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Amy Bitterman

ou must understand that in a hot climate having a desk near 
the fans was key. Only the valued clerks at the Ministry 
stayed cool. Growing up, I’d never even seen a fan. There 

was no electricity in my home village. Status was established by a 
slight bend in the knees or nod of the head, except on holidays, when 
elders wore bracelets up and down their arms and polyester robes 
smuggled in from Thailand.

The big mahouts at the Ministry of Public Works in Yangon 
displayed their trinkets all year long. The higher-ups rewarded 
them with special paperweights so the fans wouldn’t blow their 
papers across the room. Kyaba and I had started at the same time, 
but his desk was already covered with “Greetings from Hong Kong 
Disney” and trilobite fossils encased in plastic, while mine was a 
blank expanse of cheap plywood. 

Back in our home village, the edge was mine. Kyaba had a 
ZD\� ZLWK� ERRNV� DQG� JLUOV�� EXW� ,� KDG� D� ZD\� ZLWK� ¿JKWLQJ� FRFNV��
Most people put their money on the biggest bird, but I knew that 
the measure of a winner was the size of his fear. The big birds 
ZHUH�SUHHQHUV��RYHUFRQ¿GHQW�DQG�SURXG��7KH\�SOD\HG�WR�WKH�FURZG��
clawing the ground and strutting to the clink of the coins piling up 
QH[W�WR�WKHLU�RZQHUV��$�VXFNHU¶V�EHW��DOO�ÀDVK�DQG�GD]]OH��,�DOZD\V�
put my money on the small, wiry birds twitching with terror.

Round and round. The contenders kept their eyes on each other 
as they circled the ring, each waiting for the other to look away for an 
instant. Some ancient memory buried in their tiny bird brains urged 
WKHP�WR�À\��EXW�QR�PDWWHU�KRZ�PDQ\�WLPHV�WKH\�ÀDSSHG�WKHLU�ZLQJV��
they couldn’t get off the ground. Just peck. And squawk. Round and 
URXQG�XQWLO�WKH�¿UVW�VWULNH��7KH�ELJ�RQHV�ZHQW�IRU�WKH�EUHDVW��GUDZLQJ�
ORWV�RI�EORRG��EXW�LQÀLFWLQJ�PLQRU�GDPDJH��7KH�VPDOO�RQHV�ZHQW�IRU�
the eyes. Sightless, the losers went crazy, stupidly exposing their 
necks as they tried to get their bearings. 

Y
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,�PDGH�HQRXJK�PRQH\�RQ�WKH�FRFN¿JKWV�WR�EX\�D�SODFH�DW�WKH�
government school while Kyaba had to resort to a merit scholarship. 
But he soon advanced beyond me.

***

2QH�HYHQLQJ��,�VQXFN�RYHU�WR�.\DED¶V�GHVN�DQG�UDQ�P\�¿QJHUV�
over a purple and white striped paperweight that I’d been eyeing for 
weeks. The whir of the fan was so loud I didn’t hear him coming 
until he was right beside me. 

“Smooth as a virgin’s bottom,” Kyaba whispered. “Don’t 
worry, old boy, you’ll have some stones of your own in a few years.”

Despite his occasional assurances, no one was more surprised 
than Kyaba when the Assistant Sub-Secretary sent for me.

“What would the higher-ups want with you?” was his only 
comment that sweltering afternoon. 

I shrugged my way past him to the waiting car. The Assistant 
Sub-Secretary’s Cadillac was long, sleek and black, a giant water 
beetle on four wheels. The driver was leaning against the hood, 
SLFNLQJ� DW� KLV� ¿QJHUQDLOV�� +LV� FDS� ZDV� ORZHUHG� RYHU� KLV� H\HV� WR�
block the noon sun. When he saw me, he jumped up and opened 
the back door. I hesitated.  When I considered what the higher-ups 
might want with me, nothing good came to mind. My thoughts 
ÀDSSHG� DURXQG� OLNH� D� ¿VK� RQ� GU\� ODQG�� 6XGGHQ� GLVDSSHDUDQFHV�
weren’t unusual, but they were usually reserved for show-offs and 
troublemakers. In my dishwater gray, second-hand shirt and longyi, 
I was indistinguishable from any number of other low-level clerks. 
True, I dabbled in the black market, but who didn’t?  If they took 
care of everyone who made an occasional illegal trade, the city 
would have been a ghost town.

The driver shifted his weight from foot to foot, but I was too 
frightened to move. I bit my lower lip to keep it from quivering. 
After a few minutes, he cocked his head in the direction of Scott’s 
market. Following the driver’s lead, I turned around. When my back 
IDFHG�KLV�IURQW��KH�UHDFKHG�RYHU�DQG�JDYH�PH�D�¿UP�SXVK��,�ORVW�P\�
balance and landed on my side, stretched across the back seat. 

Everything inside the Cadillac was dark and cool. It had a full 
bar stocked with foreign names—Dewar’s, Drambuie, Jim Beam. I 
released the breath I’d been holding. They would never have sent 
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such a nice car for a routine arrest. 
The streets of Yangon were empty except for a few mutts 

scrounging for garbage. By noon, the vendors who whacked their 
curious snouts were inside lunching, and the boys who chased 
them for sport were inside napping. Except for the dogs and the 
dust, everything was still. Beyond the city limits, we drove past the 
villages that lined the shores of the Irrawaddy River. The memory 
RI�HQGOHVV�DIWHUQRRQV�EHQW�RYHU�VWHDPLQJ��VQDNH�LQIHVWHG�ULFH�¿HOGV�
dampened my armpits and darkened my collar. Despite years of 
living in the city, I still had nightmares of waddling through the 
paddies, vipers coiled around my ankles. In my dreams, I would 
WU\�WR�QLS�WKHLU�KHDGV�RII��EXW�WKH\�DOZD\V�PDQDJHG�WR�ELWH�PH�¿UVW��
I’d scream and punch the air until one of the other lodgers in my 
dormitory nudged me awake.

“Is the AC too strong, sir?” the driver asked when he saw me 
rubbing my arms.

“No,” I answered, gripping the edge of the seat to control my 
shivering. 

After an hour or so, the bumpy, unpaved road became smooth 
and even. I could smell the tar beneath me. The fumes made me 
dizzy. It was like smoking an expensive foreign cigarette, the kind 
my boss passed out when the new regime took power. Cheroots were 
OLNH�SXI¿QJ�RQ�DLU��EXW�IRUHLJQ�FLJDUHWWHV�ZHQW�VWUDLJKW�WR�\RXU�KHDG��
And they didn’t leave bits of dried leaf all over your tongue and lips. 

We parked in front of a high wall covered in creeping vines. 
Patches of stone were just visible behind purple bougainvillea and 
orange hibiscus. I followed the driver to a courtyard covered with 
a yellow awning that kept in the cooled air that was blown from 
corner to corner by ground fans. Pebbles and dust and paper circled 
my ankles. The courtyard led to an old colonial building that had 
been initiated into use during the British occupation. As soon as I 
walked through the entrance, a small middle-aged man with a face 
like a dried lemon began questioning me. 

“Name?”
“Sumac.”
“Sumac, Sumac, Sumac,” the receptionist repeated as he ran 

KLV�KDQG�GRZQ�WKH�FROXPQV�RI�KLV�OHGJHU��7KH�HQG�RI�KLV�LQGH[�¿QJHU�
was covered in a rubber tip that reminded me of the condoms Kyaba 
pulled out of his desk every time he had an appointment with his 
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girlfriend. 
“Can’t be too careful, old boy,” he’d say, slapping my back so 

hard I’d lose my balance. Smug bastard. Women were a two-three 
paperweight worry and my desktop was as bare as a monkey’s ass. 
The only thing I had to be careful about was keeping my noise down 
so my fellow lodgers wouldn’t notice my self-abuse on the nights I 
was especially lonely. 

7KH�$�6�6�¶� RI¿FH� ZDV� GDUN�� ZRRG� SDQHOLQJ� OLQHG� WKH� ZDOOV�
IURP�ÀRRU�WR�FHLOLQJ��³7HDN�´�KH�VDLG��VSUHDGLQJ�KLV�DUPV�ZLGH�OLNH�
D�NLQJ¿VKHU�DERXW�WR�WDNH�ÀLJKW��³7KH�UHDO�WKLQJ��7KH�JRRG�VWXII��,W¶V�
important to keep one or two nice things back from export.”  

He was shorter than I expected. And younger. His hair was 
close-cropped, like a monk’s. Round, thin-rimmed sunglasses 
IUDPHG�KLV�IDFH��7KH\�VD\�WKH�H\HV�DUH�UHÀHFWLRQV�RI�WKH�VRXO��:KHQ�
I tried to look into the A.S.S.’ soul, all I saw were tiny versions of 
myself swimming in a black sea.

“Have a seat, Sumac.”
I looked around: our new leader staring down from the wall, 

his smile spread across his face like a blanket; a mantel clock 
held up by a gold woman whose breasts were perfect shiny round 
SDSHUZHLJKWV�� RXU� ÀDJ� VWDQGLQJ� LQ� WKH� FRUQHU�� LWV� IULQJHG� HGJHV�
dancing to the whistle of the fan. No chairs. 

,�VDW�RQ�WKH�ÀRRU��7KH�IUHH]LQJ�PDUEOH�DWH�LWV�ZD\�WKURXJK�P\�
thin longyi and made me shiver. I shifted my bottom from side to 
side to avoid the cold.

“You’ve probably guessed why you’re here.”
“No, sir.”  
³7KH�SODJXH��6XPDF��7KH�À\�HSLGHPLF�´
I’m ashamed to admit that until that moment I hadn’t realized 

there was a crisis. Flies were a fact of life in our warm climate. 
They circled the carcasses that dangled in the meat stalls and the 
rosewater nuggets laid out in the sweet shops. They hovered over 
the dusty streets and the pilgrims at the Shwe Dagon shrine. When 
the sun sent us to bed in the middle of the day, they landed on our 
sweaty limbs and faces and rubbed their sticky legs clean.

“We need men like you to help us. Your supervisor tells me that 
\RXU�GHVN�LV�DOZD\V�VXUURXQGHG�E\�GHDG�ÀLHV�´

It was true. Blown by the fan or attracted by the heat, there 
ZHUH�DOZD\V�ÀLHV�FLUFOLQJ�P\�FRUQHU�RI�WKH�RI¿FH��,¶G�OHDUQHG�KRZ�
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WR�ÀLFN�WKHP�RXW�RI�WKH�DLU�ZLWK�D�UROOHG�XS�QHZVSDSHU������
“It won’t be easy, Sumac. The little bastards reproduce like, 

ZHOO�� OLNH�ÀLHV��$QG� LW¶V� JHWWLQJ�ZRUVH��:H¶YH� GRQH� VWXGLHV�� WKHLU�
QXPEHUV�KDYH�ULVHQ�VLJQL¿FDQWO\�LQ�WKH�ODVW�WZR�PRQWKV�´

%HLQJ�VXPPHU��WKH�WHPSHUDWXUH�KDG�DOVR�ULVHQ�VLJQL¿FDQWO\�LQ�
the last two months, but I knew enough about protocol to keep my 
mouth shut until it was my turn to speak.

“It’s an embarrassment, Sumac, an embarrassment. Flies are 
for backward places. They may have been appropriate for the old 
RUGHU�� EXW� WKH\�À\� LQ� WKH� IDFH� RI� WKH� SURJUHVV�ZH¶YH�PDGH�XQGHU�
WKH�QHZ�JRYHUQPHQW��7KH\�VPDFN�RI�IRUHLJQ�LQÀXHQFH��2XU�SHRSOH�
are innately clean. Look at the paintings from the great temples at 
%DJDQ��1RW�D�VLQJOH�À\��*RGV��JRGGHVVHV�� MDFN�IUXLW��EDQ\DQV��EXW�
QRW�D�VLQJOH�À\��+RZ�FDQ�ZH�H[SHFW�WRXULVWV�WR�ÀRFN�KHUH�ZKLOH�WKHVH�
pests have free use of our beaches?  How can we take our place 
DPRQJ�WKH�JUHDW�QDWLRQV�ZLWK�ÀLHV�EX]]LQJ�LQ�RXU�JXWWHUV�DQG�WRLOHWV�
and food?”

I shifted my weight to wake up my numbed bottom. A fresh 
blast of cold marble made me shiver.

“I’m glad to see you appreciate the seriousness of the situation, 
Sumac.”  

+H�XQUROOHG�D�PDS�RI�<DQJRQ�RQ�WKH�ÀRRU�DQG�VWDPSHG�KLV�IRRW�
on an area that included my lodgings, the Ministry of Public Works 
and the Sule Pagoda. “We’ve assigned you the third sector. Your 
equipment will arrive by the end of the week. Three hundred pounds 
RI�SHVWLFLGH��IRXU�KXQGUHG�À\�VZDWWHUV��DQG�WZHQW\�EDQQHUV�FDUU\LQJ�
WKH�RI¿FLDO�VORJDQ�RI�WKH�FDPSDLJQ���‘Mobilize the People to Build a 
Flyless Country.’��2XU�LPPHGLDWH�JRDO�LV�WKUHH�ÀLHV�IRU�HYHU\�¿IWHHQ�
rooms. Take no prisoners, Sumac. Any family or business caught 
ZLWK� H[WUD� ÀLHV� PXVW� EH� ¿QHG�� 7KHUH� ZLOO� DOVR� EH� LQFHQWLYHV�� RI�
FRXUVH��<RX�FDWFK�PRUH�ÀLHV�ZLWK�KRQH\�WKDQ�YLQHJDU��VR�WR�VSHDN�´��
He paused to laugh at his own joke; I was quick to join in. 

“Contests, prizes, citations for the families with the most dead 
ÀLHV��<RX¶OO� WKLQN�RI�VRPHWKLQJ�´� �+H�GLVPLVVHG�PH�ZLWK�D�ZDYH��
On my way out, the security guard handed me a sky-blue glass 
SDSHUZHLJKW��0\�¿UVW�

***
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:KHQ�,�UHWXUQHG�WR�WKH�RI¿FH�DIWHU�P\�PHHWLQJ�ZLWK�WKH�$�6�6���
my desk was two places closer to the fans. Within weeks, I was 
wearing long sleeves to work. Paperweights covered my desk. Some 
were polished stones. Some were souvenirs of places I’d never been. 
The New York skyline held my statistics in place. The Egyptian 
3\UDPLGV�UHVWHG�RQ�WRS�RI�P\�LQ�ER[��0\�IDYRULWH�ZDV�D�À\�WUDSSHG�
in amber, a gift from my friend Kyaba.

“Sumac, old boy, put in a good word for me.”
“Naturally, old chap,” I answered, slapping his back so hard I 

lost my balance. I made a note to speak to the A.S.S. about Kyaba. 
Provided it was my turn to speak.  

I began slowly. Pesticides were distributed on Sundays with 
instructions for daily use at sunrise. The spray spread a fog over our 
mornings that lasted until noon. Kyaba and a few others complained 
that the chemicals clouded their vision, but I could see past them 
now. 

I organized bands of schoolchildren into swatting brigades 
and offered citations for the class that had the most dead pests. I 
OHW�.\DED�GR�WKH�¿UVW�FRXQW��%\�WKH�HQG�RI�WKH�¿UVW�PRQWK��KH�KDG�D�
winner:  

“Class 3B, level 2, fourth quadrant, Rangoon.”
I decided that Kyaba’s mistake was unintentional. After all, the 

new government’s new names for our cities were recent changes and 
Kyaba had a very bad memory. I gently reminded him that we no 
longer used the old colonial geography.

“Yangon, not Rangoon.” 
“Yangon,” he repeated after me.
His results put me in an awkward position. A victory for 

schoolchildren in such a poor section of the city wouldn’t please 
anyone who counted. Only low-class sorts lived there, mostly 
descendants of Indian immigrants. The place bred laziness and was 
overrun with cow and dog shit. 

³7KH�IRXUWK�TXDGUDQW�LV�¿OWK\�´�,�VDLG��³'LG�\RX�WDNH�WKDW�LQWR�
account?”

“No.” 
“All that garbage gives them an unfair advantage. We’ll have 

to subtract a percentage from their total to balance things.”  
After making allowances for the fourth quadrant’s unfair 

advantages, I determined that Class A2 of level 1, second quadrant 
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KDG� WKH�KLJKHVW�GHDG�À\�FRXQW��7KH�$VVLVWDQW�6XE�6HFUHWDU\¶V� VRQ�
proudly accepted the citation on behalf of his classmates.

***

%\�VXPPHU¶V�HQG��À\�GHQVLW\�KDG�GURSSHG�WZHQW\�SHUFHQW��EXW�,�
GLGQ¶W�KDYH�WLPH�WR�HQMR\�WKH�JRRG�QHZV��7KH�FRFN�¿JKWV�KDG�WDXJKW�
me that the best players never let down their guard. As quickly as 
he’d promoted me, the A.S.S. could demote me. Or worse, now that 
,¶G� FRPH� WR� KLV� DWWHQWLRQ��:KHQ� D�¿JKWLQJ� FRFN� ORVW� KLV� HGJH�� KH�
landed in the soup. 

Paperweights had made me a heavyweight. I had my own 
place. My new apartment had running water. And privacy. Women 
ZHUH�QRZ�D�SRVVLELOLW\��.\DED¶V�JLUOIULHQG�ZDV�WKH�¿UVW�

“In all the time we’ve been at the Ministry, you’ve never 
mentioned a girl,” he said one afternoon when we were working on 
designing some new banners.

“It wasn’t for lack of offers,” I lied. “The dormitory had very 
strict rules.”

“Must have been rough for a virile fellow like yourself. If you 
want, I can introduce you to someone. Daw Myo is a nice girl, very 
willing. And she knows what’s what.”

“But she’s your girlfriend.”
“With anyone else I might mind, but we grew up together, 

we’re practically brothers.”
“If you’re sure.”
“Wouldn’t have suggested it otherwise. Maybe the next time 

you see the Assistant Sub-Secretary . . . “
“I’ll put in a good word,” I said, slapping Kyaba’s back so hard 

he doubled over.
Daw Myo wasn’t especially young or pretty, but she was 

experienced. She refused to take it when I offered, so I drank enough 
cashew liquor for both of us. 

Hiking her skirt over her hips, she stretched out on my bed and 
stared at the ceiling. My cock, which had always been so dependable 
when I was alone, refused to rise. I straddled Daw Myo and prayed 
for enlightenment, but nothing came. My hesitation gave me away.

“A virgin,” she said. “Just my luck.”  She sat up, unknotted the 
longyi wrapped around my waist and put her lips around my prick. 
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Her mouth was warm and soft. She gently caressed me until I could 
hardly breathe. When I let out a moan, she made a face.

³8JK�´�VKH�VDLG��³<RX�VWLQN�RI�FDVKHZ�OLTXRU��1R�ZRQGHU�\RX�
couldn’t get it up.”

I pushed her back on the bed and thrust my hips toward hers. 
Like a blinded rooster, my bewildered cock kept moving around 
without any sense of direction.

“All right my little archer,” she said, after three or four tries, 
“I’ll direct your arrow, but when I say so, pull it out.”

The scratchy roughness of her cheap cotton skirt gave way to 
buttermilk softness.

“Relax.”
I tightened. Then a net wove around me, shutting off sound and 

light. I was beyond instruction.
“Now,” Daw Myo screamed, but I wasn’t ready.   
“Get off me, you bastard,” she said. As she struggled to get out 

from under me, she dug her nails into my chest, leaving thin trails of 
blood. Finally, she managed to push me off her.

,�ODQGHG�RQ�WKH�ÀRRU��'DZ�0\R�UDQ�WR�WKH�VLQN�DW�WKH�RWKHU�HQG�
of the room and washed me off her crotch and thighs. 

“Are you deaf, or just dumb?” she screamed. “Do you know 
what will happen to me if I get pregnant?”

The break in her voice made me feel sorry for her. I massaged 
her neck and shoulders to calm her down. As she relaxed beneath my 
¿QJHUV��,�VWLIIHQHG�DJDLQ�EHORZ�WKH�ZDLVW��,�IHOW�D�VXGGHQ�WHQGHUQHVV�
for the woman who had given me so much pleasure. When I rubbed 
against her bottom to show my gratitude, she pulled away.

“Are you crazy?” she shrieked.
“Don’t you want to?”
“I only came here because Kyaba asked me. Do you really 

think I wanted to fuck you?”
Her vulgarity made me wince. After she left, I began to wonder 

about Kyaba’s motives. Maybe the loan wasn’t interest-free. I 
considered the possible damage. What if Daw Myo told Kyaba what 
had happened?  I would lose my authority at work. A sudden image 
of my inferiors laughing about my long delayed loss of virginity 
made me queasy. I crawled into bed and held a cold towel over my 
forehead. The edges of the sky were already starting to gray by the 
WLPH�,�¿QDOO\�IHOO�DVOHHS�
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***

I avoided Kyaba for the next few days. By the end of the week, 
however, desire overcame judgment. Ever since our encounter, I tried 
to picture Daw Myo’s face and body when I exerted myself at night, 
EXW� ,� FRXOGQ¶W� UHFDSWXUH� KHU�PRLVW��ZDUP�PRXWK� DQG� GHIW� ¿QJHUV��
Despite her rudeness, I knew that she must have felt something for 
me. Her tough exterior only hid the softness inside, like the hard 
shell of the durian fruit. 

Since Kyaba gave nothing away, I had to raise the subject 
myself.

“How is Daw Myo, old boy?”
“Fine,” he answered without raising his head from his 

documents.   
“Does she, um, ask about me?” 
“No,” he answered, still stamping papers, even though his 

mark had run out of ink. 
,�ZDV�VXUH�WKDW�.\DED�ZDV�O\LQJ��0\�WKRXJKWV�ZHUH�FRQ¿UPHG�

WKH�QH[W�ZHHN�ZKHQ�,�VDZ�'DZ�0\R�ZDLWLQJ�RXWVLGH�WKH�RI¿FH��7KH�
moment I recognized her, the documents on my desk became a blur. 
I stared at the same words over and over without reading them. 

“Sumac, what are you doing by the window?” Kyaba asked 
DIWHU�WKH�¿IWK�RU�VL[WK�WLPH�,�ZDONHG�DZD\�IURP�P\�GHVN��

If she had given me some warning, we could have arranged 
a less awkward place to meet. I didn’t want to hurt my old friend, 
especially since he’d been the one to introduce me to Daw Myo.

“Checking the weather,” I lied. “I feel rain in my bones.” 
“The monsoons aren’t due for months.”
I lowered my head as I passed under the New Leader’s smile 

beaming from the wall. Thinking about Daw Myo made me warm. 
The brown powder she wore on her cheeks to protect her face from 
the sun burnished my skin. My moist hands smudged the papers in 
front of me. At six o’clock precisely, I clicked my briefcase shut and 
ran downstairs, two steps at a time. 

By the time I stepped outside, Daw Myo and Kyaba were 
already halfway down the street. Watching her sashay down the 
block, hips swaying like a palm frond in a storm, I remembered how 
vulgar she was. Good enough for a country bumpkin like Kyaba, but 
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not suitable for a man in charge of a major government program. I 
promised myself that when pest density decreased another two or 
three points, I would treat myself to something young and pretty. A 
ten-twelve paperweight girl.

***

%\�PLG�IDOO��À\�GHQVLW\�KDG�GURSSHG�DQRWKHU�IRXU�SRLQWV��EXW�,�
had no time for women. It was simple. As quickly as the Assistant 
Sub-Secretary had raised me up, he could shoot me down. I didn’t 
KDYH�WR�ORRN�DQ\�IDUWKHU�WKDQ�P\�RZQ�RI¿FH��,Q�D�IHZ�VKRUW�PRQWKV��
Kyaba had been relegated to the back of the room. Even the new 
recruits ignored him. He could have disappeared altogether without 
anyone noticing.

There weren’t enough hours in the day for everything I had 
to do. Weekly statistics from each district had to be collected and 
tallied. I had to account for every rise and fall on the graphs, no 
matter how minute. After work, I had to attend regular meetings 
with the A.S.S. The sun set earlier now and it was usually dark by 
WKH�WLPH�,�UHDFKHG�KLV�RI¿FH��'ULYLQJ�DW�QLJKW�ZDV�D�QHUYH�UDFNLQJ�
business. Since there were so few lights, I couldn’t see the bumps 
on the road that that jerked me from one end of the back seat to the 
other. Still, there were weeks when those drives back and forth were 
the only rest I had. Sometimes I even managed a short nap between 
potholes.

Since the A.S.S. kept his shades on at all times, his hands 
ZHUH�WKH�RQO\�FOXHV�WR�KLV�PRRG��+LV�¿QJHUV�GUXPPHG�FRQWLQXDOO\�
on his mahogany desk. If he was pleased, he tapped out a relaxed, 
syncopated rhythm. If the news was bad, he pounded the wood 
with the heel of his palm. During one particularly tense meeting, he 
slammed his hand down so hard, I could see a bruise starting. 

“Foreign press,” he shouted. “Foreign pigs. Instead of helping 
the world understand our Great Leader, they condemn him. They 
sniff around for failure like dogs hunting for a fuck. Bastards are so 
sure they know what’s best for everyone else. But look at Malaysia; 
they make money there without elections. Compare that with the 
sub-continent. So the Indians get to scratch a mark on a piece of 
paper every few years. Big deal. Which economy would you rather 
have?”

        CHiCAgoQuARtERLYREViEw
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“Malaysia’s, sir.”  I realized I’d answered a rhetorical question 
when the drumming stopped.   

“You know what you get with democracy?” he said after an 
eternity.

This time I knew enough to keep silent.
“I asked you a question, Sumac.”
“Loose behavior, sir.”  My voice hovered between a question 

and an answer, unsure where to land. 
³$QDUFK\��6XPDF��$QG�DQDUFK\� OHDGV� WR�¿OWK�� DQG�¿OWK� OHDGV�

to…”  He paused for a moment as if he’d lost his train of thought.
“Flies, sir?”
“Exactly.”
The next day, I hired a professional painter to make poster-size 

versions of the latest statistics to spur the others to work harder. 
The numbers stared down at me like giant accusations. The only 
JRRG�QHZV�ZDV� WKDW� WKH�À\� SRSXODWLRQ�ZDV� VWHDGLO\� GHFUHDVLQJ�� ,�
UHPLQGHG�P\VHOI�WKDW�WKH�¿JXUHV�VKRZHG�WKDW�WKH�$�6�6�¶�JRDO�ZDV�DW�
least theoretically possible. Multiplying and dividing for hours at a 
stretch, I tried to calculate how long it would take to make his theory 
D�UHDOLW\��1RW�VLQFH�P\�FRFN¿JKWLQJ�GD\V�KDG�,�IHOW�VXFK�D�FRPPDQG�
RI�WKH�RGGV��2QO\�WKLV�ZDV�¿QHU��EHFDXVH�,�ZDV�EHWWLQJ�IRU�WKH�ZKROH�
nation.

Since electricity was a luxury, I worked that night by the light 
RI�NHURVHQH�WLQV��7KH�FUDFNOH�RI�WKH�¿UH�SOD\HG�D�GXHW�ZLWK�WKH�UXPEOH�
in my stomach. I remembered that I’d forgotten to eat dinner. Or was 
it breakfast and lunch?  When I wrapped my hands around my waist, 
P\�¿QJHUV�DOPRVW�PHW��,�KDGQ¶W�EHHQ�VR�WKLQ�VLQFH�P\�FROOHJH�GD\V�

I lowered my head to make out the tiny numbers on the 
spreadsheets in front of me. When my nose struck the desk, my 
head sprang back. My eyes widened as I watched one of the ceiling 
shadows solidify into the Assistant Sub-Secretary. His sunglasses 
fractured into dozens of tiny facets. Light bounced off every one of 
KLV�QHZ�H\HV��ÀRRGLQJ�WKH�URRP��:KHQ�,�FORVHG�P\�H\HV�� WKH�VXQ�
came out. Fog rose off the steaming paddies. Pigs grunted in my 
ears. Mosquitoes circled my head. While I worked, the rice stalks 
multiplied. For each one I picked, two shot up. Somewhere a cock 
crowed. Then the crow turned into a high-pitched shriek. Blood 
gurgled in the rooster’s throat.

The next thing I knew, it was morning and Kyaba was lifting 
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PH�RII�WKH�ÀRRU�DQG�EUXVKLQJ�WKH�GLUW�RII�P\�ORQJ\L��
“You’ve been working too hard, Sumac. You should take a 

break.”
“Now is hardly the time to rest,” I croaked. Exhausted as I was, 

I hadn’t lost my ability to think fast. I positioned myself to kill two 
birds with one stone:  I could keep Kyaba occupied outside of the 
RI¿FH�DQG�VSHHG�XS�WKH�SURJUDP�DW�WKH�VDPH�WLPH��³,¶P�SXWWLQJ�\RX�
in charge of the next phase,” I said. “Pesticides are to be distributed 
four times a week with instructions for use at sunrise and sunset.”  

A few months later, Kyaba showed up at my desk with a 
worried look on his face and a bunch of rumpled papers in his hands. 
His usually immaculate appearance was marred by a stain on his 
shirt and three-day gristle on his cheeks. 

“I think we should go back to the original spraying program,” 
he said. “I keep getting reports about strange births. Calves with 
shrunken limbs and heads. Piglets without ears or tails. Puppies with 
no eyes.”

“Nature isn’t perfect, Kyaba.”
“I’ve received complaints about the water supply as well. It’s 

possible that the pesticides are leaching into the ground water.”  He 
held down his bad news while I searched for a paperweight. 

I have to confess that I hadn’t anticipated the depth of Kyaba’s 
jealousy and I was shocked that he would put the program at risk 
just to hurt me. Fortunately, his strike missed its mark. There have 
always been freak births. As for the water, I drank it every day and 
LW�WDVWHG�¿QH�WR�PH��%HWWHU�HYHQ�

***

)LYH�PRQWKV�LQWR�WKH�SURJUDP��ZH�ZHUH�VWLOO�DYHUDJLQJ�¿YH�ÀLHV�
SHU�¿IWHHQ�URRPV��6WXGLHV�VKRZHG�WKH�JUHDWHVW�FRQFHQWUDWLRQV�RI�WKH�
enemy population in the sweet and meat stalls. Close observation 
of their habits indicated a fondness for sticky substances. Blood, 
honey, sweetmeats. I shut down the candy and butcher shops. There 
were complaints; people were used to the traditional diet. “They 
have to be re-educated,” the A.S.S. told me. My workload doubled, 
but I was sure my new banners would brighten up the gloomy feel 
of the empty market:

Sugar is the Drug of the Backward
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Meat Feeds Counter Productivity
I carefully chose the designs and colors. Lots of cheerful 

purples and greens. 
As an added bonus, shutting down the meat stalls took care 

of the pariah dog problem in my sector. The stronger mutts went 
WR� RWKHU� TXDUWHUV� WR�¿QG� VFUDSV�� WKH� ROG� DQG� ODPH�RQHV�ZHDNHQHG�
and died. I organized squads of schoolchildren to collect the bodies. 
:H�LPSURYLVHG�D�VSHFLDO�KROLGD\�IRU�WKH�ERQ¿UHV��+RXVHZLYHV�WLHG�
EULJKWO\�FRORUHG�ULEERQV�DURXQG�WKHLU�À\�VZDWWHUV��2UDQJH�DQG�SLQN�
and blue snaked in and out of the gray smoke. Some of the women 
strung beads on the ribbons. The click of plastic on plastic drowned 
RXW�WKH�KLVV�RI�WKH�ÀDPHV��

When I returned to the Ministry of Public Works that afternoon, 
the results of the latest poll were on my desk. Density was down to 
WZR�ÀLHV�IRU�HYHU\�¿IWHHQ�URRPV���%XR\HG�E\�P\�VXFFHVV��,�GHFLGHG�
to give Kyaba another chance. On my way home that night, I stopped 
off at his place to share the good news.

³-XVW� WKLQN�� WKH�¿UVW� À\OHVV� FRXQWU\��(YHQ� WKH�8�6�� KDV�ÀLHV��
(YHQ�(XURSH�KDV�ÀLHV�´

“That’s wonderful, Sumac.”  His words were congratulatory, 
EXW� KH� VSRNH� LQ� D� ÀDW�� VOXJJLVK� YRLFH�� DV� LI� KH� ZHUH� GHOLEHUDWHO\�
trying to diminish my achievement. 

As he poured me a beer, I noticed that Kyaba looked thinner. 
Paler. I could see his jugular throbbing in his neck.

“Feeling all right, old chap?”
“It’s nothing.”
“Glad to hear it.”
³,W¶V�MXVW�WKDW�WKLQJV�KDYH�EHHQ�GLI¿FXOW�VLQFH�WKH�SURKLELWLRQ�RQ�

sweet shops. Daw Myo’s people make most of their money raising 
honeybees.”

Not a word of gratitude for all I’d done for him. “We’ve all had 
to do our part,” I said calmly, careful to keep my disgust out of my 
voice. 

“We could really use the extra income. We’re planning to get 
married.”

I looked up from my glass.   
³<RX¶UH�VSLOOLQJ�\RXU�EHHU�´�.\DED�VDLG��SRLQWLQJ�DW�WKH�ÀRRU��

EXW�,�NQHZ�IURP�P\�FRFN�¿JKWLQJ�GD\V�QRW�WR�WDNH�P\�H\HV�RII�KLP��
“She’s pregnant, you see.”



22  

I took a deep breath. The air was thick with Kyaba’s sweat. 
“It’s getting late,” I said.

Kyaba stood in front of the door. 
“Perhaps you’ll consider reopening the food stalls. The new 

regulations have been very hard on the vendors, and everyone 
misses the traditional foods.”

I tried to push him out of my way. Falling to his knees, he 
locked his arms around my legs as if I were the village headman 
and his case was before me. When I shook him off, he lowered his 
face to the ground and placed his twitching hands on either side of 
his head. I stepped over him and walked out. A frightened man is 
a dangerous man; it pained me to admit it, but I knew I had to do 
something about my former friend. 

***

One morning, four weeks after Kyaba’s disappearance, I 
UHFHLYHG�D�UHSRUW�FRQ¿UPLQJ�WKDW�À\�GHQVLW\�ZDV�GRZQ�E\�DQRWKHU�
forty percent!  I could hardly believe it. I gripped the sides of my 
new mahogany desk to steady my shaking hands. The others were 
bent over their work like so many cranes diving for dinner. Clearly, 
they hadn’t heard the news. I stood up and clapped two of my 
paperweights together until they looked up.

“Good news, everyone,” I began. “Wonderful news.”  Being a 
sporting fellow, I decided to make a game of it. “Can anyone guess 
what it is?”

The only response was the squeak of a fan that needed oiling.
³*R� RQ�´� ,� VDLG��ZDYLQJ� WKH� UHSRUW� RYHU�P\� KHDG�� ³8�7KLQ��

what’s the best possible news you can imagine?”
“We’re all getting raises, sir?”
I shook my head.
“Another vacation day?”
“Wrong again.”
“I’ve got it, sir,” one of the new boys shouted. His bright eyes 

and enthusiasm reminded me of me. I was sure this fellow would 
guess right. “Go ahead,” I urged.

“The Ministry has decided to re-open the sweet stalls,” he 
answered.

Someone at the back of the room began to applaud. Then the 
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others started whistling and stomping their feet.
“Wrong!” I screamed. I stood on a chair close to the wall and 

SRXQGHG�P\�¿VW�DFURVV�D�GLDJUDP�VKRZLQJ�WKH�SURMHFWHG�VWDJHV�RI�
our campaign. “Fly density is down forty percent!”

In the silence that followed, the whirr of the fans sounded like 
a giant swarm of insects. I was more determined than ever to crush 
the little bastards.

Staring at the dull, pasty faces of my so-called assistants, 
I remembered how I’d had to prod and push them. How they 
procrastinated and stalled every time I sent out a new directive. 
Idiots, I thought, I’m surrounded by idiots. Or worse. Recalling 
Kyaba’s efforts to sabotage my work, I realized that I’d made a 
mistake telling my subordinates about our advances. They’d use it 
as another opportunity to undermine me by slacking off. In future, I 
would keep important news to myself. 

“Get back to work,” I instructed, stepping off the chair. I put 
the poll results on my desk, lifted my favorite paperweight and 
slammed it on the report. The sun shone clear through the purple and 
ZKLWH� VWULSHG�JODVV��5XEELQJ�P\�¿QJHUV�RYHU� WKH� VPRRWK� VXUIDFH��
I resolved to discuss the inappropriate response of my underlings 
with the A.S.S. at our next meeting. Just as soon as it was my turn 
to speak. �


