
It is a human thing that when you have a car you want to show off. 
And it is precisely because of this car that they gave me the nickname, 
"the goddamn rich man of the new era." My wife and children were 
truly happy: a car to drive like the best of them! 

But by the end of 1990 the money was gone, my wife was sick, and 
the car had broken down. Health gone, peace of mind gone, and no 
money to boot! I decided to sell the car. Since I needed the money 
quickly, I sold the car for five domlong, losing two domlong. I usetl most 
of the money for the medical bills; the rest went for family expenses. 

By the time New Year's rolled by in 1991, the economic situation 
was beginning to bubble and boil. A playboy type came by offering to 
buy my apartment. This time the offer was thirty domlong. I decided to 
sell. Wealth again! I went out with my wife and got a fifteen-domlong 
apartment. With the money left over, we bought a piece of land just 
east of the city. It was great! Having bought the land, there was enough 
money to buy a car, too! Every Sunday I would go with my wife and the 

kids to look at the land. 
As luck would have it, one of the suburbanites there got the mis

taken idea that I was a rich businessman. Suddenly, at the end of 1991, 
the lid blew off of things, and the guy said I had bought land that 
belonged to him. He would not allow it. Well, since the other guy was 
higher up than me, and I was afraid, also, because I heard he had con
nections in even higher places, I surrendered pretty quickly-losing the. 
match before I'd even entered the ring. 

My wife cried a lot at that time, as though she were in great pain. 
She consoled me, saying, "Oh, sweetheart, don't be angry about fate: 
don't complain about what has been allotted in life. Don't struggle with 
a piece ofrock; you'll only end up wounding yourself." 

I did at least get two domlong out of the settlement. In the end, I 
decided to sell that last apartment, too, for twenty-five domlong. This 
is as far as I can go, I thought to myself-the only course left for me is 
to buy land in the country so I will have the means of earning a living. 

My wife and I decided that she and the kids would go live in a 
wood house on a medium-sized piece of farmland. We sold the car to 

meet the needs of my wife, and especially, of the kids, who were bigger 

by now. 
So this is my story-from living in a stone house with brick 

columns on its own plot of land, I progressed to a spacious apartment. 
And from there I moved on to a small, rather crowded apartment. 
Finally, I ended up in the sticks enjoying the fresh air. 

I do know, though, that it's not just me, a poor policeman, who has 
a story like this. I suspect there are others who've received the nickname 
"a goddamn rich man of the new era," because of experiences like my 
own. 

1991 
Translated by John Marston and Kheang Un 

Mey Son Sotheary 

"My Sister" 

Mey Son Sotheary, born in 1977, lives in Phnom Penh, where she 
works at Channel 3, TV Broadcasting of Phnom Penh City. In 1993,. 
she started to contribute her short fiction to the daily newspaper Reas
mey Kampuchea, which has the largest number of subscribers in Cam
bodia. Her interest in women's social problems is reflected in "My Sis
ter." The main protagonist, San, is a young man with two sisters who 
has moved from a rural area into the city life ofPhnom Penh. 

The sometimes unfortunate fate of rural migrants seeking a better 
life in the city is a common theme for many Southeast Asian writers. 
The tension between urban and rural cultures is also seen in Alfred A. 
Yuson's "The Music Child" (the Philippines) and Shahnon Ahmad's 
"Delirium" (Malaysia). Stories about prostitutes are common among 
modern Southeast Asian writers, unless that subject is censored. 

It was already 7 P.M. We'd been strolling happily along the boulevards 
of Phnom Penh, my younger sister Mourn and I, oblivious to time. 
Nightlife in the big city especially intrigued me. Modern cars were 
parked around big restaurants frequented by fashionably dressed cus
tomers. We were overwhelmed by it all. 

I must confess that I'm from the countryside. My village is in Prey 
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Veng province. When my parents were alive, my dad worked for the 
provincial office of cultural affairs and my mother was a respected · 
seamstress. Due to their efforts, we three children had an easy life. 
When my elder sister finished high school, a relative took her to con
tinue her studies in Phnom Penh. 

In Prey Veng, my younger sister Mourn and I had just finished junior 
high school when our parents died. We would have to quit school with
out their financial support. Fortunately, Elder Sister insisted on lour edu
cation and gave us money for school whenever she came to visit. Per
sonally, I was delighted with the chance to continue my studies. 

Elder Sister often told us about her Phnom Penh job working for a 
foreign investment firm. With such a good job she could finance our 
high-school education, so I felt motivated and never neglected my 
schoolwork. My dream was to graduate from high school, then to con
tinue my education at any university in Phnom Penh. Finally, I passed 
the entrance exam for the Literature Faculty at the Royal University of 
Phnom Penh and Mourn passed the exam for the Faculty of Law, thus 
fulfilling her own dream. 

We moved to our aunt and uncle's home in Phnom Penh to prepare 
for the new school year at the university. Elder Sister explained why she 
couldn't live there. She was very busy with company business, working 
long hours on site, so she stayed in company housing. After all, she 
explained, our relative's house wasn't near her company. If she stayed 
with us, she would waste a lot of time commuting. 

Elder Sister only came to visit us on the weekends. I remember how 
the three of us were so happy then. She'd become a big city girl, the way 
she talked and acted. What I completely adored about her was the 
financial support. She made our lives so easy. 

It was still exciting to stroll along the streets of Phnom Penh at night. 
One evening, Mourn and I were out fairly late when I remembered I'd 
better take her back home. I worried about our aunt, who probably 
would be waiting up for us. I called to my younger sister, and we 
walked toward my motorcycle parked nearby. It was a gift from Elder 
Sister so we would have some transportation to school. Just as I 
approached it, I noticed a group of bargirls across the street. Wearing 
heavy makeup, those ladies of the night were arriving and departing on 
motorbike-taxis in front of a bar, gaily laughing and teasing each other. 
I turned to look at Mourn. She was frowning at those girls. 

I said, "Mourn. Don't look at them!" 

,}She glanced away. Later, on the motorcycle, she asked: "San! Why 
"there so many girls like that in Phnom Penh?" 

<c; !knew that Mourn wanted to talk about those prostitutes. 
,; "It's the city. You'd better ignore it. It's like that in the city ..." 
' Mourn was silent. When we arrived home, I went to bed exhausted 
) obsessed with the image of those bargirls. It's right, what Mourn 

~aid, that kind of girl creates a bad impression, one that slowly destroys 
E.lambodian values and tradition. I don't understand them, I thought. 
. hat I do know is that kind of business is a big mistake for Cambodian 

girls. Even if they say it's for survival, that kind of work is still com
pletely wrong. They could clean floors, or wash noodle dishes, or sell 
xegetables. They could survive that way too. But that's my idea; those 
.girls don't think like me. Anyway, I'd better forget it and get some 
.:sleep. I need my energy to study so I won't disappoint Elder Sister, who 
is working so hard to support me. 

· A whole year passed before I found out about it. 
By then I'd grown used to city life. I'd been studying foreign Ian-. 

guages at a private school where I did well. This encouraged me to 
study even harder in anticipation that after graduation I could work for 
a foreign company. That would enable me to help Elder Sister finan
cially. She still provided everything, so I never worried about the money 
required for my education, and my academic performance continued to 
improve. 

Soon my fluency in several foreign languages enabled me to get a 
job in radio broadcasting. I translated foreign news and received quite 
a good salary for it. I was very happy and satisfied with this job 
although it meant I wouldn't finish my university studies. This job gave 
me hope that I would be able to support myself in the future. Now I 
could use part of my salary to help my older sister Keo pay for our 
younger sister's education. 

It was the last night of the month when I found out. We had just 
been paid. Some of my friends and I went to a party at a restaurant. We 
had a grand time there until about 9 P.M., when we decided to go home. 
I walked along with one of my friends who had become quite drunk. 

I chided him, "Hey, come on! All of us are fine except you!" 
While my friends were getting their vehicles, I walked him over to 

mine. My drunken friend murmured, "Hey, San, look at that girl! She's 
really neat! Too bad she's already in somebody else's car. I'd pay any- · 
thing for her!" 



I was really disgusted with his nonsense, such inconsiderate talk 
about those ladies of the night. I laughed uncomfortably and looked at 
the girl he'd admired as she got into a car across the street. I chided him 

again. 
"Such a guy, aren't you! Whenever you get drunk, you say any

thing. Let me take you home." 
My friend kept mumbling, "San! She's so beautiful. Wow!" 
I was really bored with him now. Since I had to steady him a~ he 

walked ahead, I just glanced surreptitiously at the bargirl. I was 
stunned when she turned her face toward me. Why did she look like my 
sister? 

I immediately dropped my friend and rushed across the street 
through a path of oncoming vehicles. When I got there, I noticed she 
had turned to look at me in astonishment. I was shocked, feeling I'd 
received a death sentence. It was my sister, definitely my sister. I stood 
silently under her sad gaze. Then I saw two men pulling her hand so 
she'd get into their car. They drove off leaving me standing there alone. 
I couldn't even cry. 

I went back home in grief. I felt both betrayed and terribly insulted. 
My aunt was watching TV in the living room when I arrived. I didn't 
speak to her but went directly to my room. I passed Moum's room 
where she was writing something. This distressed me even more and 
then I noticed she was wearing the necklace Elder Sister had just given 
her last week. I was pondering whether to tell Mourn what I'd seen 
when she noticed me and stopped writing. 

"San! Why so late? Did you have dinner yet?" 
I tried to remain calm. The truth would devastate her. I entered my 

room, slammed the door and took off my shirt, throwing it on the bed. 
I just wanted to take a shower and to forget everything I'd previously 
seen. But that horrible scene appeared every time I closed my eyes. Why 
my sister? Why had she chosen such a stupid path? Turning, I noticed 
the computer she'd purchased for my studies. I knocked it off the desk 
in a rage. It broke with a loud crash on the floor. I was obsessed with 
the scene of my sister being pulled into some car. I kicked the computer 
hard so it rolled across the tile floor. 

My uncle, aunt, and sister opened the door to my room. They looked 
at me with amazement. I sat down on the bed, tears streaming down my 
face like I was a little child. Mourn noticed and approached me. 

"San! What's the matter with you? What's wrong, San?" she asked 
in a choked voice. 

I wanted to answer but didn't know what to say. Crying, I shook 
my head childishly. This was the worst moment of my entire life. I felt 
so hurt. I didn't understand how my sister could let herself be so 
degraded like that. 

Having spent a sleepless night, the next morning I went to the liv
ing room exhausted. Gloomily, I sat down on the sofa, picked up the 
newspaper, and started to read. Then Mourn appeared. 

"Aren't you going to work?'' 
"No," I murmured. 

Next I heard Moum's happy voice as the front door opened. 
"Keo! Don't you work today?" 

I knew my elder sister would come. I suddenly blew up when I 
heard her quietly say: "Mourn, here's some food. Eat, then go to 
school!" 

I got up from the sofa and saw the food from Elder Sister in 
Moum's hand. I rushed to grab it, then hurled the snacks on the floor 
shouting: "Stop bringing that filthy stuff!" ' 

Mourn looked at me incredulously. I glanced at Elder Sister's dis
heartened face as she stood in the doorway. She pushed the door. 
closed, not wanting anyone outside the house to hear. 

"Look at you!" I said. "How cheap you are. What a role model for 
our younger sister!" I was suffering and out of control. Right or wrong 
had no meaning. I just had to scold her. But suddenly Mourn cut me 
short. 

"San! Don't do that to Keo." 

I looked at Mourn and angrily told her to shut up: "From now you 
don't take anything from her, understand! If you need something, tell 
me. Stop usmg her indecent money. You hear me?" 

I saw her hesitate. My elder sister looked down and started to 
gather the snacks scattered around the floor. Mourn sat down to help 
her. I pulled her hand shouting, "Go to school, now!" 

Mourn jerked free of my grasp and angrily started to walk out 
while loudly shouting: "Don't be so unreasonable! What about your 
rudeness to Keo?" 

Frowning, I retorted: "So go ahead. Ask her what kind of work she 
does." 

Mo.um answered bravely, "Whatever she does, she's still our sister. 
You've no right to despise her!" 

I was so mad. I turned and pointed at Elder Sister, who was still 
gathering the scattered food. 



"Say it; say it now! Tell her what you've been doing. Are you good 
enough to be our sister?" 

Mourn furiously yelled at me: "San! Be careful. If you keep this up, 
I'll tell aunt and uncle when they get home from work. Don't be so 

unreasonable!'' 
I was still angry. Then Elder Sister slowly stood up and carefully 

articulated each word: "All right. I'll tell you if you want me to." 
I turned away when I heard her sobbing. 
"I am an indecent bargirl. Not only that, I sell my body. I have sex 

with anyone who pays me well." 
Before Keo had finished speaking, Mourn was leaning dejectedly 

against the wall, her eyes wide with astonishment. I knew this would be 

devastating. 
Elder Sister continued speaking: "I know how much this hurts you. 

But both of you should realize I'm the one who hurts the most. Brother 
works for a famous company and younger sister studies law with a 
bright future ahead of her. But I understand. From now on don't regard 
me as your sister. Even if by chance we meet along the road somewhere, 
let's pretend not to know each other. Okay? I'll just discard these 
snacks. From now on, I won't dare buy anything for you since I've lost 

the right to be your sister." 
I was looking at the plastic bag full of snacks my elder sister had 

just thrown into the trash. She turned and left. I forced back my tears 
since I didn't want to cry while Mourn was sobbing. 

Night arrived. I was sitting at a bar angrily drinking beer when a pros
titute approached me. I told her to sit down then gave her ten dollars. 
Seeing her delighted smile, I decided to ask some questions. 

"Can I ask you something?" 
She laughed and answered: "I'm sitting here for you to ask, darling. 

For ten dollars you can ask a lot." 
I was clueless about her values. Feeling awful, I asked her: "Why do 

you do this kind of work?" 
She laughed cynically while waving the ten-dollar bill. I understood 

so I asked the next question. 
"For money, huh? Is this the only way you can get money? With so 

many decent jobs available, why not find one?" 
She blushed and then forced a smile. 
"I'm not educated; I have no skills. What can I do? Even if I found 

another job, the most I could make is thirty or forty dollars a month." 
I felt irritated and thought of Keo. I asked her again: "Why do you 

1 need so much money? It's true you'll earn just a small salary with an 
.'. unskilled job, but it's enough for one person to survive." 
1L. Now she seemed angry and answered rudely: "Right. I can survive, 

just me by myself. What about you? Do you survive just for yourself 
;and that's it? I have brothers and sisters, and they have to go to school. 

How can I pay for their education? You just want them to be illiterate 
; and then get a job like me? Young man, why don't you just go back 
·. home and ask all your sisters if there is a woman happy being a bar

girl." 
I was appalled at her demeanor as she switching from calling me 

. '.'darling" to "young man." Now I felt embarrassed, 

. That night my uncle and aunt were waiting up for me when I 
iarrived home. My uncle spoke as soon as I entered the house. 
· "It's so late. Where have you been?" 

I answered with the usual response: "My friends invited me to a 
,:,:,,party." 

He spoke louder. "You're an adult now, uh? You work, get a 
·· salary, and spend it on dancing and drinking almost every night. I'm 
·.· becoming increasingly annoyed with you." 

I remained silent. Actually, I couldn't comprehend the reason for 
uncle's anger. Then my aunt spoke. 

"I heard that you scolded Elder Sister Keo. Is that right?" 
When she reminded me about Keo, I glanced down at the floor and 

said nothing. Then my aunt, approaching me with fiery eyes, said: "Are 
you an animal or a human being? You have a job and a good salary. 
You dare to bum around and then despise your sister, uh?" 

I answered her without admitting anything: "Aunt, do you know 
what Keo does in public?" 

She replied, eyes filled with tears: "I know! But just think. Don't you 
realize whom she prostitutes herself for? Is she some goddess with mag
ical powers to conjure money for you to spend frivolously? Could you 
and Mourn have financed your university education alone? Could you 
have acquired the money to procure the necessary training needed for 
your great broadcasting job without her doing this? I don't think so." 

I finally realized what Keo had done for Mourn and me. The depth 
of her sacrifice shocked me, but I was still stubbornly insistent. 

"You already knew about this? Our family used to have a good 
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reputation. Everyone loved us, got along with us. Why didn't_ you sto; 
her? Don't you know Mourn and I don't want her domg this for us. 
Don't you realize how much we suffer from this shame?" 

She continued loudly: "You suffer! Don't I suffer? Doesn't Keo suf
fer? I couldn't get the money you needed for school. But your sister ... 
she wanted you to study so you could have a great future. Do I have the 
right to stop her? You are her brother and sister. She does this for you, 
and then you say she's wrong. Please ask the bargirls around town if 
they have any problems. Do you think they are carefree? Did you ever 
hear Keo grumbling about her problems when she gave you money to 

spend heedlessly?" . 
Irritated, I walked to my room and slammed the door. I noticed the 

broken computer lying in the corner. I slowly sat down next to 1t, 
touching it gently, then felt some incipient emotion. In sorrow I remem
bered the day she had purchased this computer for me. She had brought 
it over with a beautiful smile and asked if it made me happy. I didn't 
realize what she'd had to do to buy it. Why did I get so angry yesterday 

and break it? 
Actually, my aunt is right. Whatever Keo did was for us. She didn't 

do anything wrong. I was the brute who dared to scold her. 
I remembered the bag of snacks she had brought for us yesterday as 

she had done for many years. I pondered why, only yesterday, I 
demanded she throw them in the trash, and then I decided to find her. 

I know self-forgiveness will be difficult. I just feel compelled to find 
her, to let her know she's a great person regardless of that profession. 
She is still noble, I still respect her. One day I hope to find Keo, to beg 
forgiveness for my cruelty. If I don't succeed, I may blame myself for-

ever. 
1995 

Translation by Tomoko Okada, Vuth Reth, and Teri Shaffer Yamada 

Indonesia 

Indonesia is a culturally and linguistically complex archipelago of 
around seventeen thousand islands. Because of its lucrative spice 
trade, Indonesia attracted Hindu, Buddhist, and Muslim traders, 

who subsequently influenced the traditional literature of the islands. 
Europeans also became interested in the spice trade beginning in the late 
fifteenth century. In 1602, Dutch traders formed the United East India 
Company (VOC), which gradually colonized the area. Under Dutch 
rule, a system that suppressed free speech was legislated through the 
"Haatzai artikelen" (Hate articles). These articles, used to justify politi
cal surveillance, also enabled the colonial regime to monitor and control 
intellectual life. Post-independence governments have maintained this 
pattern of censorship, seriously affecting some modern writers. 

In the twentieth century the modern Indonesian short story devel
oped along with the proliferation of printing presses and public educa
tion. Support for modern literature came with the establishment of the 
Bureau for Popular Literature in 1908, and by the 1920s, the "New 

. Writers"-mostly modern, educated writers in Minangkabau (west-
central Sumatra)-had created a new style of socially critical literature. 
Advocates of a national language-bahasa Indonesia-emerged in 
1928 as writers working for independence. 

Literary activity exploring identity and changing value systems 
developed alongside growing nationalism until 1942. Japan stifled this 
development when it terminated Dutch colonial rule in Indonesia dur
ing World War IL Writing literature during this grim period was 

.• diffi~ult, as the romanticism and idealism of the previous era faded into 
'cynical realism and anarchism. After Japan's surrender, the nationalists 
Sukarno and Mohammad Hatta proclaimed Indonesian independence 
on 17 August 194 5 but would fight Dutch troops for independence 
until 1949. 

The late 1940s and 1950s saw intense nationalism in Indonesia. 
Jhe concise and trenchant style of the writers some critics refer to as the 
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