will accompany readers long after they finish the last page.”

    —Publishers Weekly

    “A poignant new novel focusing not on the horrors themselves (as was the focus of her fictional debut), but [on] the implications and stakes for survivors.”

    —HarpersBazaar.com

    “Lavish storytelling—complete with pure, honest language and lush, stunning description . . . A story that both captures and reveals the heart of its characters, Ratner’s latest is a beautiful gem of a read.”

    —RT Book Reviews

    “Lyrical . . . beautiful and haunting . . . filled with truth both emotional and factual.”

    —BookReporter

    “Told with careful lyricism . . . calling to mind Things Fall Apart, another novel about collapsed societies.”

    —BookPage

    “A mellifluous composition for two voices in echoing counterpoint.”

    —Smithsonian BookDragon
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To the lives, and the beauty, that inspired these pages



Prelude

Suteera wakes amidst the high grass to a tremor several meters away. She is confused for the first few seconds, thinking it music, the quiver of a plucked string. One of those ancient-looking instruments her father used to play for her when she was very little, a lullaby to help her sleep. She’s forgotten its name. She’s forgotten many things—the taste of real food, her father’s voice, who she was before her mother and brother died, before hunger and fear.

The tremor continues. She stills herself to listen. It seems to be coming from the next field, but she can’t see past the rise of dirt in front of her. She shouldn’t be scared, she tells herself. Her aunt is sleeping beside her on the hard earth, cushioned by a layer of patted-down grass, and all around, dispersed among stalks and blades, the other members of their group are lost in dreams. It is twilight, the sky a muted gold. Soon, when it’s completely dark, they will wake and continue their headlong flight out of Cambodia toward the border with Thailand. But despite the distance they’ve covered, Suteera can’t shake the feeling of being pursued. Haunted.

It wasn’t long ago that Khmer Rouge soldiers, retreating from a battle lost to the invading Vietnamese troops, had forced their entire village into the jungle. Halfway through the journey, her grandparents, lacking the strength to go on, urged Suteera and their youngest daughter, Amara, to continue without them. Her aunt promised to return as soon as they found help, though they all knew this wasn’t possible, could never be. Days or maybe weeks later, they emerged from the dense jungle and found themselves in the middle of rice fields spiked with the dry cut stalks of crops long harvested. The sun was setting fast, a big shimmering globe straddling the horizon, tinting the sky and earth with its fiery hue. It must have just rained—an out-of-season shower, Suteera thought—because in the far distance there appeared the faint arc of a rainbow. Suteera weaved her steps around the bodies of a family, their possessions scattered haphazardly, among which was a ripped pillow overflowing with gold and precious jewels. The soldiers said they could take what they wanted. But the villagers shook their heads and scurried past the corpses.

Frightened, Suteera grabbed the arm of a young soldier walking beside her. He let her cling to him and murmured that she should stick close to the bodies, step over them if she could, because this was the safest path. These people were shot, he told her, pointing out how the bodies were completely intact, no limbs blown off, each one whole. He whistled a lullaby to soothe her—or maybe to keep himself calm—and softened his footsteps. They’d decided to cut across the rice fields instead of taking the wide, open road some distance away, because roads like those were more likely to be planted with mines and explosives. Suteera looked over her shoulder and saw Amara furtively bending down to pick up something. Don’t, she wanted to tell her aunt. Don’t steal from the dead. But too late. A flash of gold necklace dangled from Amara’s clenched fist as she quickly slipped it into her shirt pocket. Suteera faced front again, holding tighter to the soldier’s hand, eyes on the distant rainbow. They crossed one field into the next, following the trail of more bodies, more families, more gold. Suddenly they heard faint music in the woods ahead. Some kind of string instrument. A lute perhaps, said someone, one of the older gentlemen who still remembered such sounds. There must’ve been a hut nearby, a farmer and his family, tenders of these fields. Everyone was certain of it. Those in front quickened their steps. Then, without warning, the fields lifted in explosion. Earth and flesh shattered. Blood sprayed the dried yellow stalks.

Now there’s only Suteera, and her young aunt, and the few who were far enough away when the mines exploded. The rest were killed. Who, or what, had made that sound? Was it a person, some kind of forest spirit, the rustle of bamboo leaves, the vibration of cicadas? Their joint hallucination? They’ll never know.

Suteera listens again for the sound that woke her. Maybe she’s imagined it. Another hallucination, she thinks. Beside her, Amara curls in the grass, her breathing calmed by sleep. Like this, with her eyes closed and her face in repose, Amara looks like a child herself, not someone left with the responsibility of caring for another. As far as they know, they are the only ones in the family to have survived. They have no idea what happened to her father, if he lived or died. He’d disappeared long ago, the first to vanish. Suteera knows she and Amara are lucky to have each other. Most of the others in the group are alone, their loved ones murdered or lost to hunger, disease. Maybe this is why they’ve all decided to take their chances crossing the border. There’s nothing, no one, to tie them to their homeland. There is no more home, only this land of open graves.

Her aunt takes a deep breath, turns the other way, continues sleeping, one arm swung over their scant belongings as if to guard against field rats that might try to invade the rice pot with the gold necklace inside. When Amara dropped the necklace into the pot while the rice was bubbling away, she explained that this would keep it safe from bandits and border guards. The thieves would never think to look inside a lump of rice no bigger than Suteera’s bony fist. Her aunt had been careful to make the lump look natural, eating around it, spooning it out in a seemingly abandoned way, leaving uneven edges. The necklace would keep them alive, she told Suteera. They could trade it for food and shelter once across the border. The ghosts won’t leave us alone, Suteera thought. They’ll follow us wherever we go.

The tremor resumes, more like scraping now—like the rasp of metal against rock, nothing at all like music. She hears whistling and knows right away it’s the young soldier. Comrade Chea, she used to call him. Now it’s just Chea. He’s the only one of the band of Khmer Rouge to survive, while his leaders, those who had gone ahead, died in the blasts. He’d been relegated to the back to guard over the slow movers like Suteera and her aunt. He was the youngest of the seven and seemed the least like a soldier, might even have been a new recruit, plucked from the fields a few months before when fighting started with the Vietnamese. She gets up and walks toward him through the tall grass.

Chea stops whistling when he sees her. She squats down, chin on her knees, watching him sharpen his knife against a rock half buried in the earth. When the mines exploded, he’d picked her up as if she were a toddler and run for cover behind the trunk of a palm they’d passed, her aunt and the others scrambling to follow, keeping to the course they’d already trod. Then, when all was silent again, the earth resettled, and the dead stayed dead, Chea tossed aside his gun. It was useless, he said, depleted of ammunition since their last battle with the Vietnamese. He’d had enough of this, he went on, without passion or emphasis, in the same tone he’d used when guiding Suteera’s steps among the bodies. He’d yet to kill another human being outside the battlefield, but he’d seen enough of death. He wanted no more of this place. Chea knew the way to Thailand. Before the war, he’d traversed the jungle many times, guiding young water buffaloes and ponies to the border to trade. It was the most he’d said. He started walking, retracing his steps out of the rice fields and back to the narrow dirt path where they’d started. He waited. Who wanted to come? They all did. Who else could they have followed? The dead stay dead. Days ago he was their captor and now he is their protector and guide, his knife the only weapon against possible bandits, wild animals, imagined sounds.

“I thought I heard music,” Suteera tells him.

They have formed a kind of bond. He looks to be about her aunt’s age—no, several years younger, maybe only seventeen or eighteen, and Suteera is thirteen, if what people are saying is true: that it’s 1979, and they’ve endured this hell for four years. She’s certain a lifetime has passed. But it hardly matters how old she is or how old she was before all this, before she lived alongside corpses, borrowing from their expired breath, stealing from them to feed herself. She knows she may not live tomorrow.

“Out here,” Chea says, his voice gentle, as if not to frighten her, “there’s only music of the ghosts.”




First Movement
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He feels his way in the confined space of the wooden cottage, hands groping in the dark, searching among the shadows through the blurred vision of his one good eye for the sadiev. The lute has called out to him in his dream, plucking its way persistently into his consciousness, until he’s awake, aware of its presence beside him. His fingers find the instrument. It lies aslant on the bamboo bed, deeply reposed in its dreamlessness. His fingers inadvertently brush against the single copper string, coaxing a soft ktock, similar to the click of a baby’s tongue. The Old Musician is almost blind, his left eye damaged long ago by a bludgeon and his right by age. He relies much on his senses to see, and now he sees her, feels her presence, not as a ghostly apparition overwhelming the tiny space of his cottage, nor as a thought occupying his mind, but as a longing on the verge of utterance, incarnation. He feels her move toward him. She who will inherit the sadiev, this ancient instrument used to invoke the spirits of the dead, as if in that solitary note, he has called her to him.

He lifts the lute to his chest, rousing it from its muted sleep, holding it as he often held his small daughter a lifetime ago, her heart against his heart, her tiny head resting on his shoulder. Of all that he’s tried to forget, he allows himself, without reservation, without guilt, the reprieve of this one memory. The curve of her neck against his, paired in the concave and convex of tenderness, as if they were two organs of a single anatomy.

Why are you so soft? he’d ask, and always she’d exclaim, Because I have spinning moonlets! He’d laugh then at the sagacity with which she articulated her illogic, as if it were some scientific truth or ancient wisdom whose profound meaning eluded him. Later, at an age when she could’ve explained the mystery of her pronouncement, he reminded her of those words, but she’d forgotten she’d even uttered them. Oh, Papa, I’m not a baby anymore. She spoke with a maturity that pierced him to the core. She might as well have said, Oh, Papa, I don’t need you anymore. Her eyes, he remembers, took on the detachment of one who’d learned to live with her abandonment, and he grieved her lost innocence, yearned for his baby girl, for the complete trust with which she’d once regarded him.

Something fluid and irrepressible rushes from deep within him and pools behind his eyes. He tries pushing it back. He can’t allow himself the consolation of such emotion. Sorrow is the entitlement of the inculpable. He has no claim on it, no right to grief. After all, what has he lost? Nothing. Nothing he wasn’t willing to give up then. Still, he can’t help but feel it, whatever it may be, sorrow or repentance. It flows out of him, like the season’s accumulated rain, meandering through the gorges and gullies of his disfigured face, cutting deeper into the geography of his guilt.

He runs his fingertips along the thin ridge, where the lesion has long healed. The scar, a shade lighter than the rest of his brown skin, extends crosswise from the bridge of his nose to his lower left cheek, giving the impression of two conjoined countenances, the left half dominated by his cataract eye, the right by smaller grooves and slash marks.

If his daughter saw him now, would she compare the jaggedness of his face to the surface of the moon? How would she describe the crudeness of his appearance? Would she see poetry in it? Find some consolably mysterious expression for its irreparable ruin? He never did make the connection between the softness of her skin and her imaginary moonlets. Now he is left to guess she probably associated the distant velvety appearance of the full moon with the caress of sleep, the lure of dreams that causes one’s body to relax and soften. But even this is too rational a deduction, for he cannot trust his memories of the full moon to make such a leap. The last moon he saw clearly was more than two decades ago, the evening Sokhon died in Slak Daek, one among many of Pol Pot’s secret security prisons across the country, each known only by their coded euphemism as sala. School. That evening, at Sala Slak Daek, the moon was bathed not in gentle porous light but in the glaring hue of Sokhon’s blood. Blood that now tinges his one-eyed vision and sometimes alters the tone and texture of his memories, the truth.

He closes both eyes, for the effort of keeping them open has begun to strain the muscles and nerves of the right one, as if the left eye, unaware of its uselessness, its compromised existence, continues to strive as the right eye does. Sometimes he thinks this is the sum of his predicament: he is dead but his body has yet to be aware of his death.

He reaches into the pocket of his cotton tunic hanging on a bamboo peg above his pillow and withdraws a cone-shaped plectrum made to put over the fingertip. In the old days, this would be crafted from bronze or, if one was a wealthy enough musician, from silver or gold. But this plectrum is fashioned out of a recycled bullet casing. Art from war, said Narunn, the man who gave it to him, a doctor who treats the poor and sometimes victims of violence and torture; who, upon examining his eyes, informed him that the cataract covering his left pupil was caused by untreated “hyphema.” An English word, the Old Musician noted. A medical term. A vision clouded by spilled blood. Or as the young doctor explained, Hemorrhaging in the front of your eye, between the cornea and the iris. Caused by blunt trauma. I believe yours happened at a time when there was no means of treatment. The doctor did not inquire what might’ve been the source of the trauma, as if the lesions and scars on the Old Musician intimated the blunt force of ideology, that politics is not mere rhetoric in this place of wars and revolutions and violent coups but a bludgeon with which to forge one’s destiny.

Indeed the doctor was kind enough not to interrogate. Instead he revealed to the Old Musician that the brass plectrum was made by a young woman who’d lost half her face in an acid attack, who worked to reconstruct her life, if not her visage, by learning to make jewelry in a rehabilitation program for the maimed and the handicapped. Hope is a kind of jewel, don’t you think? his young friend pondered aloud. At once metal-hard and malleable . . .

Certainly it is the only recyclable currency, the Old Musician thinks, in a country where chaos can suddenly descend and everything, including human life, loses all value.

He places the plectrum over the tip of the ring finger of his right hand, the brass heavy and cool against his nailless skin. It refuses to grow back, the nail of this one finger, the lunula destroyed, a moon permanently obliterated by one smash of his interrogator’s pistol. The other fingernails are thick and deformed, some filling only half of the nail beds. He’s often surprised that he can still feel with these digits, as if the injuries they sustained decades ago heighten their wariness of contact, sabotage.

He tilts the sadiev so that it lies diagonally across his torso, the open side of the cut-gourd sound box now covering the area of his chest where his heartbeats are most pronounced, its domed chamber capturing his every tremor and stirring.

Ksae diev, some call it. He dislikes it, the harshness of the ks against his throat, as if the solidity of the first consonant pressed against the evanescence of the second inevitably leads to a betrayal of sound. He much prefers sadiev, the syllables melting into each other so that it’s barely a whisper, delicate and fleeting, much like the echo it produces.

Eyes still closed, he takes a deep breath as he would before every performance, diving past the noise in his head, the surging memories, his plagued conscience, until he reaches only silence. Then tenderly, with the ring finger of his right hand, the brass plectrum securely in place, he begins to pluck the lower part of the string, while higher up the fingers of his left weave an intricate dance. He plays the song he wrote for his daughter, upon her entry into his world, into his solitary existence as a musician. I thought I was alone. I walked the universe, looking for another . . . He remembers the day he brought her home from the hospital, her breath so tenuous still that he wanted to buttress it with notes and words. I came upon a reflection . . . and saw you standing at the fringes of my dream.

He adjusts the sadiev slightly on his chest. He often dreams of her. Not his daughter. But the little girl to whom this lute rightly belongs. Except she’s no longer a little girl, the three-year-old he once met . . . He wonders about the person she’s become, the woman she’s grown into. He dares not confuse one with the other, the young daughter he lost long ago and the woman he now waits to meet. They’re not the same person, he reminds himself. They are not. And you, you are not him. Can never be him. The father she lost.

Sometimes, though, his memory rebels. It contrives a game, tricking him into believing that the past can be altered, that he can make up for the missing years, give her back what he stole from her. He can amend—atone. But for what exactly? A betrayal of oneself, one’s conscience? Was that what he’d hoped when he decided to write to her? To seek forgiveness for his crimes? Or was it simply, as he said, that he wished to return the musical instruments her father had left for her?

He thinks again of the letter, not what it said, but what it was on the verge of saying, what it almost revealed. I knew your father. He and I were . . . His failing eyesight had required him to enlist the help of the young doctor to write those words. He told Dr. Narunn to cross out the incomplete sentence. When he’d finished dictating the rest of the letter, the doctor wanted to copy it onto fresh, clean paper, without the crossed-out words. The Old Musician would not allow it. He’d send it as it was, with the mistake, as if he wanted her to see the duplicity of his mind, the treachery of his thoughts. He and I were . . . What they were—men, animals, two sides of a single reality—was destroyed with one deliberate stroke, the laceration made by a moving blade.

He glides the fingers of his left hand closer to the gourd sound box, producing a periodic overtone, like an echo or a ripple in the pond. I thought I was alone. I walked the universe, looking for your footsteps. I heard my heart echo . . . and felt you knocking on the edge of my dream.

The quality of each note—its resonance and tone—varies as he slides the half-cut gourd across his chest. He plucks faster and harder, reaching a crescendo. Then, in three distinct notes, he concludes the song.


Teera studies the clouds caressing the wing of the plane. They seem to be in no hurry, gliding at an imperceptible speed, melting into one another like fragments of a childhood memory. We’re going so fast it seems we’re sitting still, her aunt Amara said on their plane ride together as refugees journeying to America. Teera didn’t understand it then—the idea that speed could be stillness. She thinks now that what her aunt probably meant by “stillness” is suspension of the senses: you’re thrust forward at such incredible speed you’re left paralyzed, unable to feel, to absorb all that’s happening around you.

It’s been more than half an hour since the plane took off from Kuala Lumpur, leaving the colorful landscape of duty-free shops for the blankness of transboundary skies. They’ve reached cruising altitude, the captain announces. Teera feels herself hurtling. Toward what, she doesn’t know. The future and the past lie in borderless proximity.

She turns her face from the window and, closing her eyes, leans back in her seat. Pressing the oversize shoulder bag against her abdomen, she tries to draw from it some sense of anchor, even as she’s fully aware that its contents are the very reason for this headlong flight. Her mind leaps through the events of the past months—her aunt’s death, the Buddhist cremation ceremony in the depths of Minnesota winter, the unexpected letter from the strange old musician, quitting her job as a grant writer at a community arts center, and now this trip halfway across the world. A year ago Teera couldn’t have imagined a life without Amara or this journey she’s taking alone to a land they’d risked everything to escape.

Srok Khmer. That’s how Cambodians refer to the country in their own language. Never Cambodia, for Cambodia is synonymous with war and revolution and genocide. But Srok Khmer is a place that exists in the geography of the heart, in the longing for what is lost. For Teera, it is no bigger than her childhood home, and the more time passes the smaller still it becomes, like a star whose light diminishes with increasing distance. The rest—the destruction, the killing, and all that was lost—she does not, will not, associate with her small private Cambodia. That was Pol Pot’s Democratic Kampuchea. Her country disappeared with her family.

A woman’s voice over the intercom announces that breakfast will now be served. A flurry of activities ensues as passengers let down the tray tables in front of them in anticipation of the meal.

She’s gathered from the snippets of conversations around her that for many overseas Cambodians this is a pilgrimage they take every year they can since the UN-sponsored election a decade ago in 1993. Amidst flight attendants serving food and refreshment, the Cambodian-Americans freely exchange information about their lives. They seem obsessively curious to know what part of America others are from, as if the name of a city or town would pinpoint the exact cause of their isolation.

They reminisce about the old days—the years before the war, before “ar-Pot,” always the pejorative prefix denoting their contempt for Pol Pot, which, to all of them, to every Cambodian, including Teera herself, is more than the man or the monster but has become the epithet of an era. Where were you during ar-Pot?

In her most pessimistic moments, Teera feels this is the triumph of evil—the name that lives on alongside those of heroes and saints, written in history books, casually pronounced on the lips of adults and children alike, gaining magnitude and permanency in our collective awareness, even as our sensibility becomes immune to all the name subsumes.

“I was in Battambang,” says a man across the aisle to his newfound traveling companion. “Awful, awful place. Many deaths there. How about you?”

Teera knows they won’t venture beyond the names of provinces, the scant remembrances and quick summaries of their family’s ordeals. The horrors they experienced might be expressed only in the one question that runs common in all the conversations she’s hazarded upon: Do you still have family back there? Often a head shake will say it all. But Teera knows these same people, like the Cambodians in Minnesota, will have ready answers if asked by outsiders. Many times we almost died. But luckily we survived the killing fields.

Stock phrases, picked up from television and newspaper, recycled words, compressed and distilled of all ambiguities, leaving no doubt as to who was innocent and who was guilty. We are Khmers, but these Khmer Rouge, who knows what they were! Real Cambodians would never have killed other Cambodians!

As for Terra, she keeps quiet and saves her thoughts for paper and pen, her private journey with words, the music of her distilled emotion pulsing through her. She hears it now in the beating of her heart, the rhythm of her own breath.


He puts down the sadiev, his gesture tentative, as if lulling a child back to sleep. Behind him in the upper corner of his bamboo bed, among bundles of clothes, crouch the lute’s companions, the sralai, a kind of oboe, and the sampho, a small barrel drum. Made during the revolutionary years, these instruments are younger and newer than the sadiev. He feels profound tenderness toward all three, for even in their inanimate silence they appear sentient, conscious of his existence, his history and transgression, yet forgiving, always answering his invocation, offering him the music he seeks for his own healing. For nearly two and a half decades they’ve been his traveling companions, his only family. Now, he senses, they must part company, he toward his long-overdue demise and they toward love’s reclamation.

It’s been more than six weeks since he wrote to her about these instruments, and in these shadowy hours, he senses he is about to meet her, and in her face he will recognize the reflection of a dead man.

He hears the first soft chime of the meditation bell at the temple. He takes a deep breath, freeing his mind momentarily of the noise of his thoughts. Even if it brings him only fleeting peace, the act of inhaling and exhaling makes him aware that perhaps his body, like the bell itself, is just another instrument, hollow and mute on its own, yet capable of producing a whole range of tones and pitches when struck. That the clatter and buzz of his mind are not permanent, as he sometimes believes, but self-induced vibrations, transient and hallucinatory.

Ours is a false existence, the monks will soon intone, a variation of the same Buddhist chant they recite day and night. Suffering and despair are nothing more than illusions. Let go of desires and attachments, and inner peace shall be attained . . .

He’d like to take comfort in these words, except that by the same logic, peace, or whatever consolation he allows himself, is also an illusion. He can’t deny the miseries around him. The limbless men begging at the entrance of every market, their legs or arms blown to pieces by explosives buried in a road or rice field. The ragged old widows wandering the city streets, their minds deranged because they’ve lost entire families, might’ve witnessed the executions of their children. The orphans roaming the landfills, scavenging through the refuse for food, for any scraps that will numb their hunger or hide their bone nakedness. They are real, these peripheral, splintered lives, their struggles far from the false manifestations of his tormented conscience. Meditation only makes him see them all the more clearly. The only illusion would be if he allowed himself to believe he’d played no part in the present misery.

What’s incredible, preposterous, is the fortuity of his situation. How is it that he’s come to be given refuge at a temple, a place whose belief and way of life he once shunned, whose inhabitants the soldiers of his espoused revolution disrobed and annihilated?

If karma is as he understands—the certainty that he’ll pay for his crimes—then a temple is the last place he’d expect to be offered a home. How then has he arrived where he is, given sanctuary by men whose brethren his soldiers murdered? What wrinkles or variances in the laws of karma have delivered him to this enclave of mercy, when his actions should’ve warranted him a punished existence?

At the fall of the regime in the early days of 1979, upon his release from Slak Daek, he headed for the jungle—to nurse his injuries, to hide his shame. For some months he existed in complete isolation, until he could bear it no longer. If he must live out the remains of his days, then he would do so in the company of humans, not the ghosts that had followed him there, the mutilated faces and mangled screams of those slaughtered in Slak Daek. So he emerged from the forests and returned to the world of the living, what was left of it. He went to a village where he knew no one, where no one would recognize him behind the scars of his shattered self. There he built a quiet life, and for many years earned his keep through music, playing the instruments, mostly at funerals and spirit-invoking ceremonies. It was during one such occasion—the funeral of a village chief—that, in a newspaper used to wrap his payment of fried fish and rice, he came upon an article describing the calls to establish a tribunal to try those responsible for the “crimes committed during the Khmer Rouge regime.”

Khmer Rouge—he tested the words on his tongue, seeing himself as others would see him if they knew his past. He searched the oil and spice stains saturating the newspaper, turning the once solid-black letters diaphanous, but he did not find his name.

How was he to consider himself? he wondered, letting the flies feast on the rice and fish fallen to the ground. A victim or a perpetrator? He’d believed in the cause he was fighting for, and then, without warning, was shoved into that hellhole for a crime against the Organization, a crime he wasn’t aware of but was made to confess again and again. He was a traitor, his torturers had wanted him to admit, a viper slithering and scheming in that insidious ksae kbot, that endless “string of betrayals” to which his name was bound along with hundreds—thousands—of others. You can corroborate, the interrogator would inform him coolly. Or you can lie there on the tile floor, chew your own tail, like the snake that you are, until there’s nothing left, except your head—and the traitorous thoughts you hide there! A padded club would land on his temple, his head clanging and buzzing, blood flowing out of his ears, pushing against his eyes. So what will it be? Live or die? Over and over he’d chosen survival, some part of him foolishly believing his life was still worth something, that he still had a life.

Now, years later confronted with his own culpability, he realized all that had remained then was his conscience, the only possible source of truth worthy of his sacrifice. But he’d betrayed that too.

He wiped away the grease and food bits from the newspaper, folded it neatly, and slipped it into his pocket. It was clear what he had to do. He left his quiet village and came to Phnom Penh. If there was to be a tribunal, he was prepared to turn himself in, be among the first to come forward and face the condemnation of his people and the world, not because he wished to set a moral example for others, but because he believed the initial wrath would be unsparing, merciless. They would be seen for what they were—monsters. They would be convicted of genocide, crimes against humanity, and thrown in jail to rot and die.

Here he caught himself. Jail? After what he had endured in Slak Daek, jail would be a farce, a travesty not only of justice but of punishment itself. What inhumanity could he be made to suffer that he hadn’t already endured in those macabre cells? He had only to think of it to recall each pain in its intensity and realness, as if somewhere in his skin, amidst the complex, regenerative structures of his cells, hid the contour of his torturer’s sadistic malice, twitching and thrashing like a whip, inflicting new lesions upon the old.

Imprisonment, lifetime or otherwise, would be all too light a sentence compared to what he had already known in Slak Daek, too small a reprisal for the magnitude of his crimes. What about death then? What was left of his despicable life that could recompense for the lives he’d taken and the countless more he must’ve unwittingly harmed or destroyed? Death would be an even easier escape.

Besides, the very fact he’d lived through Slak Daek meant death had rejected him. It had spat him out, as if it found no niche or nook in its vast storehouse of offenders for one as vile as he, as if death only obliged with its punctuality those who understood the value of life.

If there was to be any justice, he was convinced he would have to mete out his own punishment. Just as well, he thought. Since that initial appeal he’d read in the newspaper, there was still no tribunal. In the meantime, one by one, Pol Pot and some of those most responsible had died. Others, like himself, were quickly growing old, and before long would be too feeble to stand trial. When it became obvious the tribunal would not happen for many more years, there was only one place for him to go.

Finally he faced it, sitting one morning on a street corner outside the wall of Wat Nagara, a temple on the edge of the Mekong. It was at this temple that Sokhon had immersed himself in meditation, the life of a young novice. It had once been his beloved childhood home. A group of novice monks, returning from their alms walk at dawn, encountered the Old Musician playing the sadiev and, out of pity for a disfigured, homeless elder, offered him food from their alms. That evening, having sought the permission of the abbot, the same group of novices invited him to spend the night on the temple grounds, away from the stench and filth and danger of the streets. They offered him the wooden cottage belonging to the temple sweeper who had recently passed. Stay as long as you like, the abbot told him. We could use a musician. So he stayed, fed and clothed by a daily tenet of generosity, protected by a shared belief that a temple is where one quietly seeks ablution and forgiveness, where peace of mind may be found through silent reflection. Who among us, dear old man, has not been touched by tragedy? the abbot asked, sensing the weight of his affliction. Who among us does not bear the burden of survival? The other monks echoed, Whatever your transgression, you’ve paid for it with your injuries.

If they knew his past, they would see that his injuries—his partial blindness and physical disfigurement—convey not just transgression but a bodily dossier of unconfessed crimes. It’s time you merit a better karma. They encouraged him to join the sangha, their spiritual community of ritual contemplation. Let go of the troubles of the world and you’ll find the peace you seek.

He declined. He’d come to the temple not to escape retribution but to put himself at the gates of forgiveness, knowing full well that he could never be forgiven, that he did not deserve the charity and kindness he received, that his only salvation was in the realization of his own worthlessness, his evil and monstrosity. This was to be his deserved punishment—to live the rest of his days in self-condemnation, self-loathing.

Or so he thought.


A young Malaysian flight attendant in a blue flowered batik dress—a kabeya, Teera remembers from an article in the in-flight magazine—leans forward, pushing the heavy compact metal cart with her slender frame. She asks the elderly couple sitting next to Teera what they’d like. They don’t understand. Teera isn’t at all surprised these two old people can’t speak English, though she noticed earlier that they carry American passports. Like many elderly Cambodians she’s come across, they may have never, aside from this trip, ventured outside their community.

The flight attendant repeats the meal choices, raising her voice slightly as if the old couple were hard of hearing: “Beef fried rice or mushroom omelet?—Asian breakfast or Western,” she adds for clarification. Still, they don’t understand. Teera tells her, “Fried rice—for both,” knowing, without having to confer with the old couple, they’ll always prefer rice. It’s in their blood. Once they may have even risked their lives to steal a spoonful.

Rice. Mama, rice. Her brother’s last words. He was born some months after the Khmer Rouge had taken over. When they left home that April morning in 1975, joining the forced mass exodus out of Phnom Penh, Teera hadn’t known her mother was pregnant. Rin hungry. Tummy hurts. Hunger was among her baby brother’s first words, his first knowledge, and he died as he was just learning to talk. She blinks away the memories.

“And you, ma’am?” the flight attendant asks, her gaze on Teera.

“Coffee, please,” she says.

In the first years after their arrival in America, she and Amara did try to put it all behind them. When Amara was asked if the Khmer Rouge regime had been as horrible as portrayed, her answer was always simple. Yes. Amara’s silence reinforced her own. It built thicker and higher walls, until it seemed the two of them existed in separate cells, prisoners to all they couldn’t say.

“What about breakfast?” the flight attendant says.

Teera shakes her head. She wants to explain she’s not hungry, but the effort of finding words for her thoughts requires more energy than she can muster. Besides, there are crackers in her bag. She’ll nibble on those if needed. She hasn’t felt hunger, felt the desire to eat since boarding the flight in Minneapolis more than twenty hours ago. Since Amara’s death, really.

“No, just coffee, thanks.”

Teera sips the lukewarm diluted liquid, letting the mild bitterness glide down her throat. Next to her, the old woman seems overwhelmed by all the little packages on her tray, unsure what to tackle first. Then, following her husband’s lead, she peels the foil cover from the rectangular dish and sniffs the fried rice. The thick smell of reheated grease is overpowering. Again, Teera feels nauseous. She tries holding her breath to block the odor.

The old woman begins to pick out the greasy, stringy beef with her fork and puts it in her husband’s dish. Turning to Teera, she says in Khmer, “No teeth left.” She smacks her exposed gums together and grins.

In spite of herself, Teera smiles and reluctantly lets down her guard.

“Is this your first time going back, chao srey?”

Teera’s heart skips a beat. It isn’t at all unusual for Cambodians to address one another in familial terms, but she can’t remember when she was last called “granddaughter” with such tenderness. An image of the cave where Teera left her grandparents blooms in her mind, its entrance illuminated by the setting sun, giving the impression that it was lit from within. She swallows, wondering as she has countless times over the years how they perished. Who went first—her gentle, diminutive grandmother, or her stoic, once-imposing grandfather? They’d already been starving, their bodies weakened and damaged beyond saving, when she and Amara were forced to abandon them in the cave in order to keep up with the rest of their group as they navigated the jungle. They probably didn’t last through the night. They had survived through the regime, through four long, miserable years, only to end up betrayed by life, handed over to death in the middle of nowhere.

Teera takes another sip of the coffee to help ease down the lump in her throat. She gives only a tentative nod to the old woman’s inquiry. Already she regrets allowing herself to be seduced by those toothless grins.

“It’s our first trip as well,” the old woman says. “Now that we’re getting on in years we haven’t got much time left, as you can see. Soon we’ll be too old and sick to travel.”

Teera winces, recalling the oncologist’s words not long ago. At this advanced stage, I’m afraid the prognosis is not good. She remembers him looking from her to Amara as he spoke, unsure who was responsible for whom. When she and her aunt first walked into his office, he’d assumed they were sisters, as Amara’s petite frame made her look more like a woman in her late thirties than midforties. I am truly sorry, he concluded decisively after what felt like mere seconds. What could you know! Teera felt the urge to scream at him, at his useless apologies, the absurdity of it all. For them to have endured indescribable inhumanity only to succumb to something as nameable as pancreatic cancer seemed a mockery of their struggle all these years to rebuild their lives. It was their shared belief that after what they had been through they’d overcome anything, that their survival had purpose and meaning—a reason. They were meant to live, damn it, she wanted to tell the smug doctor. Amara was stronger than this. She’d live. Her aunt would fight and live. You’ll see! Instead, in a tone close to threatening, Teera rasped, We’ll seek a second opinion. And to Amara, she added shakily, desperately, A third and fourth, if we need to. Amara looked at her with pity, as if Teera had been the one with cancer. They left the doctor’s office in defeated silence.

Only later, when they were back home, did Amara speak. If I’d had more time, I might’ve returned to Cambodia. Her aunt had chosen her words carefully, speaking in her precise, practiced English. But all Teera could think of was that the verb tense was all wrong. Did Amara not remember anything about the past subjunctive from all those grammar lessons Teera had helped her with? You’re not dead yet, she wanted to say. There’s still time. You have more time. You do! Instead, she burst into tears, to which Amara responded, Oh, Teera, we’ve been blessed in so many ways. I’ve had a good life. I got to see you grow up, didn’t I? I’ll always be grateful for these extra years, for all we’ve built together here. Her aunt sounded as if she believed she ought to have died with the others. Teera grew more upset.

In the following days and weeks, Amara, with her characteristic equanimity, proceeded to put her life in order. She resigned from her longtime position as the head of an organization that provided social services to Cambodian immigrants and refugees in Minnesota. She went to a lawyer and made a will to ensure that Teera, her only kin, would receive all her savings and assets, which, including a life insurance policy she’d had the foresight to buy many years earlier, amounted to a small fortune. Certainly enough to allow you to devote time to your own writing, she explained matter-of-factly, while Teera listened in stunned dismay. You must look after yourself, darling. Tend to all that’s alive in you, to what’s living. And let me tend to the dead.

Besides the inheritance she’d left for Teera, Amara had bequeathed an amount for the construction of a communal stupa at Wat Nagara, their old family temple. She told Teera she’d already written to the abbot of the temple, expressing her intentions that it serve as a kind of memorial to their family, and to those who had perished during the Khmer Rouge years. Weeks passed, then a month, then two. Amara grew visibly sick, her physical deterioration reducing her to a pale copy of herself. Then one day, sitting Teera down and handing her a small wooden box, Amara said, If you should ever return to our country, please take a bit of my ashes in this and leave it in the stupa there. Teera reeled in the midst of her aunt’s calm instructions. But you’re still alive! she wanted to shout, too confused and upset to make sense of her own words, let alone Amara’s. Divide up the ashes? She felt certain this was sacrilegious—a violation of Buddhist custom and belief, even as she was acutely aware that a divided self was something her aunt had to live with daily since their arrival in America, a reality she struggled to accept as she built her life in a country where she felt she never truly belonged.

If you should ever return . . . Those words angered Teera. They sounded like a betrayal. Why should she? Why would she want to? There would be no one for her to visit or reconnect with. Unless this was Amara’s way of saying she wanted Teera to return, to take her back and reunite her, if only in spirit, with the rest of the family. Teera couldn’t voice her objection. Amara was dying.

Every time she thinks of her inheritance, Teera can’t escape the feeling that she’s always gotten the better end of life, while her aunt bore the brunt of it, suffered. Died. Is this why she’s going back now? To purge her own guilt by fulfilling Amara’s unspoken longing for home?

Amara passed at the beginning of the year, three days short of her forty-seventh birthday. Her sudden death sent shock through the Cambodian community, and the tremendous outpouring of grief engendered a kind of collective mourning on a scale befitting a minor celebrity. Teera shouldn’t have been surprised. For many years, Amara was a constant fixture in the lives of so many. There was never a birthday, graduation, wedding, or funeral she failed to attend. If invited, which was almost always, she was there to offer her quiet support. Naturally, when news of her death got out, the whole community came to pay respects, gathering at a funeral home in Minneapolis, where the undertaker, familiar with the rites of a Cambodian funeral, arranged a row of chairs for Buddhist monks on the pulpit facing the mourners. They went on to the crematory a few blocks away, where Amara’s body was incinerated and the ashes collected in an urn with the efficiency, Teera noted with dismay, of a well-run bakery. The next day they gathered once more at Wat Minnesotaram, the temple in rural Hampton where an evening wake was held. The urn was on display atop a small table beside a photograph of Amara, accompanied by funerary chants and music meant to ease her aunt’s spirit on its journey into the otherworld.

Then, sometime at the end of June, a bit more than half a year after Amara’s death, just when Teera felt that everyone had grown accustomed to her aunt’s absence and she could begin to mourn privately, a letter arrived from Cambodia. The author of the letter offered his condolences. He had heard of Amara’s untimely passing from the abbot of Wat Nagara, the temple where he had sought shelter. To Teera’s astonishment, the stranger went on to explain that while he offered his deepest sympathies for her great loss, he was in fact writing in regard to some musical instruments belonging to her father, which he wished to give her. Teera didn’t know what to make of it, believing for a moment it might’ve been an opportunist’s vague solicitation for money. She ought to trash it. But something about the letter made her hesitate. Its tone, perhaps. A tone is the intention of a note, Amara would say in moments of unbidden remembering, quoting her father, repeating things that had struck her as mysterious or prophetic. The tone of the letter made Teera believe that the stranger’s intention was honorable. Sincere.

Three instruments, the letter said, yet it failed to mention what they were. Teera couldn’t help but think how ironic it was that, while houses and monuments and entire cities had dissolved and vanished, these instruments, trivial and fragile by comparison, had endured. How had the instruments found their way into this man’s care? If indeed they’d once belonged to her father, what would she do with them now? What use could they serve when she could no longer hear her father’s music?

She tried repeatedly to put the letter away, stashing it in various drawers, burying it under piles of mail, or filing it randomly in one of the hanging folders at her writing desk so she’d forget its whereabouts, only to retrieve it again and reread the words, its whispers and intimations. The man knew her father. They were together, it said, during the final year of the Khmer Rouge regime. Imprisoned, her father had survived almost until the end. But how? By what means? Had he made any effort to find them during the prior three years? What was his crime? And, most curiously, why did this man, who claimed to know her father, only now make contact? Who was he? What could he possibly want? Hard as she resisted, Teera couldn’t escape the pull of the past.

Truth, she believed, lies in what is said as much as in what isn’t, in the same way that a melody not only is a sequence of audible notes but encompasses the spaces and pauses in between. When listening to music, you must learn to take in even the atmosphere of an echo.

She wasn’t sure whether she’d first recalled these words on her own, or whether, like so much of what she remembered, they’d emerged from Amara’s recounting and fused with her own recollections of those early childhood years when she’d follow her father to universities and performance halls to hear him lecture. In any case, these words over time came to invoke for her the cave in which her grandparents had been abandoned to die twenty-four years earlier, in 1979. A cave whose yawning silence must’ve augmented the sound of their labored breaths, and elongated the pauses in between.

She wondered if the author of the letter would be able to explain what her father might’ve meant by “atmosphere of an echo.” Is it like the inside of a cave, where a person’s life is slowly absorbed into the stillness, as a flame is extinguished for lack of oxygen? Or is it like the hollow of a mass grave, where even silence has a tenor, carrying with it the rebuke of the dead, their relentless reproach that the living have yet to honor them with a reply, an answer to why they died, why atrocity such as this was allowed to happen, why it happens still?

Teera finally stowed the stranger’s letter in the cedar chest where she kept some of Amara’s cherished belongings. Then, taking everyone by surprise, she resigned from her position at the community arts center. It was clear that her friends and colleagues saw the abrupt departure as a kind of denial, her inability to deal with grief or, as some put it, to properly mourn her aunt’s death. But Teera knew all too well that grief is an unpredictable, untimely visitor. One can never properly prepare for its arrival. If anything, her sudden resignation kept the door open for grieving so that indeed she might move beyond it.

Now here she is, on a plane, plunging she feels not forward with her life but backward. Once again her mind is overtaken by recollections of another headlong flight—that fraught journey across jungles and battlefields when, with each dash forward, she would turn to look behind her, gripped by the uncanny feeling that someone or something was pursuing her, calling out her name. She didn’t—couldn’t—know then that this constant backward glance would come to define her life, her inviolable tie to that land and its ghosts. She will never be free of it. Still, at the time, she tried to outrun it, tried to escape its incessant calling.

Suteera, Suteera . . .

Memories swell, flooding Teera’s mind, her vision. She pulls herself up, breaking the surface, breathless with the knowledge of where she’s heading and why. Certainly she intends to take Amara’s ashes to consecrate the stupa, its construction now completed, as she’s learned from the abbot of Wat Nagara, and to reclaim her father’s instruments. While she won’t admit so aloud, the main reason for her return, and perhaps the only reason, is her father. He is the only one who holds her to the past.

Surely, she’ll finally learn from the writer of the letter what happened to him. In the nearly four years of the Khmer Rouge rule, as one death followed another, her father’s disappearance never attained that searing ache of a definitive loss. She would search for him everywhere. Even now, decades later, his ghost haunts her most persistently.

She can’t help but believe he vanished violently.


He hears her name now in each ring of the meditation bell. The very first time he heard it, the Old Musician thought it a phantom echo, like a soft trill in a musical passage, a familiar reprise of the same few notes in an otherwise erratic melody of his madness.

It was this past May, during Visakha Bochea, a festival celebrating the three most significant events of the Buddha’s life—birth, enlightenment, nirvana—when the abbot announced to the whole sangha that a certain Miss Suteera Aung, a Cambodian living in America, had sent a substantial gift for the construction of a large communal stupa on behalf of her aunt.

Suteera Aung. It took the Old Musician a few seconds to recognize it, as the abbot had said the surname second, the form she must have adopted in the United States. Our benefactor wants the communal stupa to be a place, the abbot went on, where those who cannot afford to build a private family stupa can store the remains of loved ones perished during the Pol Pot years. Remains, as described by Miss Suteera Aung, might be the ashes of exhumed skulls and bones, an old photograph, pieces of old clothes, memories of the deceased, our prayers and wishes for them. Anything really . . .

As the Old Musician listened to the abbot, a wave of calm passed through him. She’s alive. He was caught between disbelief and the inexplicable sense that he’d known all along. How he could be so sure of such a thing, he can’t explain. He only felt he’d been waiting for this moment. What happened next would fall neatly into place, as if the long, twisted course he’d traveled for the past decades suddenly straightened and revealed the only direction left for him to take.

He waited, like a condemned prisoner given time to take stock of his life and ready himself for execution. He wanted to plan it right, to imagine his final moment of reckoning, to anticipate, as he’d often done in Slak Daek, the full extent of agony and pain so that he wouldn’t lose the courage to bear it.

After all, he reminded himself, he’d willed this. Days after Visakha Bochea, he went to the abbot and told him the truth, the bits he could bear to tell—that he’d once known Suteera’s father, that he’d chosen Wat Nagara knowing that if any family member survived, they would someday come here. In case there was any doubt about his intentions, he made clear he was not seeking to benefit from the connection in any way; he desired neither pity nor recompense of any sort, least of all from the young woman. He repeated that he wished only to return the instruments—the remains of the father she’d lost. Perhaps she would want them kept in the communal stupa once it was built. In any case, they were hers to do with as she saw fit.

The abbot, moved by the story of this broken man who all these years had held on to the only possessions of a dead friend in hopes of returning them to his family, gave him the address in America and said he could write Miss Suteera Aung himself. Then the abbot told him something he hadn’t expected to hear: the gift of funds for the construction of the communal stupa came from Miss Suteera’s aunt, a longtime patron of the temple until her untimely passing a few months prior, at the beginning of the year. We knew the aunt was sick, the abbot said, but we didn’t expect her to go so soon. Her death is a blow to us. The old monk then added, It may be that Miss Suteera doesn’t want to hear from the ghost of her father at this time. It’s hard enough to bury one family member, you see, without exhuming the memory of another. You will understand, of course, if she doesn’t wish to reply.

The Old Musician could only nod. She had not been alone! He did not know if Suteera and her aunt were the only two members of the family to have survived the regime. He assumed this was the case since the abbot mentioned no one else—not her mother, Channara. He dared not ask. His heart quaked at the name alone.

Again, the bell rings, as his recollections swell. It was the end of June when he’d finally decided to write. It is now September, and he has received no word from her. Still, he convinces himself it is only a matter of time before he faces her and confesses, before he looks into her eyes. And only then, only when he sees himself through her, will he know pain worse than any he experienced in Slak Daek. She will be his scourge, her loathing his final and lasting suffering.

The Old Musician turns his face from the dark corners of his cottage toward a patch of gray light filtering through the burlap curtaining his doorway. Even with his eyes closed, he can always feel light, its source and temperament. Its design on his skin, if it intends to soothe or hurt, warm or scorch.

In Slak Daek, blindfolded with a black cloth, he was often taken from his cell in the middle of the night and shoved across the grassless quadrangle to the interrogation room. Though he couldn’t see, he would always know the moment he stepped from the natural light of the night cast by the stars or the moon into the fluorescent glare of his torturers’ chamber.

The bell issues its final call. The monks have begun their morning chant. In their plaintive incantation on the meaning of existence, the Old Musician hears again and again the allusion to misery and pain. This cycle to which we are bound . . . spinning in perpetual ignorance and strife . . . In a little while, alms bowls in hands, they will leave the temple and walk the streets barefoot, pausing in front of a house or shop to receive a family’s first proffering of cooked rice and vegetables, food they will bring back to share with him and those who have sought refuge here. We, who cling and desire . . . their voices thick, viscous like balm . . . we, who attach ourselves to this earthly realm, with all its ills and illusions, we cannot escape the wheel of samsara, the ceaseless rotation . . . Yet, he finds life unbearably kind to him. After all that he destroyed and violated, the sun still rises and offers him its light and colors, the rain still falls and refills his clay cistern, and these monks who intone life to be an inescapable circle of sorrow still see fit to give him food and shelter to ease his suffering. How is it that he, who had such low regard for the sanctity of human life, has lived this long, the charity of old age doled out to him?

He stands up from his bamboo bed and, with one arm stretched out before him, lifts the burlap partition. He steps out into the morning, his eyes open now, and though he can barely make out the rows of monks chanting in the prayer hall, their saffron robes made more brilliant by the sunrise, he knows that their harmonized chanting will give his day solace.

Above him, the wind sweeps through the trees, shaking loose the night’s residual rain, and he hears the drops hitting the bamboo trough attached to his cottage in an almost pentatonic succession. Or has she—his daughter, the lute in whose voice she now speaks—called out to him?


What can the author of the letter tell her that he couldn’t or wouldn’t say from a distance? There has to be more to his shared history with her father than those instruments. He didn’t reveal his name, only the curious signature, Lokta Pleng at Wat Nagara—“the Old Musician at Nagara Temple”—at the bottom of the page, in a shaky, barely legible scrawl that contrasted with the neat, careful handwriting of the body of the letter, as if he’d grown old and tired in the course of composing it.

“Yes, we’re going home,” the old couple in the seats next to her echo back and forth, squeezing each other’s hand.

Home. They use the word so easily, savoring its single syllable like the taste of palm sugar remembered from long ago.

Amara, in her final days, wasn’t so clear about where she wanted to be. I’d like to reincarnate here, she’d said in a moment of clarity between the morphine injections given to alleviate her pain. Here, in Minnesota, where snow covers and erases everything. Where the seasons forgive all our wrongs. Then later, in another moment, she cried out in anguish, Take me back, Teera. I want to be with the others. Let me die in Srok Khmer. This, of course, wasn’t possible. A mere three months after she’d been diagnosed with the cancer, Amara took her last breath. There was barely time to find a funeral home, let alone make arrangements to return to their homeland.

At Wat Minnesotaram, where Teera has left the rest of Amara’s ashes in an urn, her aunt can slip back and forth between one existence and another. She imagines Amara’s ghost sitting in the prayer hall now, calm and collected in death as she’d been in life, neither accepting nor denying her passing but observing with her keen eye the irony of geography—that borrowed landscape of snowy winters and cornfields in which their tropical dream rose from a modest farmhouse into a glittering reality, a sanctuary of gold spires and ornately carved columns, safe from the threats of war and revolution.

Teera leans her head back and closes her eyes. She should’ve never set foot on the plane. Now there’s no changing her mind.

Slak Daek, the Old Musician had written in his letter. How long were he and her father in that chamber of torture together? What were their crimes? What had they done—been accused of? She’s read enough to know that out of the thousands of mass grave sites discovered across Cambodia, most were located at or close to the Khmer Rouge security prisons. In Kompong Thom Province alone, which the Old Musician mentioned in his letter as the location of Slak Daek, nearly twenty mass grave sites have been surveyed and are believed to contain the remains of more than 120,000 victims. In Kompong Cham, where Teera and the rest of her family finally ended up after their expulsion from Phnom Penh, sixty-one mass grave sites have been found, with close to 180,000 victims.

In her obsession, her search to understand, Teera will read everything she can get her hands on, the latest findings, and when she comes across a photograph of the remains of the dead, always she wonders if some piece of her family is among the skulls and bones captured in the image. Often she’ll gaze at a fractured cranium, look into the hollows of eye sockets, with the unease that it’s not the living, the survivors, but the dead who bear witness, their vision unabated, reaching across time, seeing the violence committed, now and again, their warning unheard. Unheeded.

Tightness fills the small space between her brows. Teera pinches her skin to release it. When she opens her eyes again, the low ceiling of the aircraft cabin tilts left and right, and she feels herself whirling in confusion. How much did her father suffer? How did he die? Did they shoot him from behind? Was he allowed to run? Or did they tie his hands and ankles? There were other ways to destroy a person, she remembers. Other methods more effective, more efficient. In his final moments, did her father think of the family? Of her? Or was his killer’s face the last he remembered?

She doesn’t know why she bothers with such useless queries. They’re like holes in a moth-eaten mat, and when she peers into them, they lead only to greater voids.

Teera feels a hand on her arm. She looks up and sees the flight attendant smiling at her. The young woman reminds her to bring her seat to an upright position. The plane has begun its descent into Phnom Penh International Airport. Around her, the Cambodians chatter away in anticipation of the landing. She is suddenly aware that sweat is trickling down the sides of her face. She wipes it away with the base of her palm. She turns toward the window.

A terrain of slender sugar palms and straw huts comes into view, desolate and scarred, the earth a deep saffron color. For some reason, maybe because of the Angkor advertisement she came across earlier, Teera expects to see more green, to be greeted by a lush tropical landscape of coconuts and teaks, emerald rice paddies, lakes and ponds filled with lotus and water lily, rivers embroidered with winged sampans and palm canoes with prows like beaks of birds. Instead, what lies below resembles a battleground, pockmarked by dark-water holes and bomb-crater-like gashes. A fractured geography.

What can it tell her? What lies beneath those patches of gray and brown? What secrets does this wounded earth hold for her that she doesn’t already know? Does it conceal in its crevices her father’s dying scream, his shattered ideals and dreams, evidence of his alleged crime, the possibility of his redemption, as well as her own?

The plane dips left, dropping in altitude. The city comes into sharper focus. “That’s Phnom Penh?” someone says, evidently disappointed. “It looks like . . . like nothing.”

The city slips in and out of vision in the framed perspective of the small window. It’s nothing like what Teera has come to expect of a city. Even from this bird’s-eye view, it looks more like a rural town than the capital of a country. Her eyes scan the city’s topography, looking for the golden temples and red-tile roofs from the 1960s National Geographic features she pored over time and again as a university student, scouring for evidence of her history, the fragments of her home and family. All she discerns now is architectural incongruity, the remnants of prewar edifices patched together with newer, grayer blocks.

The plane tilts right, and Teera catches the glints of a gold-painted rooftop in the distance along a river. Could it be the Royal Palace? And the river—is it the Tonle Sap?

Images of the old Phnom Penh suddenly flood her mind—the layered steeple of the Independence Monument rising out of its circular foundation like the mauve flame of an immense candle; Wat Phnom shimmering in the afternoon sun; the palace grounds dotted with glittering halls and carved pavilions, resembling, she always thought when she was little, a celestial city; the Tonle Sap River brimming with monsoon rains.

The plane swoops down, then touches ground with a light bump. Teera’s heart skips a beat. Next to her, the old woman weeps. “We’re home,” she tells her husband, taking his hand, and he, in return, cups his over hers, fighting back the tears rimming his eyes, his chin trembling.
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““An affecting novel filled with sorrow and

a tender

, poignant optimism.” —USA4 Today
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