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incidents either are the creation of the author’s imagination or 
not and any resemblance to actual persons living or dead, events 
or locales may not be purely coincidental.

The translation from the French version was done by S.Au, 
Audrey Boddington, Julie McLaughlin and Amy Bourny.
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Arakan

With each step she took, she sank further into the mud. She 
could then feel, from the tips of her toes, the little shoots that 
would soon bloom into a fine green carpet covering the path. 
She was bent from age and the heavy weight of the bamboo on 
her back. The water, dripping from her cargo, slid down her 
back. The dark shawl wrapped around her head was soaked 
and, resembling a helmet, entirely covered her grey hair. The 
elderly woman advanced slowly. Unsticking her feet from the 
mud one after the other. Forging ahead at a calm and constant 
pace. From afar, it appeared as if a large bundle of bamboo was 
moving of its own volition, bit by bit, creeping towards the 
huge pile lying on the edge of the rice paddy. The sky was grey, 
almost black, and one could only guess whether it was morning 
or evening.

A little further on, beside the road, a hut sat on six large 
posts, deeply buried in the soft earth. The stilts elevated the 
small shelter above the reach of the sudden rising water during 
the height of the monsoons. Beneath the hut, large flat rocks 
covered the mud to create a somewhat dry space to store 
firewood and tools. Above, the dwelling was covered with a 
thick blanket of palm leaves that stopped the rain and sent 
it streaming off to the sides. The walls were made of woven 
bamboo slats. The bamboo braiding was wide, permitting 
the light to pass through. The loose weaving of the walls was 
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sufficiently fine to block the rain but wide enough to let the 
wind pass through, making windows unnecessary. The hut 
had two rooms separated by a simple bamboo partition. One 
room for eating and one for sleeping. The floor was also made 
of bamboo, but a sturdier bamboo that had been tightly laid to 
prevent rodents and snakes from slipping in during the night. 
In the second room, not visible from the exterior, a few mats 
were rolled in the corner. Two dirty mosquito nets hung from 
the ceiling. They were tied at mid height to make space during 
the day. A small metal trunk, rusted on all sides, held the family 
belongings: a few toiletries, a stack of well-worn clothing, a roll 
of bills in an elastic band, and a tired leather bag that protected 
a handful of photos and precious identification documents. 
A small Koran in Arabic sat at the bottom of the trunk, pages 
stuck together by the humidity, still unread. It was all they had. 
Still, they had neither more nor less than the families who lived 
in the neighbouring village. And it was enough. As long as 
there was enough rice and no sickness. 

The old woman slowly approached the imposing stack 
of bamboo. She would soon be able to unload her burden. 
And begin again. This would be the sixth time this morning. 
And the rain hadn’t stopped, sometimes pouring violently 
or, as now, coming down in a steady drizzle. During this 
season, sometimes it rained an entire week without a moment 
of respite. The old woman was accustomed to living in the 
wetness. Clothing no longer dried. Every day, she had to don 
still-wet clothes and go out in the rain, walk through the 
viscous mud, and resume the previous day’s chores. Until the 
monsoons finally stopped. It was her daily life and she had 
done the same job for countless seasons, never complaining.
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Her son and her three grandchildren worked a little further 
on, in the rice paddy, turning over clods of thick soil to shore 
up the dikes. Their tank tops stuck to their bodies, the dark 
mud that was soaked into the fabric blended with the color 
of their skin. Once the dikes were secured, they could plant, 
transplanting the shoots of rice that, bunched together in their 
small nursery beds, now made green stains along the edges of 
the field. 

A metallic roar suddenly overwhelmed the monotone 
murmuring of the rain. In unison, the four planters stood up 
straight, legs apart and feet firmly sunken in the mud. The 
noise roared again, and a dark green truck appeared, jolting 
down the village road. An old Burmese army truck, with a 
dented fender and no front bumper. The tires were so bald that 
the wheels had little traction on the wet earth and the vehicle 
slid every ten metres or so, each time coughing up a dirty black 
cloud. The men in the rice paddy did not move. They waited, 
watchful.

The bundle of bamboo, further down the road, continued 
on, neither speeding up nor slowing down, as if the old lady 
had not heard the sound of the motor. She advanced towards 
the road, one heavy step after the other.

The truck stopped, the motor still running, grumbling 
ominously. The peasants in the rice field remained immobile. 
Their stares were frozen. Their eyes were fixed on the menacing 
machine that settled its huge gloomy headlights on their 
house. Nothing moved, except the load of bamboo continuing 
its approach from the road at the same slow pace. Finally 
the motor stopped. The rain resumed its low murmur. The 
sweeping windshield wipers continued to diligently clean the 
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front window of the truck. But nothing could be seen inside the 
cabin, as if it were empty.

Nothing happened for a long moment. Nothing to 
accompany the back-and-forth pulsing of the windshield 
wipers. The old wipers still couldn’t make the window 
sufficiently clear to see if something was behind them. 
Someone who was watching from the cabin.

Nothing moved in the field either. The four soaked men 
were still frozen like statues, legs planted deeply in the dirt. 

Finally, the cabin door opened with a creak. Then the 
tarpaulin that hid the taillight lifted. Six soldiers jumped 
from the back of the truck. Helmeted. Each one with a gun. 
Strangely, they were not wearing boots but plastic flip flops.

The soldiers positioned themselves in front of the hut on 
stilts. From a distance, they watched the peasants, who had 
suddenly started to move, approaching with slow strides across 
the wet rice field, like clay golems. The father was first. His 
three sons followed, slightly behind. The peasants alternated 
their gaze between the approaching bamboo bundle and 
soldiers who now stood immobile and seemed to be waiting for 
them. 

Both extreme nervousness and disbelief could be read in 
the eyes of the soldiers. Normally, these people fled at their 
arrival, but not today. What was happening? Why were they not 
following the normal script? 

Finally an officer came out of the cabin. He wore a cap, and 
gold chevrons on his shoulders. He was a stocky man, about  
fifty-years-old. He had a long vertical scar under his left eye, 
giving him a permanently sad expression. He yelled an order 
in Burmese. Two helmeted soldiers put down their guns and 
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advanced towards the hut. The four muddy statues continued 
to approach, still with long slow strides.

The soldiers grabbed the long hook that usually could be 
found outside all the houses in Burma. It was obligatory to own 
one, by law. The long hook was intended to tear down the palm 
shingles during a fire. Removing the palms by tearing them 
to the ground was the most effective way to stop the spread 
of fire. The precious palms were assembled in overlapping 
thatches covering the roofs. It was the most expensive part 
of the construction of the house, at least if good quality was 
important. And here in North Arakan, good quality was 
needed to counter the constant rain, so as not to be soaked 
during the night. 

The first shingle made a heavy thud as it crashed to the 
ground. Two infantrymen pulled their loot towards the back 
of the truck. The light rain continued to spray a somber veil 
through the air. 

In the rice paddy, the four men had started to run from 
the moment the first palm fronds, heavy with water, had 
hit the ground. They were now only twenty metres or so 
from the soldiers. The oldest son, the largest as well, was 
the first to arrive. He picked up a long beveled bamboo stick 
and continued to advance towards the group of soldiers, 
menacingly.

A rifle was raised, put into play. The father screamed. A 
hoarse, guttural bark. Short and icy. The world froze again. 
Only the rain continued to fall, as if nothing existed beyond 
the water rolling down their faces. A long moment passed. No 
one moved. Tight masks, completely still, faced each other. 
Then the officer with the scar spoke rapidly in Burmese to the 
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soldiers, who had all cocked their rifles. Two long staccato 
sentences which momentarily eased the tension. But no one 
dared move. The young man, armed with his sharpened 
pole, continued to defy the soldier, who continued in his 
turn to threaten him with his rifle. They were face-to-face, 
five meters apart. He was a young soldier, about the same age 
as the peasant he was facing, the peasant who was perhaps 
going to rush and pierce him with his long pole. It would then 
be necessary to shoot. And one could sense that the young 
soldier did not come to kill. He was not ready. He hesitated. 
He would have liked to be somewhere else, far away. In his 
hometown, near the capital Yangon, more than five hundred 
kilometres away. Three days on unpaved roads. And now he 
was in the middle of nowhere, in this lost hole where no sane 
person would want to go. He had enlisted recently. Like many 
other young people in his village, his family was unable to pay 
his school fees. Army enlistment was the only way to avoid 
becoming a burden to his family. That or shaving his head 
bald and becoming a monk. He chose the dark green of the 
uniform, and the life far from his friends. His brother chose the 
saffron red of the monk’s robes and was meditating somewhere 
near Mandalay, learning by heart the Buddha’s precepts. His 
family was happy, having produced a soldier and a monk. It 
was a good balance and they had fulfilled both their civic and 
spiritual duties. When their son left for North Arakan, they 
had reassured him as much as they were able, in congratulating 
him for going to protect the border. But the young recruit had 
sensed behind the words of his parents that they were secretly 
sorry for him. And relieved too, because, although bad luck 
had thus fallen on one member of the family, the others no 
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longer were at risk. The young soldier would have still liked 
to be somewhere close to Yangon, or even Mandalay or Bago, 
among the Bamars, the original inhabitants of Burma. Not 
here, far away from everything, in a hostile environment, facing 
savages who would gladly slaughter him if they had the chance. 
The glimmer of hate that he saw in the peasant’s eyes started 
to panic him. The young soldier had a pit in his stomach. He 
didn’t want to kill. Not today. Also, it was Wednesday, and he 
had made a vow not to commit violent acts on Wednesdays. It 
was his day of birth, a sacred day for him. But he knew if the 
other man took one more step, he would be able to pull the 
trigger. To protect himself. Out of fear.

A strange piercing voice suddenly rose behind them. 
Attention was suddenly focused on another target. It was a 
small nasal voice speaking quickly in a language full of choppy 
words that crackled like hail on a tin roof. The old woman, 
scarf wet on her head, had just slid between the soldiers and 
planted herself in front of their leader. She was at least twenty 
centimetres shorter than him, but she looked at him severely. 
Her frowning face and the noises from her throat seemed to 
reprimand him. As if he were a child who had committed a 
serious offense. The officer, bareheaded, stared at her in horror 
and surprise. Respect for the elderly was absolute in Burma. An 
elderly person could not be contradicted. Even less so in public. 
It wasn’t possible. But here, in this situation, with these people, 
what was to be done? The old lady continued to scold him 
rapidly in a language he didn’t understand. The Burmese did 
not speak ‘Bengali’. Absolutely not. It was the language of the 
Kalars, dark Muslims who lived on the other side of the border, 
in Bangladesh. It was also the language of the Rohingyas, the 
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refugees who had settled on this stretch of land and whom 
nobody wanted. Those who had no rights on Burmese soil. 
Even if they claimed they did. They had to stay within the 
confines of their villages until a solution for them could be 
found. This family had built its lousy hut beyond the authorized 
limits. This could not be tolerated. Otherwise they would claim 
the fields a bit further on, and then further and further, and 
finally, the entire country. If they wanted to continue staying, 
they only had to obey. Or else go to Iran or Afghanistan!

The old woman continued to babble incoherently. The 
father took another step. He had come out of the rice field 
and had one foot on the road. He glared at the Burmese 
officer with eyes filled with a barely contained anger. It would 
be a true explosion of violence. The leader of the Burmese 
soldiers understood that if he were to make a hostile move in 
the direction of the little old woman who scolded him, this 
man would be at his throat in an instant. Bullets would not 
stop them, they would not be fast enough. The three others 
would leap as well, like angry dogs. Even the youngest had 
this murderous hatred in his eyes. The officer calculated the 
various options before him for a moment. He could have them 
all killed. Easy. But then there would be an inquest. This was 
standard procedure when death was involved, and always 
bothersome. There would be stacks of paper to fill out and 
embarrassing questions to answer in front of a commission. 
But he would get away with it easily. They were attacked; it 
was self-defense. Period. Nobody would doubt their version 
of events. No risk on that side. No, this was not what stopped 
him from the order to fire. It was more the knowledge that he, 
and undoubtedly one or two of his men, would be physically 
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attacked and undoubtedly injured before they could stop 
their bestial attack. And he hadn’t come to exchange blows. It 
was said that one day, one of these savages, with three bullets 
in his body, still had the strength to rip a soldier’s ear off with 
his teeth. They had to bash his head in with the butt of a rifle 
before he let go. And even with his head crushed in, they 
couldn’t find the ear. He had surely swallowed it! The Burmese 
officer did not intend to suffer the same fate. Especially with 
this rainfall and all the vermin that must be covering their 
dark and dirty skin. A simple scratch would get infected. He 
had already encountered similar situations. You had to be very 
careful when you came in contact with them. 

Thus the officer made his choice. He was going to let this 
family of parasites live. This time. And there would be no 
damage in either camp. He threw his head back and shouted 
a brief order. The soldiers slowly retreated towards the truck, 
keeping their weapons aimed at the four men who glared at 
them, ferally. They climbed into the back as a group. Relieved. 
The engine was already running. The rear door slammed. The 
officer was already in his seat. Through the window, he stared 
for a long moment at the young man who had dared threaten 
one of his men. His gaze was like a silent promise. He would 
come back. He would find an opportunity to trap him. It was 
only a question of time. So, he slowly dragged his index finger 
across his throat, a sign that the peasants understood perfectly.

The gearbox creaked three times, then the heavy vehicle, 
enveloped in a cloud of black smoke, moved away towards the 
nearest village. In search of easier prey. The father was now 
next to the old woman. They spoke at length, quickly. Still 
ignoring the light rain that continued to fall. They seemed to 
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be disagreeing over something important. Then the old woman 
stopped speaking and shook her head heavily, lips pursed. 
They then turned to the oldest child. The one who had almost, 
stupidly, gotten himself killed by the Burmese soldiers. The 
father walked to him and put his hand on his shoulder. His 
voice was heavy, as if he was about to utter a condemnation. 
“Arun, come with me! We need to talk.” The young man 
nodded. He understood. He followed his father with eyes 
downcast, saying nothing. 
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Tameema the 
storyteller

Old Tameema remained motionless for a moment, lost in her 
thoughts. Then she made her decision and headed towards 
their house of bamboo and wet palms. The two youngest boys 
had already repaired the bamboo thatches that the soldiers 
had tried to steal. The day was not yet done for the two boys 
and they had already returned to the rice paddy. There was 
still some time before nightfall. For the old woman, however, it 
was enough. It was time she returned to pray. She prayed while 
the father spoke with young Arun, telling him what they had 
decided. She of course prayed to their God, not the false god of 
the Burmese. She thought about the fourth boy, Habuzu. The 
eldest, repudiated by the family. Or, more precisely, forgotten, 
especially by his father, who wanted to hear nothing further 
about him. Still, he hadn’t converted to Buddhism, at least to 
their knowledge, even if Tameema had her doubts. No, he had 
not converted; it wasn’t possible. But, he had run away with a 
Buddhist girl. They ran away together because the girl had 
refused to convert. How would they live together? They fled 
together to the Burmese delta and made a living as crabbers, 
as far as she knew. Tameema would have liked to have news, 
especially because it was rumoured that Habuzu had had an 
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accident and could no longer walk. He was her grandson after 
all, even though he didn’t respect their religion. Still, you could 
live quite well without it in the end. She would have liked to 
see him again, or at least give him a message without his father 
knowing. Was Arun going to see Habuzu? After all, Arun was 
going to leave Arakan, they had decided. So maybe he would 
visit his eldest brother. Arun was a good boy; Tameema was 
sure that he had not really renounced Habuzu in his heart. She 
would talk to him, alone. He needed to go see Habuzu.

At the end of prayers, Tameema felt at peace with herself. 
Almost ritualistically, her thoughts turned to her own brother. 
He had been an obsession since she was a child. Tameema’s 
brother was often on her mind. Still, he had been gone for 
more than sixty years, since she was barely eleven years old 
and he was still an infant. The soldiers had come, like today. 
But the results had been different. There had been gunshots. 
She remembered clearly the deafening noise and the painful 
whistling in her ears. She also remembered well the blood on 
the ground, so much of it, mixing with the puddles of water. 
She still heard the screams, so many screams. In another of 
her flashes of memory, she saw her father lying on the ground, 
eyes wide open staring blankly towards the sky. The soldiers 
had also struck her mother, but she no longer remembered 
the scene clearly. From what she knew, the soldiers had torn 
the smallest infant from her mother’s arms. Tameema’s little 
brother. In the memories of the old woman, his face was blurry. 
But it was a baby’s face, interchangeable with any other baby’s 
face. Still, she would have really liked to remember it. Her 
greatest regret was that she hadn’t been able to do anything. But 
nobody could have stopped it. That day everyone was crawling 
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away, hiding themselves in the ditches. No one knew what had 
happened to the infant. Or no one would say. It was a taboo in 
the family, and everyone was careful to avoid the subject. He 
was gone; that was all. The families had many children. Since 
many didn’t survive, it was a way to guarantee that some would 
live to be adults. The adults then took over care of the elders 
until they passed away, and so on. It had always been like that 
among them. If a child died, it was a tragedy, of course, but one 
moved on. However, the old woman was convinced, since this 
tragic day, that the baby, her little brother, was still alive, that 
the soldiers hadn’t thrown him in the river or sold him like 
an animal. Even from the start, she had no doubt. He wasn’t 
dead. She knew—or thought she knew—that a dog, a bitch, 
had found him on the riverbank. The dog had taken him and 
cared for him. She had just lost her pups and so transferred 
her maternal love to the little baby, and Tameema’s brother 
still lived out there. He had even crossed the border; he had 
been living with the wild dogs, out there, for sixty years. Deep 
down, she knew it was unlikely, that this kind of nonsense was 
just a fairytale, a child’s story, but she needed to believe it. So 
she chose to truly believe this, recounting the stories of her 
brother to all the village children. She continually imagined 
more adventures, with an endless number of details and 
complications. The stories of the child-of-the-dogs were more 
exciting than all the others. Every Friday, while the teens and 
adults went to the mosque, she produced a new story to tell the 
children. Generations of Rohingyas now knew the legend of 
the lost little brother. Everyone loved the stories of the child-
of-the-dogs. No one contradicted Tameema. Nobody mocked 
her. Everyone listened patiently, respectfully, to the ramblings 
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of a grandmother whose mind was a bit gone, saying that these 
stories were a way to unite around a shared history. 

Why had she chosen this path? Her father had been 
a poet, so they said, so perhaps it was her destiny? But there 
was something else, and she remembered it every time she 
questioned herself. Even though their community had lived 
here for many generations, they no longer had an ancient 
history. The Arakanese and their Burmese masters, under the 
pretext of defending Buddhism, had worked to carefully erase 
the traces of the Muslim presence in Arakan. Even though they 
had been here for more than a thousand years. More than a 
thousand years, she had been told! At least for her family. Of 
course, many had arrived later, much later, but her family had 
been there longer than the Arakanese themselves. Tameema 
always bitterly remembered the trip she had taken in her youth 
to see at least once in her life the site of Mrauk-U, the ruins of 
an ancient and forgotten city. The Burmese had just started to 
unearth the ruins from the forests that had for centuries buried 
this ancient capital of Arakan. She was newlywed and had 
wanted to see the Santikan Mosque, built alongside hundreds 
of Buddhist pagodas that could barely be seen through the 
vegetation. Muslim soldiers of the Arakanese Buddhist king 
had constructed the great mosque during the same epoch as 
the pagodas and temples that made Mrauk-U famous. Muslim 
soldiers, from Bengal at that time, had helped the king reclaim 
his throne from the perfidious Burmese. The Muslims and 
Arakanese had been allies against the Burmese.1 What irony!

1 The Arakanese king Narameikhla, also known as Suleiman Shah, retook 
his throne from the Burmese kingdom of Ava in 1429 with the aid of 
Muslim mercenaries sent by Bengali Sultan Jalaluddin Muhammad Shah. 
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When she had arrived at the Santikan Mosque, only a few 
blocks of stone remained, doubtlessly too heavy to be carried 
away, and hundreds of monkeys were defecating on the once-
sacred site. Their history had been sullied and methodically 
erased. 

It was from this day that she decided to become a 
storyteller, of their own stories. It was a way to hang on to 
something, especially as these stories, which captivated all 
of the children, would live on after her death. They would 
continue from generation to generation, even after all their 
possessions had been confiscated and given away or destroyed. 
This would always be something that they could preciously 
guard, stories that the Buddhists couldn’t erase. 

Many of these soldiers settled in Arakan and would have constructed the 
Santikan mosque on the Buddhist site of Mrauk-U. Santikan mosque was 
destroyed in the 1960s by Buddhist Arakanese nationalists.
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Unity

Old Tameema opened her arms. The children sitting on the 
ground facing her fell silent. About forty of them sat squeezed 
together, hanging on her every word. They were between five 
and ten years old. The older children had left to the mosque 
with their father or mother.

Tameema had a new story, like every Friday. She had 
an extraordinary imagination; all the Rohingyas knew her 
by reputation. Her stories circulated from Butthidaung to 
Maungdaw, even all the way to Sittwe, the capital of the 
Burmese province of Arakan. It was said that these stories were 
even told in neighbouring Bangladesh. 

“Today, I’m going to tell you what happened to my brother, 
Tody, a year after he was taken in by the pack of wild dogs. 

When the rainy season ended, Tody was still a small child. 
A child-of-the-dogs. 

The pack watched over him, and every day, the chief Kutto 
himself taught him new things. How to climb on rocks to see 
farther away and find his way back when he has drifted away 
from the group. How to step away from snakes without taking 
his eyes off them, chew thoroughly raw meat to prevent it 
from clogging the stomach, curl up to his brothers whose fur 
protected him from the humidity and the cold of the night, 
recognize the thorny trees and carefully skirt around them 
so as not to get thorns stuck in one’s paws. And many other 
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valuable tips for a little human living among dogs. 
Like the dogs in the pack, Tody often walked on all fours, 

but he would sometimes stand up awkwardly on his legs and 
start walking vertically for short distances. He then preferred to 
get back on his four limbs and walk with his brothers. 

The pack was formed by a small group of about twenty 
brown adult dogs and as many puppies. Tody was considered 
on all occasions a pup. 

The other packs around were aware of this situation and did 
not try to attack him because he belonged to Kutto’s group and 
that was enough. 

However, the other animals didn’t have the same 
consideration for the child-of-the-dogs. Those animals coveted 
him since he had been seen with Kutto’s pack. The monkeys! 
Indeed, the monkeys spied on him from the heights of the 
trees. Day after day, they watched him, without the dogs being 
suspicious of this sudden interest in Tody. 

The monkeys didn’t get along with anyone. Neither with 
the other animals, nor with men. Confrontations with the dogs 
regularly took place. Most of the time to fight for game hunted 
by the pack. The fangs could be heard on both sides and there 
was blood. 

The monkeys didn’t respect the animal code. When the 
dogs fought, the strongest would force the weakest to submit 
then he would leave with his tail between his hind legs as 
a sign of submission. There were no deaths, or rarely. The 
other animals did the same amongst themselves. But not the 
monkeys. They fought the defeated en masse and tore them to 
pieces with their little sharp teeth, just through perversity. Not 
even to feed themselves. 
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Men did not like monkeys either because they stole from 
the huts or plundered the granaries, most of the time in gangs. 
While a group attacked on one side as a diversion, the others 
cunningly infiltrated the houses and took away all they could. 
The men then hunted them down, but the monkeys were fast 
and they climbed on the highest branches and fled from tree to 
tree with their loot. 

A large group of monkeys lived in the ruins of the ancient city 
of M’rauk, a tangle of hundreds of temples and pagodas covered by 
vegetation where hiding was easy. They spent their day sleeping on 
the statues of imaginary gods that the men hypocritically idolized. 
Some Buddhists considered M’rauk to be more admirable than 
Bagan, but it was too far away to be tended to, and the monkeys 
had made it their kingdom where they imagined themselves 
becoming men, just faster and more beautiful. 

But they were jealous and there were two things that they 
envied the men for: fire and poison. They did not know how 
to master fire that bit them and set their fur on fire, and they 
didn’t know how to make the poison men sometimes put in 
their food around their villages in order to trap them. Many of 
them had suffered and perished due to this poison. 

So, since they had first seen the child-of-the-dogs, they had 
decided to capture him so that he could teach them about fire 
and poison. It had become an obsession, a rumour that spread 
among all the monkeys of M’rauk: they were going to control 
fire and poison, and it was this child who was going to give 
them this knowledge. 

There was no real hierarchy among the monkeys and 
nobody really knew who was in charge, but, who knows how, 
they all for once agreed on what to do next. 
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That day, Tody was playing with a big nest of ants at the 
edge of the forest  away from the pack. The monkeys seized the 
moment. As a diversion, about twenty young males revealed 
themselves further north in the direction of the mountains, 
they advanced on open ground as if they wanted to attack. 
Their grunts defied Kutto’s pack of dogs. The dogs instantly 
charged the group of aggressors. The latter hastily retreated to 
the protective trees, while showing their rear end as a sign of 
provocation, then they disappeared through the branches while 
still howling in order to draw the dogs in their direction.

On the other side of the clearing, out of sight of the pack, 
four strong monkeys suddenly encircled the child-of-the-
dogs. They had appeared as if by magic, slowly sliding down 
the vines of the nearby trees. Tody knew not to trust the 
monkeys, Kutto had well advised him to avoid them, but the 
child was captivated by the animals who were sometimes able 
to stand on all fours, sometimes on their two hind legs, like 
him. They didn’t seem aggressive towards him, they waddled 
in his direction, with no signs of attack or fear. Before Tody 
could understand what was happening, the four great monkeys 
snatched him by the arms and hair, dragged and forced him 
into the forest. Tody suddenly felt himself lifted up from the 
ground and projected onto a branch higher than himself, 
then an even higher one. Each time, a firm grip caught him 
before he could fall. Fear seized him, he wasn’t with his family 
anymore and nothing was familiar around him.

After being thrown for several long minutes from tree 
to tree, Tody at last felt the ground beneath his feet, but the 
monkeys quickly pushed him into the bushes and resumed 
their mad race. Originally there were only four, their number 



20

N
o

 R
o

hi
ng

ya

kept increasing and Tody could not distinguish them all. He 
could only hear the noise of broken branches and their victory 
cries.

Behind him, now far away, the dogs had just realized that 
they had been fooled. They ran all over the place, trying to pick 
up a scent, but the smells were in the trees not on the ground. 
So, they all came back to Kutto. He was waiting in the middle of 
the clearing. 

The old alpha had understood. He also knew where the 
monkeys had taken Tody. He knew it because he was old 
and when one is old one knows many things. Kutto climbed 
solemnly onto the big boulder overlooking the glade. He 
waited for a few moments, as if to prepare himself better, then 
he produced a long, very long howl that echoed from valley to 
valley. His call was more powerful and longer than any scream 
any dog had ever produced. It was a call, a call for unity, a call 
for help heard miles away by all the dogs. And miles away, 
the pack leaders relayed the same call, the same call for help. 
The call of the Dogs, the call to forget their quarrels and their 
differences to unite again against their common enemy.

At last, Kutto stopped and got down from his promontory, 
his pack was ready to give chase. They will follow him because 
he knew where to go. They were going to rescue one of theirs. 
The adult dogs took the road to the East, where the sun had 
risen not long before. It would take them a while to catch up 
with the monkeys, join them in their lair and fight them.

They ran altogether, packed tight in a compact group.
Then something extraordinary happened. Another pack 

of dogs appeared near the river. About twenty vigorous red 
and white dogs who had often defied them in the past. But this 
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time there was no provocation, they had simply answered the 
call, with no hesitation. No dogs stopped, they ran together as if 
they were part of the same pack, Kutto in the lead as if it were 
natural. After another league, another group of dogs, brown and 
long-legged, joined them in the same manner, without slowing 
down their pace. Further on, an even larger pack racing down 
a hill joined the flank of the group. They must have been at 
least a hundred dogs now, all running and losing their breath, 
drooling and yelping to cheer themselves up in their mad run. 
More packs arrived, briefly crossing their path and followed the 
crazy column. The ground was shaking. New recruits poured out 
of the forest and the hills. Dogs of all breeds, of all imaginable 
crossbreeding, and even a small group of short-legged dogs that 
were struggling to keep up with the pace but who could run for 
hours without running out of breath. They ran along the river for 
a few leagues. Kutto knew where to find the ford that might allow 
them to cut the path of the monkeys.

Suddenly, a village of men came into view in front of them. 
Usually the dogs would have taken a big detour to avoid them, 
but not this time because time was running out and they were 
ahead of the game due to the fact that there were so many of 
them. Hundreds of dogs driven by anger crossed the village 
in an indescribable chaos. The women and children hurried 
back into their huts, terrified men climbed up trees as fast as 
monkeys, panicked screaming herds ran away from the village. 
The great pack passed without stopping, in a few seconds, then 
the village suddenly fell deadly quiet. No one moved for several 
minutes, wondering if the end of the world had come and what 
could have broken through their peaceful life at the speed of a 
herd of mad buffaloes.
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The dogs crossed the ford and barely slowed down to drink 
hastily. The monkey kingdom was nearing and the rising anger 
of the dogs was palpable as they were preparing to charge and 
punish.

Further on, Tody and his kidnappers had already arrived in 
the ruins of a gigantic ancient city that was buried deep into a 
hostile forest that was now inaccessible to men. They too had 
been fast. Hundreds of monkeys raced down the temples to 
gather around the catch: a human child. He was at last going 
to give them the long-coveted secrets. Tody was still stunned 
from the long run, he was thirsty and he was hungry. A female 
handed him a banana and all the monkeys had their eyes 
wide open to see how he would react. As Tody began to plant 
his teeth in the skin, the female slapped his head and took the 
banana back from his hands. She peeled it and gave it back to 
him. It made all the monkeys burst out laughing, as much as 
a monkey could burst out laughing jumping on two feet and 
screeching with laughter that could be heard leagues away.

At that exact moment, Kutto and his hundreds of followers 
heard the clamour. They knew they were close and that the 
great battle would begin soon. Their rage soared at once and a 
united deep roar came out of all their chests.

In the ancient city, the monkeys stopped shouting. One of 
them had just given the alarm and they could distinctly hear 
the muffled murmur growing and closing in on their citadel. 
Who could dare to defy them here? They were hundreds, 
thousands maybe. Nobody could defeat them, there were too 
many of them.

When signaled, the females took their little ones in their 
arms and ran to shelter in the nearby trees or on the half-
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collapsed stupas made of bricks. The males gathered at the 
center of the big ruined temple which was their rallying place. 
Their anger also increased. They rolled up their lips and showed 
their sharp bare teeth, spitting at the coming threat they could 
not see yet.

Tody understood the danger, without even knowing what 
was going to happen. His sixth sense, the one shared by dogs 
and men before an inevitable danger made him flee. He stepped 
slowly back and no one seemed to be paying any attention to 
him. Slowly, he slipped into a huge house made of stone that had 
two tall towers and a round dome overlooking it and was quite 
different from the pointy buildings that surrounded it. He hid 
behind a pillar and waited.

Below, the rumble amplified and the ground started to 
tremble. The monkeys were now screaming piercing cries that 
made their rage rise even more. They were going to face a 
danger, but they still didn’t know what was coming.

Suddenly there was chaos. Brutally. The Great Pack was at 
the entrance of the temple, Kutto in the lead. A wave of dogs 
poured through all the doors. There were hundreds, maybe 
thousands. Howling and growling, their sharp teeth showing.

The monkeys hesitated for a second, they did not expect so 
many assailants and such a surge of fury. This second was one 
too many. The first dogs hit the first line of fighting monkeys 
and sank into it like the blade of a splitting axe about to burst a 
stump.

The monkeys in retreat jumped on the walls and statues 
lining the temple and disappeared in the blink of an eye.

Below, teeth chattered. The battle had begun. Some 
monkeys were now thrown into the air by enraged jaws, bodies 
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mingled in an indescribable mess. Although the attackers had 
had the advantage of surprise, clusters of monkeys also fell 
onto the dogs who were too close to the walls and cries of pain 
resonated throughout the sacred temple.

But more and more dogs were pouring in the temple, and 
the hundred monkeys that remained in the centre were soon 
submerged and done for. The monkeys quickly realized the 
outcome of the fight wasn’t in their favor and they climbed 
back onto the walls while spitting on their opponents. Their fur 
was covered with blood, theirs or that of the unfortunate dogs 
who had succumbed to the group attacks. 

Even though Kutto was old and no longer as fast as the 
younger dogs of his pack, he had broken the neck of at least 
a dozen enemies. Farther on, a group of imposing black 
watchdogs with large chests were slaughtering a hundred or so 
monkeys stuck in one corner of the fortress. The others fought 
in packs, encircling and striking head on and from the back the 
unfortunates that were on their path. 

There was soon no living monkeys left on the floor of the 
temple. The survivors had already fled and the fight stopped 
almost as instantaneously as it had begun. The battle had lasted 
only a few short minutes. Blood covered the floor and the walls. 
Small, dislocated piles of corpses were scattered everywhere. 
Only the yapping of the injured dogs could be heard. They were 
surrounded by their pack trying to help them up or ease their 
injuries. The dogs had also suffered a lot of losses. A group of 
young slender white dogs had slipped along the back wall to 
take the enemies from behind and had been unlucky. Dozens of 
monkeys had dropped on them from the heights and shredded 
them into pieces. Only two dogs in the pack were left uninjured 
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in that pack. An even more reckless group had gone to chase 
the fugitives. Without success. The enemies had vanished in the 
heights.

In the middle of the remains of the battlefield, Kutto had 
raised his head, he had come to get the child-of-the-dogs back. 
As a tracker, his instinct led him to the building where Tody 
had hidden. He saw a small tuft of hair sticking out, then a 
child’s head that he knew well. Tody stared at him, bewildered 
and terrified by so much violence. The child-of-the-dogs had 
climbed halfway up the pillar and was balancing on a ledge. He 
slowly came down. He was still very young and it was a difficult 
exercise for him. The way up had been easier. His hands slid 
and he fell on his behind, fortunately without hurting himself. 
Once on the ground, the child ran to Kutto. Their noses rubbed 
in a gesture of gratitude and affection. Tody had found his 
family.

But it was time to go back. The day was already coming to 
an end and the monkeys could regroup and come back with 
reinforcement. So the Great Pack left the temple, more slowly 
and a little less numerous than on the way in. Some were 
limping or licking their deep wounds, others were helping 
weaker ones to move forward. Some will never see their dens 
again, too deeply wounded to survive the way back. But the 
monkeys had lost more of their own and it was certain they had 
learnt their lesson. They would not dare to venture too close to 
the packs that had shredded them to pieces.

The Great Pack stopped to spend the night near the river. 
As soon as he was settled, Tody fell asleep against Kutto, and 
had a restless night. He had experienced his first battle and it 
was with no doubt the biggest battle the dogs had ever fought.
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In the morning, when Kutto and his group woke up, the 
other packs had all disappeared. They had returned to their 
territories without saying a word, having accomplished their 
duty. Some will see each other again for sure, and others will 
not. But the dogs now knew they were a big family and that if 
danger were to come, the dogs would unite and face it together. 
Whatever the strength of the opponent.”

Old Tameema closed her hands on her chest. The tale 
was done. The children had remained quiet during the entire 
story. Their eyes were wide open, as they were caught up in the 
emotional tale and happy ending the storyteller had offered 
them. Even the youngest understood its message. Together, 
putting aside their differences, they were stronger, possibly 
even invincible. They stood up in silence, one after the other, 
slowly so as not to break the story’s spell. 

In front of the common room, groups of men and 
adolescents dressed in white, wearing their small white toques, 
had already returned from the mosque. They were also quiet, 
reflecting on the message they had heard from the mullah. A 
message that was strangely similar, about the necessity for unity 
against the oppressor. Tameema smiled at the thought. She had 
discreetly inquired about the day’s sermon before preparing her 
tale. This evening, the young and not-so-young returned home, 
serene and united in one large family. 
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The Mayu

It was only seven a.m., but the heat already weighed on the 
skin. Blue and orange tarps were already stretched in front of 
the restaurants around the bus station. The makeshift awning 
provided a shelter so humid that it was unbearable. The 
travelers were packed at the end of the stall waiting for their 
buses. They tried to make up for the heat by drinking litres of 
green tea, sipping it drop by drop from tiny clay mugs. 

Arun was alone, leaning against the wall at the end. He had 
chosen this restaurant because it belonged to a distant cousin. 
The young man had introduced himself on arrival, and was 
escorted to this little pink plastic table, surrounded by four 
green stools planted on the dusty ground. Dirty laminated 
posters covered the bare brick walls, advertisements for local 
coffee or condensed milk. On the posters were attractive 
Burmese in the traditional dress of the eastern mountains of 
the country. These mountains were distant, near China and 
Thailand. The women could have been Japanese or Africans 
and they still wouldn’t have been more out of place here. Far 
from China, this Muslim restaurant sat in Sittwe, the capital 
of the province of Arakan, not far from Bangladesh and India. 
Still, Arun was lost for a moment contemplating these girls on 
the posters. Would he want to possess them? He wasn’t sure. 
They were too different to him. They didn’t correspond to 
the sort of women he pictured in his life. Their skin and their 
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features were different. He didn’t even know if he would enjoy 
touching them. And their clothing was repulsive. In any case, 
they were of another race, and Arun did not thinking mixing 
with other races was a good idea. It was doubtless the only 
thing he had in common with the Burmese and the Arakanese, 
this certainty that mixing was not healthy. As far as he knew, 
there was even a law being prepared to this effect, blocking 
marriage between different religions. The Buddhists were at the 
origin of this proposed new law, the Buddhist monks. Did these 
idiots really think that Muslims wanted to steal their women? 
Heresy! Arun had never heard of a single case of marriage 
between a Muslim and a Buddhist. Well, yes, there was his 
brother Habuzu. But this didn’t count at the end, because the 
woman had not wanted to convert to Islam. And they had gone 
far away, so far that the family had forgotten them. Despite 
everything, Arun thought about him sometimes, like today, 
when he had to leave. Grandmother had made him promise 
to go see Habuzu. He had promised, but he didn’t know how 
he would do this. He didn’t even know where he lived now. 
The country was huge, and for him, and people like him, free 
movement was not permitted. But he would try, even though 
he too disapproved of what his brother had done. To marry 
someone of another religion was ridiculous and unheard of. 
They could pass their law, but it would change nothing! And 
everyone would be happy.1 It would also prevent Buddhists from 

1 On August 21, 2015, the Burmese Parliament adopted a law on religious 
conversion. The law targets a census of religious conversions and their 
official registration. Those who wish to change religions must complete 
several documents explaining their reasons for this choice. The convert 
must come before a commission of five individuals, followed by a 
period of 90 days of “study” where the convert must study “the essence 
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marrying Muslims. Arun was bitter on the subject of marriage. If 
a Rohingya wanted to marry another Rohingya, he had to pay a 
100,000 kyat tax to the police. This represented years of savings. 
If the bride came from another district, rare though this was, 
then the price was doubled. And if the couple wanted to marry 
before an imam without police authorization, it had to be done 
in secret. Arun thought about his friend Suja, sentenced to five 
years in prison for an illegal marriage. Five years! He had only 
served two years so far. He had three more years in a damp 
dungeon, if he survived. They would never see each other again. 

And now, after what had happened, he would have no 
chance of getting married. The wedding money, saved one bill 
at a time by the family, had been used up on this unexpected 
trip. He was leaving Arakan. He was heading for Yangon. He 
would be safer there, according to his father and grandmother. 

Arun had been sipping his tea for 15 minutes already, 
tiny gulps, a few minutes apart. His thoughts returned to his 
brother Habuzu. One of the village boys had heard news. 
Habuzu was crippled; he could no longer walk. No one knew 
what had happened or if he would be able to walk again some 
day. But Father hadn’t wanted to know anything and forbade 

of the religion: marriage, divorce, division of property practiced in this 
religion, and all practices inherent in this religion.” If the commission 
then approves the request, the convert will receive an official paper from 
the state validating the conversion. Additionally, the file of the convert 
will be sent to the state agencies in charge of religion. Regarding the law 
on the marriage of a Buddhist woman and a man of another religion, 
such couples must request authorization from local authorities and the 
father of the woman if she is under twenty years old. The engagement 
announcement must then be published, with the marriage authorized if 
no objections are made. The penalty for breaking this law would be two 
years in prison.
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the mention of his name in the house. Arun would go see him 
nonetheless, if possible. He could no longer remember his face, 
sadly. Habuzu was still, after everything, his big brother. 

He suddenly noticed that the owner of the restaurant, this 
distant cousin he barely knew, had just arrived. His cousin 
was looking at him from the entrance, speaking closely with 
a strange man. The two men approached Arun. His cousin 
hugged him and asked him the standard questions. How was 
he? How was the family? He asked about everyone, except of 
course Habuzu. He would have liked to travel to Butthidaung 
to see them, but he couldn’t, as it was becoming more and 
more complicated. How was grandmother? Was she still telling 
tales? He would love to once again hear one of the old woman’s 
stories. But it was difficult. There were always these damn 
permissions to get to travel from one district to another.2 It was 
expensive, etc… After a few moments of small talk, the cousin 
turned towards the other man, who was waiting with a patient 
smile. He presented him as a holy man who spoke with young 
travelers on their way to Yangon, to advise them on correct 
values, things to do there, which mosques to attend, which 
neighborhoods were the most welcoming for their type, etc…

The man presented by his cousin was maybe 50 years old, 
very thin, wearing a white cap covering oily, disordered black 
hair. He must not comb or wash his hair very often, Arun 
thought. His white tunic, too tight, fell just above his knees 
and made him seem even frailer. He had a small unkempt 

2 Travel between townships required a “Form 4” permit and, in some parts 
of Arakan, Rohingya people needed a “Village Departure Certificate” 
before they could spend the night outside their own village without being 
arrested.
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goatee, its longest hairs reaching his chest. His gapped teeth 
were very yellow. His somewhat hard smile made Arun 
quickly uncomfortable. His eyes were yellow too, and feverish, 
augmenting the intensity of his gaze. He asked Arun if he could 
sit at his table. Arun politely acquiesced, even if he would 
have preferred to remain alone and not endure his inquisitive 
smile. The man first asked him what he would do in Yangon 
and if he had been there before. Arun hesitated before giving 
him the official version of his departure for the capital. He 
was going to study. The man nodded his head several time, as 
if he approved, but it was clear he didn’t care. He asked Arun 
if he had been recommended a mosque and imam there. In 
the face of Arun’s negative response, he began describing the 
different mosques of Yangon. He spoke of one in particular and 
urged him to contact the imam on his part, even writing the 
imam’s name on a piece of paper that he offered to the young 
man. Then he continued to talk at length about the Rohingya 
situation in Burma. As if giving a history lesson, he lectured 
about things Arun had already known for a long time. But 
he quickly diverged with explanations that were somewhat 
different than what Arun thought he knew. He recalled first 
that the English, a century earlier, had brought many Muslims 
from India. These Muslims mixed with those already living in 
Arakan, swelling the ranks of the Rohingyas. It was the time 
of the Indian Empire, as the English liked to call it, and Burma 
had not yet achieved independence. India during this period 
had not yet been divided between Hindus and Muslims. It 
would not be until much later when the heart of India would 
remain Hindu and keep its name, while the two borders would 
become Muslim territories: East and West Pakistan (which then 
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after a bloody war had become Bangladesh). But before this 
partition, the British still reigned over all of India and Burma. 
It was during this period when they had brought labourers to 
the region. They needed them for the roads and the canals. So 
they promised land to the Muslims. This land was called Mayu. 
It was a strip of land along the frontier where they could settle 
and prosper. The new migrants and the Muslims residing there 
had accepted this deal with the English and naturally chose 
their side during the Second World War. The Burmese, on the 
other hand, abandoned the English army, suddenly, without 
warning. They had simply offered the country to the Japanese. 
The Rohingyas thus fought in the English camp against the 
Burmese and their Arakanese servants.3 Then, after a little time, 
the Burmese betrayed the Japanese and changed sides again to 
assist the English. 

It is truly shameful to betray an alliance, the narrator 
observed, but the Burmese did so without scruple when it 
suited them. And it was the man that they called the ‘father 
of the nation,’ General Aung San himself, the father of 
Aung San Suu Kyi, who orchestrated these betrayals. The 
man with the yellow teeth became animated and spoke of 
‘betrayal’ with scorn in his voice, emphasizing each syllable. 
Aung San, he said, changed uniforms several times. To fight 
against the English, he created the first Communist party in 
Burma. Everyone seems to have forgotten this embarrassing 
episode. Then he sought the aide of the imperialist Chinese 
Kuomintang, the worst enemies of the communists. Another 
betrayal. But en route, he saw a better deal and started plotting 

3 Several Buddhist Arakanese villages had been razed by Rohingya troops, 
the V-Forces during this period.
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with the Japanese. They bestowed honors upon him and he 
opened the country to them without scruple. Without remorse, 
he then donned the uniform of the Japanese army. All the 
Burmese were delighted and applauded the ‘ingenuity’ and 
‘presence of mind’ of the young soldier. The man with the 
yellow teeth took an old kyat bill out of his pocket and laid it 
theatrically on the table. Clearly visible on it was the image of 
General Aung San in a Japanese uniform.

“You see,” he said, “They aren’t even ashamed of being 
traitors. Look now at this ten kyat bill, printed a few years after.”

He took out a second bill that he laid next to the first. There 
was an image of Aung San with the easily recognizable cap of 
the English army.

“You know what happens next, surely, Arun. The ‘brave 
General Aung San’ changed sides several times. But do 
you know how he and his band of profiteers convinced the 
population to turn against the Japanese? They started a rumour 
that the Japanese soldiers had sullied the pagodas by refusing 
to take off their boots. It isn’t true. Not at all. Speak to the 
Japanese if you meet one in Yangon, you will see how history 
has been changed. Know this important thing, Arun, when the 
Burmese want to get rid of someone, they will accuse him of 
insulting Buddhism. Even if it’s completely false, the Burmese 
go crazy at just the thought of it and they will never check if 
it’s true. They’re like that. Puppets full of undisciplined reflexes, 
like snakes that spit on anything that shines. If you want to hurt 
them and control them, target their religion. Remember this 
well Arun, you may find it useful some day.”

Arun’s interest was piqued. He was not very familiar with 
Burmese history and some stories of the man with the yellow 
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teeth were new to him. He slowly abandoned his initial 
mistrust and now listened attentively. Besides, he had time, as 
his bus didn’t leave for three hours, if it left on schedule at all. 
The man continued on about the sacrifice of the Rohingyas 
and the treachery of the Burmese. The Rohingyas, despite 
their loyalty to the English, were completely forgotten at the 
moment of independence. When the country was abandoned 
by England, the Rohingyas, far from being granted the frontier 
territory promised them, were increasingly oppressed by the 
new Burmese army, and their land confiscated. They had tried 
to take the promised land of Mayu by force and create an 
independent state on the frontier with Bangladesh. Many died 
in the jihad, betrayed and massacred. This had endured for 
generations. 

The man continued on about Burmese persecutions. 
He related how many Rohingyas had fled the country after 
the operation “King Dragon” in 1978. This, Arun knew. 
Everyone knew of this event, the flight towards Chittagong 
in Bangladesh and the creation of a secret army, the Arakan 
Rohingya Nationalist Organization. The ARNO left to train in 
Afghanistan and was never again seen in Burma. They were 
probably scattered and dead. The man with the yellow eyes 
then recalled the refugees’ return to Burma, after several years 
of exile in crowded and dirty camps. They returned with the 
hope that they would finally be considered full citizens. This 
is what they had understood from the promises of foreign 
organizations, the same organizations that had helped them 
return and had given them a little money. But, when they 
returned, they were forced into villages far from everything, 
forbidden to move, to marry, to have more than one child, to 
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build sites of prayer. Soon, they would be forbidden to breathe. 
Their situation wasn’t better than before, that was certain. 
The man’s feverish eyes welled up, and his voice became more 
brittle as he spoke of the persecution their people suffered daily. 

Then the man paused and stared silently at the adolescent. 
He stared at him for several long seconds, saying nothing. 
Suddenly, Arun felt uncomfortable. He no longer knew where 
to look. Those feverish eyes continued to stare at him. What 
did this guy want now? Money? He’d be disappointed. Arun 
hardly had enough to pay his way to Yangon. Maybe he was 
a pervert. He knew well that certain older men liked to do 
things with young boys. This had always deeply disgusted 
him. He had such a hard time imagining such things that 
he even questioned whether they were true. Was this guy 
going to suggest something unspeakable? Arun was already 
preparing to run for the exit. He would warn his uncle and 
they would throw the guy out. Maybe there would be a scuffle. 
It was bothersome. Arun didn’t want to attract attention. 
His father had told him to be discreet until he arrived at his 
destination. Finally, the man opened his mouth and ended the 
uncomfortable silence. He said a few words in a quiet voice. 
It was a simple question so unexpected that Arun had trouble 
understanding.

The yellow-eyed, yellow-toothed man asked Arun if he 
knew what had really happened to his grand-uncle, the brother 
of his grandmother.

It took Arun a few seconds to grasp the question. Then he 
began to comprehend the meaning behind these last words 
and suddenly understood the question. He jumped back and 
gasped. A stranger was speaking to him about an old family 
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history, here at the back of a restaurant at the bus station. It 
caught him completely by surprise. He was no longer speaking 
of a general population, an impersonal group. He was talking 
about Arun individually and his immediate family. These were 
people he knew and lived with every day, except this ancestor 
who had disappeared so long ago. In fact, nobody knew what 
had happened to his grand-uncle. He had disappeared when 
just a little baby. At least this is what Arun had been told. His 
grandmother, a little senile, claimed that savage dogs had 
adopted and raised him as a part of a pack. He was still living 
somewhere out there, she claimed. Everyone knew it was 
impossible, but reasoning with old Tameema would have been 
of little use. The baby disappeared or died from disease like 
many babies in their village, that was all. Half of the babies 
never survived their infancy, in any case. People didn’t dwell 
too much on the fate of an infant dead some sixty years ago. 
That’s how it was. But now, if this stranger knew something 
about his family, that changed everything, particularly as the 
strange tone of the man implied that he knew a secret.

Arun shook his head, frowning, without making a noise. 
No, of course he didn’t know. Nobody really knew!

“Would you like to know?” the man said, staring at him 
with his feverish eyes.

Arun clenched his fist between his legs. Mechanically, 
he uttered a weak “yes” without taking his eyes off of the 
other man. The boy was now hanging on every word of 
the storyteller. His throat suddenly felt dry. He resisted the 
temptation to take a sip of tea. He waited for the man to reveal 
his secret. He realized now that this guy had manipulated him. 
His presence in this dusty restaurant was not a coincidence. 
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He hadn’t come just to speak with departing youths and advise 
them on their moral and religious wellbeing. It was clear that 
this guy had come for him, Arun. And his uncle, the restaurant 
owner, was of course in on it. There were no coincidences, 
Arun knew. The stranger took a deep breath, leaned towards 
the table, and started talking. He lowered his voice so that 
neighbouring tables could not hear him, an unnecessary 
precaution considering the hubbub in the room. He continued 
to stare intensely at Arun, telling him at length and in detail 
about the night of his grand-uncle’s disappearance.

That night, so long ago, Arun’s great-grandparents’ village, 
named Alethangyaw, had been attacked by Burmese soldiers, 
without warning. It was a special squadron that had just been 
formed, with soldiers recruited for their viciousness and 
determination. They were not young; they were pitiless, fierce 
and experienced fighters, criminal types who had been given 
uniforms and guns. They created a formidable regiment, 
known by the number 11. It became a number that struck 
fear in the Muslim villages. 11 was always linked to bad luck 
and horrible things. This same day, their commanders had 
decided to set an example by repressing the jihad that was 
being organized. They needed to crush their spirits. The village 
of Arun’s family was chosen, somewhat by chance, somewhat 
due to the reputation of Arun’s great-grandfather. He was a 
poet known by the name of Jafar Hussein. He was also locally 
known for his political engagement. His speeches had started 
to circulate and many people came, some more and some 
less discreetly, to see him. Naturally, the Burmese authorities 
suspected him of belonging to the armed resistance that was 
being secretly organized. So the soldiers entered the village that 
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night, noiselessly, while everyone slept. They systematically 
killed all the males—men, teens, children—with guns or 
knives. They then raped all the females, even the youngest, 
some still prepubescent. They left them alive, so they could 
serve as witnesses, and relate what would happen in other 
villages. But the worst they saved for the babies. They grabbed 
them and tossed them to the wild dogs that roamed around the 
village! 

Not one was ever recovered.
The man fell silent and dropped back on his chair, as if to 

dramatically underline the importance of this revelation. Arun 
stared at the wall, eyes wide. His gaze was on the posters of the 
attractive Burmese, but he looked beyond them, as if he were 
going back in time and could see the events of this terrible 
night through the wall. No one had ever spoken to him of this. 
Was the guy telling the truth or just inventing one of these 
horrible tales that were meant to strike fear in the heart of the 
listener? Arun sensed that the man didn’t lie. He was sure. He 
thought back to all of the questions he had asked as a youth, 
questions left unanswered in an awkward silence. It made 
sense. And his grandmother’s obsession with these stories of 
the child-of-the-dogs. This also matched. How old was she that 
night? Had she been old enough to be… And his father? He 
would have been born about this time. Certainly a little bit later, 
otherwise he would have suffered the same fate. No, he didn’t 
want to imagine what had happened to his grandmother that 
night. He hid these thoughts away, making a mental promise to 
himself to never think about it again.

The yellow-eyed man leaned in again towards the young 
man.
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“You see Arun. You understand now what we face. But we 
will not give in. There are many of us fighting right now. And 
we only have our lives left to lose. Some of us have created a 
secret society. It’s called the RSO, the Rohingya Solidarity 
Organization. If, one day, you would like to join them ‘– he 
used the third person plural, as a precaution no doubt –’ go 
see the imam in Yangon that I mentioned to you. He will know 
how to guide you. But tell nobody, OK?”

Arun, still staring at the wall, nodded his head slowly. 
“Now, Arun, you’re doubtlessly asking yourself what the 

RSO can do here against the thousands of guns pointed on us.”
Yes, of course, Arun was curious to know what powerful, 

secret weapon could be used against the Na Sa Ka battalions, 
the army, and the Arakanese police. There were tens of 
thousands of soldiers and the local Arakanese and Burmese 
population – some newly settled – serving as their eyes and 
ears. You could not move without it being reported to the Na 
Sa Ka. And the soldiers rarely hesitated to open fire. Arun knew 
that he had been very lucky last week. 

The man continued, hunching his head above the table 
and lowering his voice until it was barely audible, “When you 
go out, you will see the big pig in uniform at the road gate. A 
sergeant, the sergeant Baju. He is always wearing sunglasses. 
Do not stare at him, my boy, that’s my advice. But regard him 
discretely and remember his features. Today he parades his 
enormous dirty ass in front of the crowds. But he’s dead. He 
doesn’t know it yet, but he’ll be gone in a few days. And this 
will be a lesson to the others. They will hesitate a little more 
before provoking us.”
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Arun saw clearly who he was speaking about. Everyone 
knew the sadistic sergeant. All the Rohingyas despised him. 
His most perverse pleasure was to force women to breastfeed in 
front of him. He leered at the breasts of the unfortunate women 
he had selected, drooling. To satisfy his vice, Sergeant Pervert 
used a law passed last year. Rohingya women were obliged 
to report all of their children and pay a tax after the second. 
In case of inspection, and to avoid paying, women passed off 
their “extra” children to a sister or a cousin. In any case, most 
children were not reported. But the soldiers concocted a test. 
They forced each woman to breastfeed her baby before them 
to prove it was hers. If the woman was unable to breastfeed, 
then she was protecting a mother of multiple, undeclared 
children. And since this was forbidden, the woman was forced 
to pay quite a bit of money before she could leave with the 
child. The families always paid. Because it was an easy way to 
make money, this had become the principal occupation of the 
Burmese soldiers. Trap the guilty or enjoy some eye candy, 
either way they benefited. Arun, at the thought, had murderous 
impulses. Besides, now that he knew what had happened to his 
grandmother’s brother, now that he knew the horrible truth, he 
had no more pity for the Burmese. He despised them all, and to 
think that his people would soon eliminate the sadistic sergeant 
comforted him. It gave him confidence again. It would be an 
example and the other Burmese would understand with whom 
they were dealing. It would have taken very little to convince 
him to cancel his bus ticket so that he could stay in Arakan and 
see this. 

He was lost in his comforting thoughts of vengeance, still 
staring into space. His eye was suddenly drawn to something 
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strange. He slowly adjusted his gaze, like a pair of binoculars. 
He realised that he had involuntarily become stuck on a 
detail on the poster facing him, an innocuous detail. It was 
on the poster of the Burmese who touted the merits of some 
brand of coffee, a young Burmese woman with a toothy smile. 
There was something weird about her smile. By focusing his 
eyes a little more, Arun noticed that the whites of her teeth 
protruded slightly over her lips. He realized that the smile had 
been artificially created, no doubt by one of those computer 
processes that he had heard about but didn’t understand 
well. Her teeth had been coloured, clumsily, to appear whiter. 
Cheaters! Thought Arun. The Burmese always tried to seem 
something they weren’t. 

Even their smiles were fake. 



42

N
o

 R
o

hi
ng

ya

Loyalty

The children sat in unison on the ground, falling silent as if by 
magic. Like the previous week, old Tameema sat in the centre 
of the circle. She smiled at a young girl who always wore violet, 
making her appear a bright spot among the young spectators. 
The child was mildly crippled, the legacy of an illness she had 
suffered a few years earlier. She moved with difficulty, using 
crutches, but she never missed one of Tameema’s stories.

Tameema was almost entirely wrapped in a brown shawl. 
She opened her arms. This was a signal that the story was 
about to start. She then inhaled deeply, her breath whistling as 
her chest expanded. Then she stopped her movement to lower 
herself slightly. As with every other time, before beginning her 
tale she stared intensely, one by one, into the little faces that 
were turned eagerly towards her. She finally released her breath, 
and began:

“For several weeks now, Tody, the child-of-the-dogs 
ventured alone up to the edge of the jungle. Always at the same 
place, a large mound from where he had a wide view of the plain, 
and more importantly from where he could see the village of 
men that was a few miles away. The plumes of white smoke had 
allowed Tody to pinpoint precisely the location of the village. 
He would sit, well sheltered by the big banyan, and remain there 
for hours looking out for anything but white smoke. Once, he 
had seen men passing in the distance. A small group of three 
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men, but he had been too far away and had not been able to 
distinguished their faces. So, he hoped, during these long and 
lonely watches, that other men would pass by and come closer to 
the forest. Tody felt strangely attracted to those animals that, like 
himself, were able to walk on two legs. Not that he particularly 
liked standing up to move around. It made it difficult when 
walking under the branches and in the bushes. The vertical 
position was a real handicap when living in the jungle, one 
would bump into everything and get scratched by all the bad 
plants. He had almost lost an eye trying and it had been awfully 
painful for several days. Tody had given up running on two legs 
in the jungle and only stood up in the big clearings or when the 
pack of dogs ventured out of the forest. But the men’s way of life 
intrigued him, their clothes seemed to be like a second sagging 
skin and were always different colours and too visible. What 
intrigued him the most was the fear shared by all the animals of 
the jungle and even by his pack. And though they were valiant, 
they stayed away and moved away quickly when men were 
reported by watchdogs. The men had made many other animals 
submit to them, starting with the buffaloes that now worked for 
them. Tody thought it was a good idea but didn’t really know 
how to do that and if this could be useful to the pack one day. 
He couldn’t really see what the heavy and slow buffaloes could 
help them with in the forest. No, he couldn’t see. But maybe with 
other, smaller animals? He had daydreams about this more and 
more, sitting on his mound while admiring the world around 
him and trying to decipher its secrets.

Kutto, the old alpha dog who was the leader of the pack, 
the very one who had raised Tody, had guessed what was 
happening in the young child-of-the-dogs’ head. He, too, 
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had observed him several times going to his promontory and 
pointing his nose towards the men’s village, trying to catch 
a scent. Several times, Kutto had made him understand that 
if he wanted to he could go and live in the village. It was his 
choice and everyone would respect it. Men will welcome him 
for sure since they were physically identical. But Tody didn’t 
want to abandon his pack, his family. He refused at first to 
even consider this possibility. Then progressively, he imagined 
himself inside the village of men. He was however frustrated as 
he was not able to imagine in detail life on two feet with clothes 
on because he didn’t know anything about mankind. And 
progressively the idea began to haunt him. Kutto eventually 
succeeded in convincing him. He could go and see the men, 
stay with them as long as he wanted, and return to the pack 
whenever he saw fit. Kutto would even come and see him from 
time to time, at night. He had already been near the men’s 
village in this way and knew how to elude their watchmen.

So, one day, Tody decided to leave the forest. The pack had 
gathered behind him and watched him leave the shelter of the 
trees and walk away, on two legs, towards the white fumes that 
rose in the distance.

When the villagers saw the child approaching, there was a 
big fuss. A naked child, with his filthy face and body, with long 
tangled hair down to his chest, and most of all, tufts of hairs all 
over his body. This is what happens when one lives for too long 
in the forest, hair grows and covers the body. The child wasn’t 
afraid. No, Tody wasn’t afraid of anything, but he was anxious. 
Anxious to know if he would be accepted or if the men would 
reject him.
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When he was captured, the way one captures a wild animal, 
Tody didn’t fight back. He even allowed rough and brutal hands 
to grab him without any resistance. He took a submissive 
position, the way he had been taught with the strongest dogs 
of the pack, his head down and his back to them. This made 
the villagers laugh. They had never seen such an attitude in a 
human before and so they began mocking Tody.

What happened over the next couple of days became 
a vague distant memory. Above all he remembered being 
splashed with water and scrubbed thoroughly with soft white 
stones with a strong flowery scent. He had never seen or even 
smelt soap in his life. It was a strange experience that men 
(or rather women) had repeated almost every day. It wasn’t a 
bad feeling, except for the fact that his own smell disappeared 
for several hours each time. He found it annoying because he 
liked his smell, it was essential for him and losing it was like 
losing an arm or a leg. But once the first moments of stupor 
and disorientation had gone, he soon realized that his smell 
came back each time and this was comforting. He had also 
noticed that his body odour changed depending on what he 
was given to eat. And Tody had decided to eat everything, to 
try everything, even if some plants had a sickening taste. But he 
forced himself anyway.

Tody had quickly become the attraction of the village and 
even of the region. Men in dark green uniforms had even come 
to see him, then had left shrugging and abandoning him to the 
villagers who had welcomed him. Tody lived in a big hut, with 
a family of eight adults and children. Two of the children must 
have been the same age, or of a similar age to him, but they 
seemed to be afraid of Tody and none of the children dared to 
approach him.
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Since the wild child didn’t speak and communicated 
solely with grunts, he was quickly considered as stupid as the 
buffaloes. And the interest sparked once by the discovery of 
this wild child coming straight out of the jungle, faded after a 
few weeks. Tody went everywhere with them, mainly because 
they didn’t know what to do with him. The child followed, 
submissive, without expressing any feeling, neither anger nor 
joy. So they ended up putting Tody in charge of the buffaloes. 
Like a dog. He had learnt what was expected of him, how to get 
around the buffaloes that had gone too far and push them back 
to the place where they had been brought that morning. It was 
easy.

He didn’t dislike his new life. Everything was new to him 
and a source of curiosity, from the hot bread that came out of 
holes dug in the ground to the iron plough that opened the 
earth like a claw opens the stomach of a lizard. He listened and 
watched everything but some things were too complicated for 
him. He tried to understand, but communicating with men 
was hard and made everything difficult. However, he had 
discovered something extraordinary, something he mastered: 
fire. He spent nights staring at the flames in the fireplace, then 
at the red-hot firebrand that remained alight all night. He had 
carefully watched how the men rubbed sticks of wood on a box 
to produce the flames and he had been able to snatch one of 
those boxes and hide it preciously under a rock, near the river 
where he looked after the buffaloes during the day. One day he 
will bring back his treasure and show it to the pack. Because 
he knew now that he was not meant to stay with the men and 
he missed his dog-brothers more and more every day. As 
promised, Kutto had kept his word and some nights he came 
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near the village with some members of the pack. Tody could 
feel them as they approached the village, his sense of smell 
being as sharp as before. Then he would come slowly out of 
the hut and crawl in the dark, to his dog-brothers. They would 
smell each other for a long time and Tody could see that Kutto 
and the others disliked his new smell, or rather lack of smell. 
But they didn’t show it, and the wild dogs, along with the child 
who had become half-dog again would go for long nocturnal 
walks up to the edge of the jungle. Once there, Kutto would 
turn around and send Tody back to the men. The child never 
protested and returned obediently, scampering to the village. 
His desire to return to the wild life of the pack was not yet 
stronger than his curiosity for men’s world. His time hadn’t 
come yet.

But it was thanks to Kutto, or rather because of him, 
that Tody would decide to return to his old life as a child-
of-the-dogs. The nocturnal visits of the wild dogs did not 
go unnoticed. The villagers saw tracks in the mud around 
the village and poultry had been devoured. Their anger had 
quickly risen and they had decided to get rid of the stray 
dogs that came to loot on certain dark nights. Tody saw 
them one day preparing meat with grins on their faces. They 
arranged the meat all around the village, directly on the 
ground, continuously grinning and goofing around. He didn’t 
understand what the humans were doing. He knew that the 
men were angry at his brothers, but then why give them food? 
And why were they grinning? Back home, in the forest, only 
the spotted hyena smiled, but it was a fake smile to first show 
submission and then to be able to scrounge bits of meat and 
bones once one’s guards were down.
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Little did he know what was about to happen.
The following night, he sensed his brothers around the 

village and as usual went out to meet them. It was only after 
rubbing his nose against Kutto’s muzzle that he heard a 
plaintive groan a few feet away. As they got closer to the moan, 
Tody and Kutto discovered one of their own, rolled up in a 
ball on the ground, shaking. The meat Tody had seen the men 
preparing during the day was near the dog which was lying on 
the ground. They all could smell it more than they could see it. 
They could also feel that their brother couldn’t breathe and was 
suffocating. The dogs had all gathered around the dying dog, 
but no one knew what to do. This was new to them and they 
were all worried and distraught by this enemy that had hit in 
the dark, without them being able to see it or even smell it. An 
invisible enemy, an ally for the men that killed for them.

The dog’s groans grew increasingly weaker. He was a long 
legged dog and Tody knew him quite well. He had always 
shown consideration for Tody, even though his rank of adult 
dog had to be respected by the child. From the start he had 
accepted Tody into the pack without reluctance and even 
though Tody wasn’t as close to him as he was to Kutto or 
the others, he quite liked him. And for the moment, he was 
suffering with him without knowing what to do to ease his 
pain. The child had tried to lift him, but he had moaned even 
louder. Moving was painful. So they had to wait without doing 
anything.

When it was over and the dog lying on the ground stopped 
moving, the pack turned to Tody. The dogs were completely 
distraught and didn’t know what to do anymore. Tody was 
appalled, unable to believe what had just happened. He 
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understood that the men who had welcomed and fed him had 
killed one of his brothers, and he knew how. They had given 
them bad meat. They had given them bad meat in order to kill 
them.

Tody then felt a dull rage rising inside of him. Using 
gestures and his gaze he told the pack of what he had 
uncovered. The meat, it was in the meat! Each one of them 
went to what the dead dog had vomited during his agony. 
Groping, Tody snatched a square of meat that was almost 
untouched. He knew what to do.

The child-of-the-dogs made his brothers understand they 
had to wait for him and not to touch any of the pieces of meat. 
He had seen the men scatter these poisoned presents at several 
places around the village. Tody went from one point to the next 
and so on. He patiently picked up all the pieces and headed 
for the hut in the centre of the village, the one where the men 
stored the meat they would dry the next day. He had seen them 
several times and his memory had recorded everything, as if 
this information would be useful one day. And indeed it was. 
Tody was about to use what he had learnt to avenge his brother.

Vengeance was vital. It was a fundamental law of the jungle. 
Without vengeance, the unpunished enemy would start over and 
over again, certain that his wrongdoings would go unpunished, 
certain no price would need to be paid.

Tody slowly opened a small hatch which had been simply 
locked with a wooden bolt fixed to the wall. There was no 
thief in the village and as long as there was a simple system, 
animals couldn’t open, it was enough. But they obviously 
hadn’t accounted for Tody, half-human half-animal. He slowly 
slid inside the hut and, guided by his sense of smell, made his 
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way to the large terracotta jug that contained the men’s meat. 
With a great deal of caution, he mixed the pieces of poisonous 
meat with the healthy meat. When he was done and had put 
the lid of the jug back on, he slipped back out and joined the 
pack that was patiently waiting. They made a detour to the river 
to retrieve Tody’s precious box, the one with the small wooden 
sticks that contained the fire. Then they fled to the awaiting 
forest, over there, far from the village.

At the edge of the jungle, Tody turned around. In the dark, 
the volutes of white smoke from the village couldn’t be seen, 
but he knew exactly the location of the men’s lair.

He had made a choice and he was proud of it. He would 
never go back to this village. The village of those who grinned 
as they were about to kill.” 
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Arun was in Yangon, or “Rangoon” as his grandmother still 
called it. He didn’t really believe it. There, right in the middle 
of the road, he turned in a circle to better see the whole of the 
city, to capture it in one sweep, avidly. All of the buildings were 
over six storeys high. Before now, he’d never seen such a thing, 
except on television. And now he was in the middle of the 
largest city there was. He was discovering the world.

His father and grandmother had paid a fortune for his 
authorization to leave Arakan, the province at the frontier 
with Bangladesh. He was in danger there. He had defied the 
Burmese soldiers and they were going to make him pay dearly. 
And as Arun was too proud to shut up and keep his head 
down, his life was in danger. To send him away was to keep 
him safe, save his life even. The same thing had happened to his 
cousin Saïd, two years earlier. The entire family had contributed 
something to pay for his passage. It was said that Saïd was then 
a hot head, always on the verge of doing something stupid. He 
would most likely end up in a work camp or at the bottom of 
a ditch, his head smashed in by the butt of a rifle. Back then, 
Arun had secretly admired his cousin, believing that he was 
right to resist the bullying of the Burmese. Then Saïd left, and 
everyone forgot him. It was this same Saïd who now welcomed 
Arun to Yangon. So, they had the same destiny. Arun was 
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proud of this. The two rebels had found each other. The 
Burmese would see what they were capable of.

Officially, Arun had been selected on his academic merits 
to study accounting in a Yangon school. An honor had been 
bestowed upon him. Except the school didn’t exist, of course. 
But everyone was in on it, on all the levels of civilian and 
military administration, a good twenty people who didn’t even 
know each other. They didn’t need to. Each person worked for 
some obscure office in Yangon, Sittwe or Butthidaung. They all 
had a terrible weapon that made them invincible: an ink stamp. 
This simple tool allowed them an easier month’s end than they 
would have had with just their meager government salary. 
Comfortably seated behind a table drowning in dirty and dog-
eared papers, they decided which documents they were going 
stamp, and which would return to the bottom of the stack 
rotting before them or onto a moldy shelf. They must all enjoy 
their power. Each heavy thump that accompanied each stamp, 
shaking the table legs, must thrill them to the bottoms of their 
hearts. Perhaps this thrill was even more important for them 
than the money they received. Each stamp had a cost, more 
or less expensive depending on the number of people needing 
their cut along the administrative chain. Each person in the 
chain received a little of the money that Arun’s family had 
given to save his life. Corrupt officials cashed in, and they then 
stamped the document, excitedly, face sweaty, hands trembling.

The arrangement had been thus for a long time, like all 
such arrangements, in all the administrative offices of Burma, 
in every region, even the most remote. And it worked exactly 
the same for the handful of Arakanese Muslims who were 
authorized each year to leave their swampy prisons and 
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migrate to the capital. As long as there weren’t too many, 
the arrangement would endure. If the quota was foolishly 
passed, even more people would need to be paid off, and it 
would no longer be profitable enough. Thus, like a system of 
interconnected vessels and without conscious coordination, 
the different levels of the system instinctively knew the limit. 
Everyone knew, more or less, how many of these little dark-
skinned thugs could be allowed to go rot in the gutters of 
Yangon. They knew as well that these “crazy young dogs” being 
sent away by their parents for their protection would rapidly 
and systematically fall in line and lose their fangs. The system 
thus also indirectly helped to calm the “Bengali” rebellion and 
remove the most virulent elements from play. No one could 
claim otherwise. Everyone won, in the end. 

Even though the school didn’t exist and no one would 
ever demand proof of his academic achievements, Arun was 
required to present himself to the authorities of the welcoming 
township, where he was supposed to live. Here too he had to 
pay something to avoid too many questions. But he had still 
been lectured for a long moment on how lucky he was, as a 
Muslim from Arakan, to be accepted among Buddhist Bamars. 
He was no longer “Bengali” here. A “Bengali” was by definition 
a “foreigner.” Thus, he received Burmese identity papers, 
purchased at a high price like everything else. At one point, his 
father and his grandmother had had Burmese papers. They had 
been Burmese, in truth. But their papers had been taken away, 
along with their citizenship, under the claim that they had left 
to live with their own people in Bangladesh and had returned 
illegally. It wasn’t at all true! Arun’s father and grandmother had 
never set foot outside of Arakan. But this was an insignificant 
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detail for the local authorities. They had all become “foreigners” 
in their own home.

In any case, Arun was no longer “Bengali” now. He was 
Burmese, whether he liked it or not. A true Burmese, even if 
he was reminded at every moment that he was Muslim, and 
thus a second class citizen. Still, like all Burmese, migrant 
or not, he could only stay in his assigned township, no other. 
Everyone had his place so that he could be easily located, and 
thus controlled. You could demand special permission to sleep 
somewhere else, exceptionally. The notion that one could 
change place, even for a night, was completely new to Arun. 
It was almost impossible where he came from. But here, you 
had to pay, of course, a contribution to administrative fees, a 
cost that depended on who was asking. With his curly hair and 
his dark skin, he could not expect a good deal. So he would 
need to return every night to Dala, the township dormitory 
where he was registered. He would go see Saïd on Friday. At 
first, he had been disappointed to learn that he would not be 
able to live with his cousin. Saïd had had to wait a year for the 
authorization to live in downtown Yangon, and it had cost him 
a huge chunk of his savings. 

Still, Dala was close to the downtown, very close even, 
but for one important detail: the river, three hundred metres 
wide with swift currents when the tide rose or fell. Yangon was 
some twenty kilometres upstream of the river’s estuary, but 
the rise and fall of the ocean was still felt here. Two old rusty 
ferries took twenty minutes to alternately criss-cross the river 
to the opposing bank. They crossed each other in the middle 
of the river, twenty times a day. Sometimes the current was 
so strong that the ferries slowed to a crawl struggling against 
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it. Every time, Arun questioned if they were going to make it. 
But apparently this didn’t worry the crowds standing smashed 
together on the two decks. The travelers waited silently, 
listening to the hawkers selling lucky key chains or touting 
the virtues of rocks that purified water. He noticed that these 
hawkers all had high pitched metallic voices, like machines 
reciting pre-recorded announcements. And strangely, no doubt 
because of their high pitch, their voices carried over the din of 
the engines, easily heard from one end of the boat to the other. 
Only residents of Dala or the neighbouring countryside were 
on board the ferry. Some of the travelers were sitting on little 
plastic stools rented for the length of the crossing from a kid 
for 5 kyats. A pittance, as the boy would need to rent 100 stools 
to earn enough to buy a meal without meat. But the stools 
were popular because it was impossible to sit on the ground 
without getting dirty. The deck was in effect smeared with the 
dark red juice that the men spit at their feet. The richest, or at 
least the less poor, were seated in the front, around the small 
greasy canteen tables. They drank instant coffee, mixed with 
sugar, powdered milk and coffee mixed with boiling water. 
The beverage had just the time to cool down enough to be 
consumed before they arrived at the quay on the other side. 
Every time, watching the swirling river, Arun wondered what 
would happen if the engine broke down. The boat would 
inevitably crash on a bank, a concrete pontoon, or an old cargo 
ship rotting on the quay. Caught in the speeding current, there 
would no doubt be enormous damage. The boat would break 
up and its torn sheet metal would cut the passengers to pieces. 
There would be hundreds of dead and wounded.



56

N
o

 R
o

hi
ng

ya

Arun could have also taken one of the smaller two-stroke 
motorboats that constantly shuttled back and forth. They were 
a bit cheaper but more dangerous. Several times a year, one of 
these narrow pirogues would capsize, submerged by a violent 
current or under a wave created by one of the enormous 
transport barges traveling down the river. The twenty or thirty 
people piled in the over-crowded boat then disappeared under 
the brown waters. The current was too strong to swim against. 
In any case, few Burmese knew how to swim. The dead were 
not reported because it was unknown which register to report 
them to. Dala or downtown? Since no one was eager to have 
extra work or see his statistics rise, nothing was reported.

Dala was a “dormitory township” built on a swamp. This 
was not much of a change for Arun. He had lived almost 
his entire life in the swamps of Arakan. Except, here, Dala’s 
population of almost 100,000 was concentrated in a tiny space, 
giving him the impression of living in a nauseating waste pit. 
All of the rejects from the city, the permanently unlucky, lived 
there. Beggars who had parasitized the downtown ten years 
earlier had been one day swept up and forcibly relocated to 
Dala, onto small muddy mounds. New migrants coming in 
controlled waves from peripheral areas were also grouped by 
sector. There was a sector for those coming from Ayeyarwady, 
a sector for those from Mon, for those from Kachin, and even 
for the Karen of the delta. There was also a sector for the minor 
employees of the hospital, who crossed everyday on their own 
exclusive boat. There was even a little Hindu sector and a 
Muslim sector, side by side. 

Dala was the size of a real town, but it didn’t have much 
infrastructure, aside from a tiny moldering hospital, a dirty 
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police post, a bamboo fire station, the local administration, 
and the bureau of the Union Solidarity and Development 
Association. The U.S.D.A. was officially a volunteer 
organization but it was in fact the civil arm of the military 
junta, controlling all volunteer or non-official activities. 
Almost everyone was part of it; it was pretty much obligatory. 
Or, at least not belonging was frowned upon. Arun now knew 
that the USDA in Dala was powerful. The military regime 
controlling the country funded it. Dala was essentially known 
as reservoir of possible rebellion. Two years early, Aung San 
Suu Kyi, the soul of the country, a headache for the military 
for two decades, had wanted to go south of Yangon by crossing 
through Dala. The soldiers had stopped her car and ordered her 
to return home. They had even blocked the road, completely 
paralyzing the small city. She had stubbornly refused, and 
camped there in her car for two days. During this time, she 
occasionally visited the roadside inhabitants to ask to use 
their toilets. Then she returned to her car, staring through the 
windshield. The soldiers were the first to force the impasse, and 
had, manu militari, returned “The Lady” to her residence by 
the lake in the north of Yangon and confined her to her home, 
under the threat of immediate sentencing for inciting public 
disorder should she leave. 

Dala was also known as a hangout for drunkards and 
beggars, as well as for street vendors, those trying to sell 
fruit, vegetables, fish, anything that could be sold that wasn’t 
too heavy, on the streets of Yangon. They all balanced large 
trays pressed heavily on their shoulders as they wandered the 
sidewalks, barefooted, wearing large bamboo hats. They made 
just enough to survive to the next day. 



58

N
o

 R
o

hi
ng

ya

Arun had found work immediately, in Dala itself, for 
at least a month or two. It wasn’t much but he could make 
enough to live decently. He was going to dig and carry buckets 
of earth. It was easy and well-paid, more than he could make 
in Arakan. A foreign organisation had in fact undertaken 
to equip the large slum with a potable water system. There 
was enough work for hundreds of people. Before now, the 
residents had to buy water from street vendors who drew the 
precious liquid from a pond outside the city. The vendors 
circulated through all of Dala, pushing their odd barrels on 
wheels through the mud. But the price of the water was high, 
and only just enough water for drinking was purchased, and 
no more. To cook or wash, water was pulled directly from the 
waterways, yellow and dirty. They were everywhere. All the 
houses were built on stilts, as everywhere you walked, there was 
dirty yellow water. Everybody was sick at least once a month, 
especially the children. There were only a few public toilets in 
the neighbourhood. Too old, they had started to be dangerous, 
as the likelihood of falling through the rotted wood and 
drowning in the liquid excrement below became increasingly 
likely at any moment. An idea that made no one laugh. So, you 
made do by crouching at nightfall near the huts, praying that 
you wouldn’t be bitten in the ass or the genitals by a little green 
snake that came out of nowhere. When you couldn’t leave the 
house, or you didn’t want to risk stepping on a reptile, you used 
a plastic bag, tied it after use, and threw it discretely between 
the houses once night had fallen. It was life in a giant field of 
feces, the stuff floating between the houses and shifting around 
depending on the wind and the slopes. The government did 
nothing to improve the condition of the miserable inhabitants 
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of Dala. But they no longer expected anything from the 
government. They managed on their own. 

Luckily, some French had chosen Dala as a place to test a 
new water supply system. First, there were containers to collect 
rainwater, one or two on each street. Large shiny corrugated 
sheets positioned on wooden posts collected the rain, which 
then ran down a hard blue plastic pipe into a large brick cistern. 
The water could then be pumped directly from the tank. Each 
receptacle collected enough water during the rainy season 
to provide drinking water for ten families for an entire year. 
And these receptacles were increasing from neighborhood to 
neighborhood. Arun’s neighbourhood did not yet have one, 
but would soon, next year it was said. In addition to cisterns, 
the French proposed to enlarge the big storage ponds that 
also collected water, a colossal project. Hundreds of men 
and women were digging and removing clay from enormous 
holes. Centimetre by centimeter, the ponds deepened and 
grew. In the next rainy season, they would be filled with clean, 
uncontaminated water from the sky. There were also plans to 
fence them in to prevent animals and children from wading in 
and contaminating the clean water. Thus, there was work for 
almost everyone for some time, at least until the rains returned. 

Arun had started this job of digging last week. It wasn’t 
unpleasant, but as his pay was determined by the volume 
of earth he moved, he refused to stop during the day, and 
collapsed with fatigue every night in the filthy hut he shared 
with three other young Muslims, who, like, him, had failed in 
Yangon. They had all hoped to find an easier life, or were trying 
to escape from those seeking their hides, their dark skin that 
revealed their ethnic origin and, thus, their religious affiliation. 
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Every morning, Arun had to find a little clear water to rapidly 
wash and help make rice. There was always a little fish paste 
for flavor, and a few bamboo shoots to round out the meal. 
Yesterday, a housemate had brought home a little chicken to 
be shared among the four boys living in the hut. When they all 
finished eating, it was already time to leave for the worksite, a 
five minute walk, lucky for Arun.

His cousin Saïd lived downtown, on the other side of the 
river. But it took him almost two hours to get to his factory in 
North Yangon, and the same to return in the evening. Arun 
was going to visit him at least once a week. He even stayed the 
night at Saïd’s when the rain was falling too hard to return to 
Dala. Arun found Saïd to be a changed man. He was no longer 
the proud boy that, like him, glared at the soldiers and defied 
the Burmese merchants in Butthidaung, up in Arakan. Here, he 
had become less impulsive. He spoke less of revolt and dignity. 
Even his posture had changed. He stood less tall. He hunched 
more and more, as if his factory work pressed down on him 
and aged him. He spent countless hours in public transport 
where the sweat of others mixed with his. For hours every day, 
his lengthy commutes steeped him in a mass of humanity that 
was, over time, melting him into its stew. Little by little, he 
was becoming a good obedient Burmese, like everyone else 
in his condition, like everyone in his caste, be they Buddhist, 
Christian, Hindu, or Muslim. 
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Courage

In this remote village of Burma, far from Yangon, old Tameema 
was shaking a little box that made a very characteristic noise.

The children around her remained silent in order to hear 
better.

“Who can tell me what’s in this box?” asked the old woman 
in a loud voice.

“Matches!” answered the children in chorus seated in a 
semi-circle directly on the ground.

“Remember. Last time, I told you Tody had taken a 
matchbox when he ran away from the village to go back to his 
pack. Remember well.” She opened her arms and began her tale. 

“Tody was still a child, but a child-of-the-dogs. He had 
chosen the life amongst the dogs of Kutto’s pack over the 
comfort of the men’s village, but life in the forest wasn’t easy for 
a child-of-the-dogs. And it was also dangerous. He had escaped 
from the monkeys who wanted the secret of fire and poison. He 
had escaped from the venomous snakes who silently slithered 
behind you when you weren’t careful. He had escaped from 
the men who didn’t trust him and didn’t really treat him as one 
of their own. But he had yet to escape from an even greater 
danger. A danger that had been looming over him for several 
moons now, a danger that had the strength of ten dogs and the 
agility of ten cats, a danger that had teeth so big and so sharp 
they could rip a head off in a single movement.
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At that time, an enormous tiger had decided to establish his 
territory close to the pack of the old Kutto, the pack to which 
the child-of-the-dogs belonged. The tiger came from beyond 
the mountains, chased away by an ever increasing number of 
men. Indeed, he had killed many buffaloes and the humans 
had sworn to kill him. But far from being scared by so little, the 
tiger had attacked a village during the night of a full moon and 
slain four children. So, the men from beyond the mountains 
had called on hunters with rifles. Many hunters. The tiger had 
been wounded but had been able to run away limping and he 
was now on this side of the mountain where no one suspected 
the peril he represented. Moreover, the huge tiger had become 
angry and wanted to get even with the men. He could still feel 
the burning of the bullet in one of his paws and each time he 
ran, the pain made him roar and his anger rose.

Once aware of a child living in the forest, his anger 
doubled. How dare he? How could a little man hope to live on 
my territory? So he had sworn to snatch Tody and shred him 
into pieces to appease his anger. It had become an obsession, he 
needed the child. He would have him.

But Kutto’s pack had felt the tiger’s presence shortly after 
his arrival on their turf. His smell was strong to a dog used to 
sniffing the animals of the forest. The dogs knew the strength 
and vigor of the tiger. But they also knew there were enough 
of them to ward him off if needed. And the tiger knew it too. 
Twice, they had challenged each other. The dogs had made 
a semicircle around the tiger, leaving him with the choice of 
either retreating or attacking them head-on. Kutto had read 
in the tiger’s eyes his lust for Tody who had remained behind 
with the young dogs. But the tiger wasn’t stupid and he knew 
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how to assess his chances. So, he disappeared for a while, then 
came back to try again. With the same result. The group of dogs 
faced him and formed a bulwark between him and the child. 
Impossible to get near the man cub. 

Tody wasn’t afraid, but he knew that one day his pack 
wouldn’t be gathered around him and that the tiger would then 
take his chances. For child-of-the-dogs, it had become a fixed 
idea too: he would have to fight and defeat the tiger one day. He 
thought about it more and more often. He analysed his chances 
of catching him with traps or hitting him with a sharpened 
stick and piercing him, but he couldn’t make up his mind and 
choose a solution that would have ensured him victory without 
risking his life.

One day, as he was looking at the buffaloes from the village 
going to the river to drink, Tody had an idea. Buffaloes were 
the most powerful animals apart from elephants. One must 
never pass in front of a buffalo. Always go behind, especially 
if he is rushing or charging. He had learnt this while being in 
charge of the animals with the children of the village and he 
could also talk to the buffaloes because Tody understood and 
could be understood by most animals of the forest.

If there was something stronger than the tiger, it was a 
buffalo charging and if there were several buffaloes charging, 
then nothing could survive the huge weight that crushed 
everything.

Tody thought about it all day long and refined the details 
of his plan. It wouldn’t be easy, because he had to find a way to 
attract the tiger exactly under the hooves of the buffaloes and 
clever is the one who could manipulate a tiger this way. But 
Tody had finally found a way: he was going to use the men’s 
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magic to control the buffaloes and drive the tiger exactly where 
he wanted him. He was going to use fire!

Indeed he had stolen a box of matches right before fleeing 
the village. He had done it without a purpose, mechanically. He 
may have known deep down inside that fire would one day be 
of great help.

All day long, he worked on his trap. He had spotted a 
coombe, a deep cul-de-sac in the cliff near the river. It could 
take hundreds of steps into it before realizing that there was 
no exit. The back of the coombe was a place where the earth 
walls were steep and high and there was no way out except for 
a small and agile animal capable of climbing up the branches.

Tody carefully set dry grass in lines near the entrance to the 
coombe. Really dry grass was needed, that could ignite with 
the first spark, he knew it. He had seen the men many do that 
many times.

Then he went to fetch the herd of buffaloes grazing quietly 
and unattended near the river. He knew how to be understood 
by those big and quite dumb animals and how to guide them 
exactly where he wanted them. He led them to a spot he had 
carefully selected, a little set back between the entrance of the 
coombe and the lines of dry grass.

Then Tody climbed on a big boulder overlooking the valley. 
He could be seen from miles around. He knew he was exposing 
himself and he had to dig deep within himself to have enough 
courage to stand up straight in front of the forest where the 
beast was hiding. The tiger would soon be aware and would see 
him there, ready to be caught and shredded by his ferocious 
claws. Alone, without Kutto’s pack to protect the child, the wild 
beast wouldn’t be able to resist the occasion. Tody was sure of 
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that. The tiger’s obsession for the young child would make him 
reckless.

The young boy forced himself to stay for a long period 
of time on the rock looking at the valley in the distance. He 
wasn’t really scared. The dogs of the pack were fearless. But he 
also knew that his plan would only work if all the details fell 
into place as flawlessly as he had imagined it. If something 
unexpected were to happen, tonight he would no longer be part 
of Kutto’s pack. He would be dead.

He felt the tiger coming. He had chosen to be on the 
downwind direction to have this advantage too. Tody had 
thought of everything. He then jumped down from the rock 
and ran into the coombe until he reached the back walls that 
rose as high as a tree. At the foot of the earth wall, out of 
breath, Tody grabbed the big roots he had spotted before and 
climbed the wall as fast as a monkey could have done it. Never 
could the tiger climb as high with his claws alone, the beast had 
no hands to cling to the roots like Tody had just done. When 
he reached the top, he hurried around the coombe, carefully 
avoiding making any noise in the bushes. Tody could now 
smell the tiger down below, the wild animal had unwisely gone 
down into the coombe hoping to catch him. And it was Tody 
who was now behind him. The child was tempted to look down 
below to see exactly where his enemy was, but he didn’t want 
to expose himself, the tiger would be able to smell him and 
understand he had been trapped. The child-of-the-dogs made a 
large loop to pass right behind the buffaloes grazing peacefully 
not far from the entrance of the coombe. The tiger hadn’t 
disturbed them, he had crawled silently. He had another prey to 
hunt, a prey he had long coveted and that was now at his mercy.
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Tody was now behind the buffaloes, he knelt down and 
grabbed his little matchbox. He rubbed a first stick. Nothing 
happened. The matches were wet! He grabbed a second one 
and rubbed it again, anxiously this time. What if his plan 
didn’t work? The second match didn’t ignite any more than the 
first. He threw it away angrily. What was happening? Was his 
plan failing because he no longer knew how to use matches? 
Couldn’t he make fire anymore? If that were true, then he didn’t 
deserve to live. He had no value, he was only a burden for 
the pack and would never know how to fully use the abilities 
associated with his half-man status. Tody took a third match, 
closed his eyes and rubbed it. It had to work, the fire had to 
come to him. Otherwise he was going to die. The tiger was 
going to come back and Tody wouldn’t have enough time to 
run for shelter. The wild beast would be on him in a few leaps 
and tear him to pieces.

The beast must now have reached the cul-de-sac and 
understood that his game had escaped him. His anger must 
have been even greater. Tody shuddered at this horrifying 
thought. He hadn’t planned on ending his life so foolishly, 
away from his family, screaming in fear and pain. But luck 
smiled on him once more. A small flame lit in the palm of his 
hand. Without wasting time, or lingering on the fascinating 
light he had just created, Tody brought the burning match to 
the straight line of dry grass, just behind the herd of oblivious 
buffaloes. In a few seconds, the little flame spread and became 
a bright yellow tongue dancing on the grass. Then, the tongue 
of fire spread again and again and soon a line of flames were 
standing proudly. The buffaloes all raised their heads in one 
synchronized movement. Their eyes grew wide and panic 
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washed over them in a single wave. They too knew fire, and 
like all the animals in the forest, they had a visceral fear of 
flames. In less than a second, the herd of buffaloes rose from 
the ground. A great mass of monstrous muscles made them 
leap backwards and they went at full speed in the only possible 
direction: the dead-end coombe.

Tody stepped back and hid behind a shrub to see what was 
going to happen. The enormous animals fled the fire, crushing 
everything in their path. And the tiger was just going to be in 
their way. He was coming out from the opening of the cul-
de-sac where he hadn’t found the child-of-the-dogs as he had 
hoped. He was even more furious than usual to have been 
fooled by the one who didn’t even belong to the creatures of the 
jungle. But his fury suddenly turned into shock in front of the 
wall charging him and that completely prevented any possible 
escape. The tiger’s stupor didn’t last long. He didn’t have time to 
experience any other feelings. He didn’t even understand what 
was happening. The buffaloes were already on him and the 
first hooves stomped on his skull, legs, torso, stomach and tail. 
When the whole herd had passed, there was nothing left but a 
bloody red carpet on the ground. Motionless forever. The tiger 
was truly dead.

The buffaloes were screaming in the back of the coombe, 
because they had finally understood that there was no way out 
for them either. But fortunately for those big dumb animals, 
the fire in the dry grass died out on its own, as fast as it had 
started to burn. There was not enough flammable material 
there to spark a real bush fire that would have wreaked havoc. 
It made Tody happy because he didn’t like the big fires that 
destroyed everything and left the forest all black and dead and 
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he wouldn’t have liked to be the one responsible for it. The 
buffaloes were able to turn round and flee to the river while 
continuing to grunt with terror.

Tody didn’t like using the fire. It wasn’t natural for him 
and it belonged to the men, not to the dogs with whom he 
wanted to share his life. But he was still very proud of what he 
had accomplished. He had defeated his deadliest enemy, him, 
the child-of-the-dogs. All by himself. The tiger was not only 
dead, but completely reduced into mush. Tody approached the 
corpse, leaned over and picked up something he brandished 
in the sun: a tooth! Complete and still intact, a huge tooth 
that alone could have torn an arm or a leg. Tody squeezed his 
precious booty in his clenched fist and ran on his hind legs to 
join Kutto’s pack that couldn’t have imagined the good news”.

Old Tameema folded her arms across her chest, indicating 
that the story was finished. But the children, like every other 
time, were slow to get up and leave. They still had a few 
precious minutes remaining to imagine the child-of-the-dogs 
trapping the wicked tiger. They finally left, one at a time, now 
convinced that ruse was often more effective than force and the 
weak did not always lose. 
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Marriage

“Arun, wake up!” Saïd whispered, shaking his arms.
“...”
“Arun, they’re coming for you!”

He was lying on a mat on the ground. He sat up suddenly, in 
the darkness, holding his breath. Brief muffled thumps came 
from the door of the apartment. The light of a large electric 
flashlight shone under the door. Everything else was dark. This 
Yangon neighborhood only had electricity every other day or 
so. 

Saïd rose and went towards the entrance. He slid open the 
lock and cracked the door slightly, still blocking it at the base 
with his right foot. Someone spoke in a dull voice, dry but not 
very strong. No need to wake the entire building.

After a few brief seconds, Saïd timidly moved away and 
two guys in dark shirts entered the apartment, unhurried and 
silent. One of them shone his flashlight directly in the face of 
the young man still lying on the floor. Arun already had his 
identity card in his hand. He pointed it in front of him to block 
a little of the blinding light. The second intruder came forwards 
and snatched the card from his hands. The other shone a 
light on the small laminated piece of cardboard, then a sheet 
of paper. Large coloured stamps could be seen transparently 
through the paragraphs of serpentine Burmese writing.
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The two civil agents murmured something among 
themselves. One of the two was chewing betel and Arun 
couldn’t understand what he was muttering. They returned his 
card, still saying nothing. The beam of the flashlight swept the 
little apartment, stopping suddenly on a photo of opposition 
leader Aung San Suu Kyi tacked on the wall. Arun’s throat 
tightened. It was an illegal photo. His friend Saïd was going 
to have problems, and he as well of course. But why did Saïd 
insist on continuing to worship “the Lady”? She had never been 
clear about her position on the Rohingyas. She was, after all, a 
Buddhist. They couldn’t expect anything good to come from 
that. But Saïd claimed that, once she was elected, “the Lady” 
would give them back their rights. The elections would be in 
two years; they needed to hold on. A pipe dream! Nobody 
believed that. And now they were going to be beaten for having 
this picture on the wall. This was all she would bring them. 
Beatings!

But the wide yellow stain of the flashlight continued its 
random sweep along the walls and the ground. The two guys 
headed back towards the front door. They swung it wide open. 
A helmeted policeman was waiting for them on the landing. 
There were doubtlessly others in the building. Were they 
going to be arrested? But the nighttime visitors went down the 
stairs without a word and disappeared as they came, without 
deigning to close the front door or apologise for awaking the 
entire building at two in the morning. Arun could hear the 
upstairs neighbours moving. You could hear everything in 
these buildings, worn down by humidity and rust. There was 
even rainwater running down the stairwell. Arun hoped that 
the cops would slip going down the stairs and smash against 
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the walls of a landing. But nothing happened. The control 
had lasted only two minutes, two minutes that could have 
completely changed their lives. But nothing tragic happened. 
Still half-asleep, Arun wondered if it had been a dream. 
Meanwhile, Saïd had returned to his mat and had already 
fallen asleep again. Or was still asleep? Nothing actually proved 
that it had really happened, except perhaps the stirrings of 
the upstairs neighbors. Everyone was moving up there. Or 
maybe they were the ones who had awoken Arun, and he had 
imagined everything in a waking-dream. 

It was the first time there had been a control in the 
middle of the night. They had been lucky until then. But, very 
fortunately for them, everything was in order this time around. 

Arun had officially requested and obtained authorization 
from the authorities of Dala to sleep at Saïd’s that night. He 
had also received the authorization from Saïd’s neighbourhood. 
It had a cost a bit, and Arun had moaned somewhat about it. 
Previously, Arun had slept without authorization at his cousin’s. 
And Saïd had told him tirelessly about the life of the Burmese, 
all of the little incongruous details of their customs and beliefs. 
He was inexhaustible, as if he had stocked everything he had 
seen or thought he had seen in his memory. The two young 
men made fun of these Burmese, who would not accept them 
as part of the same nation. So they heaped scorn and derision 
on them. They ended up having a good time laughing and 
imitating them in ridiculous caricatures. Arun came with 
increasing frequency to these sessions, which allowed him to 
vent some of his anger and remember who he was. But Saïd 
had become nervous and asked Arun to get permissions. He 
hadn’t wanted them to be dragged away to the sinister Military 
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Intelligence building near the airport. It was said that no one 
ever left there, or they only left to swell the ranks of jungle 
porters, constrained by large hemp ropes and fed with the pack 
mules. Everyone talked about these forcibly enlisted porters, 
although nobody knew one personally. It was believed that 
many had been snatched from bus stops during the night. It 
was so widely believed that no one ventured on the streets at 
night anymore. Yangon became practically deserted after seven 
p.m., right after sunset. 

“You saw, they had a mobile phone,” Saïd spoke directly to 
Arun’s back, as if they were in the middle of a conversation. 

Arun turned to reply. Saïd wasn’t actually asleep.
“I bet it was fake.” They were sold everywhere now, as 

something to show off.
“Possibly. But they have access to all of that. The bastards. 

I’m sure it was real,” decided Saïd. “I saw one last week. The 
construction boss had one in his hand, red. He also had an 
enormous car. He’s lucky that guy!”

“They’re corrupt, Saïd! All corrupt! They’re bleeding the 
life out of the country. And us as well. They’ll pay one day, I’m 
telling you they’re going to pay one day. And they’re going to 
have to eat their cellphones, real or fake.”

“Yeah, some day, some day. I’ll be long dead, Arun. Nothing 
ever changes here. It is what it is. It’s our destiny. We can’t do 
anything about it. Nothing. But it’s ok. You’d better sleep now.”

But Arun couldn’t fall back to sleep. Anger ate at him. He 
felt humiliated and unable to strike back. But they had been 
lucky. The cops hadn’t really searched the apartment. If they 
had, they would have found an old edition of The Times with all 
of its pictures. This copy of the magazine hadn’t been censored. 
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Troublesome articles had not been excised by reproving 
scissors. The two cousins had been able to find an intact edition 
sold for an exorbitant price on the black market. Arun spoke a 
little English. His grandmother had taught him a few phrases 
and had made him memorize dozens of vocabulary words. 
This may be useful, she had said. Arun had tried to translate 
a few passages. But the English in the journal was a little too 
complicated, and Arun had a hard time understanding the 
meaning of the long passages that he tried to decipher in the 
dim candlelight. He hadn’t found anything too inspiring, 
nothing that could give them satisfaction for having broken the 
law, and in some way prove themselves rebels. 

Still, the old magazine was nothing. The real forbidden 
treasure that the military police could have found was still in 
the laser disk player. And since the electricity had been out since 
nightfall, they couldn’t open the player or retrieve the disk. They 
had been saved by a power outage. For once, it was useful for 
something! The disk in question circulated everywhere, in any 
case. Illegally, maybe, but what was really illegal about looking at 
a video recording of a wedding? It was the wedding of Thandar, 
the daughter of General Than Shwe, the number one of the junta, 
the supreme commander of the country.

The film of the infamous wedding had started circulating 
clandestinely. Everyone talked about it, but many fewer had 
actually seen it. The wedding had taken place at Nay Pi Taw, the 
new capital, a princely wedding that had cost an immense fortune, 
perhaps billions of kyats. Arun couldn’t even imagine a billion 
kyats. It was doubtlessly an astronomical sum that could have 
changed the lives of thousands of people. And these billions had 
been used for a single wedding, that of the children of dictators. 
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Arun and Saïd had seen the film several times now. They 
didn’t always agree on which scenes to rewatch. Saïd wanted 
to watch the part with the gifts. The bride and groom, seated 
on a canopy bed framed in bright red curtains, opened their 
presents. There was jewelry—so much jewelry—, silver 
dishware, gem-studded watches, rare perfumes, golden objects 
whose usage Arun and Saïd could not even guess at, and 
spectacular furnishings covered in gold and adorned with 
sculpted animal heads. Like a child, Saïd adored watching the 
enormous chocolate elephant carried in on a cart. He froze the 
image for long moments. He had to try chocolate one day. He 
had never yet had the occasion, but they were still young, and 
it would happen one day. Saïd also loved the moment when the 
young groom timidly kissed the cheek of the bride. He giggled 
with excitement each time. 

Then they would turn to the preparations of Than Shwe’s 
daughter. She was a common, plump girl with a jaw as square 
as a man’s. She must bite when she makes love, the bitch! She 
was wearing a diamond choker that entirely covered her neck. 
It was said that she could have bought a small town with that 
necklace alone. She also had diamonds in her hair. After being 
dressed, the bride ascended an enormous stairwell covered in 
a red carpet. A white train, ten metres long, nearly covered 
the stairs. Her bland bridegroom, a young colonel with a flat 
forehead, made little impression at the side of the chubby 
princess. He didn’t exist. The crowds of elected officials around 
them were dressed in khaki and light mauve, as if there were a 
dress code. Everything was in order. No fairy tale, just staged 
smiles. No excesses, no real joy either, thought Arun. 

The camera paused for a long moment on an enormous 
portrait of General Than Shwe, squarely in the center of 
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the reception hall, like a reminder of who was the supreme 
master. As if they needed reminding. Arun thought of the 
generalissimo Than Shwe as an old demon. He had to be a 
demon from hell to embody so much malice and evil. He had 
ordered the killing of so many of Arun’s own. How had he 
arrived at the top post? Everyone knew that the pile of medals 
he wore was not gained through exceptional military prowess. 
Even in the army it was whispered that he was only a common 
soldier who had just seized the right opportunities. He had 
used the fact that no one was particularly threatened by him to 
eliminate all of his rivals, by any means necessary. And General 
Than Shwe long had delusions of grandeur. He called himself 
Bu Daw, a title reserved for the ancient kings, and he even had 
a white elephant, a particularly auspicious omen, in his palace. 
On top of that, he was said to be irascible and violent. He had 
supposedly beaten someone who dared to utter in his presence 
the name of Aung San Suu Kyi, the political opposition leader 
who was under house arrest for years. Than Shwe would not 
suffer the slightest criticism and did not tolerate losing. When 
he missed a shot playing golf, his officers discreetly pushed 
the ball with their feet. In any case, the golf course of the new 
administrative capital Nay Pi Taw had been completed before 
the official buildings. There was even a glowing report about 
this on television. What an embarrassment!

Arun preferred to watch the arrival of the cars and the 
characters who came out. Almost all were military men in 
civilian clothing with their fat, heavily made-up wives. It was 
always the same routine: a white-gloved soldier opened the 
door and the minister or the general got out while looking at 
the camera. Arun recognized almost all of them. They were 
often in the papers, every day in fact. You couldn’t miss them. 



76

N
o

 R
o

hi
ng

ya

Arun imagined that he had a telescoped rifle, like in a film. He 
eliminated them one by one as they got out of their cars. He 
liked to fast forward the long sequence, rhythmically moving 
his head to punctuate the cadence of an automatic rifle mowing 
them all back down into their giant limousines. He mimicked 
the sound of thudding bullets blowing their heads off, making 
Saïd laugh. Arun would crack a bitter smile. He thought of his 
own marriage, cancelled because of these damned Burmese 
soldiers.

Oddly enough, young Arun also loved watching the part 
with the buffet, and all the succulent plates that he would 
never be able to sample. In truth, he hardly recognized any 
of the plates, they were such rare and refined dishes. In the 
background of the video, stemmed glasses were delicately put 
on an enormous cake. Then a general poured a bottle onto 
the glasses stacked in a pyramid, at least ten levels high. He 
overfilled the top glass, and the liquid flowed to the level below, 
and so on. This was supposedly champagne, an expensive 
sparkling alcohol. A very very expensive alcohol! You could 
buy a car for the price of one bottle. In the video, the sparkling 
liquid spilled and spread along the ground, like a carpet of 
burning banknotes. Arun was somewhat obsessed with this 
scene. It showed the extent to which the junta and the wealthy 
behind it mocked the people. It showed the level of indifference 
they had reached, wasting in these useless bubbles so much 
money that could feed hungry Burmese. These bubbles fed his 
anger, brought it to a boil, gnawed at him, made his stomach 
ache. He wanted to scream, but didn’t. You couldn’t scream 
in Burma. And it would serve no purpose. He needed to do 
something else to vent his anger. So he watched the scene over 
and over. 
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Upstairs, a child started crying. Someone coughed for 
several minutes. The crying child and the coughing mixed 
overhead, in the hot, unhealthy humidity of the moldy 
building. There was no fresh air to push out the miasmas, no 
way to drive out the misery and shame through boarded-up 
windows without glass. 

Elsewhere, a little further in Yangon, in the upscale 
neighborhood of Golden Valley, parties were being held in 
large, air-conditioned rooms wallpapered in a soft fabric. 
Illuminated by giant chandeliers, guests drank rare whiskies 
and ate hors d’oeuvres topped with imported products. 
Orchestras with violins and harps played softly in the 
background, without drawing attention to the musicians. 

Lying on his mat in the darkness, Arun still had not fallen 
asleep. He thought again of these gigantic orgies of the wealthy. 
He knew they were even happening right at that moment. 
Everyone knew that the rich partied every single night. In the 
stains of the saltpeter on the walls of the apartment, he could 
imagine the shape of these glasses, overflowing. He could 
almost hear the rich, in their drunkenness, laughing at him, the 
“Bengali” who couldn’t marry and couldn’t have children. He 
swore to do something, something that would let him reclaim 
his pride, to prove that he too existed. He had to find a way to 
wipe away their smiles. 

He had to find a way to hurt them.1 

1 On November 3, 2006, General Than Shwe married his daughter to a 
young colonel in a ceremony of grand pomp. The cost of the wedding was 
estimated by some at fifty million US dollars, the equivalent of three times 
the annual health budget of Burma.
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Tenacity

Like every other Friday, Tameema the Storyteller entered the 
village classroom. And like every other Friday, the children 
were waiting for her. The old woman noticed that some seemed 
a bit pale. Several were hollow-cheeked. The smallest had arms 
and legs hardly thicker than wooden twigs. The young girl 
with crutches, dressed in violet, was leaning against one of the 
pillars, no doubt to support her weak back. Tameema frowned 
involuntarily and sat down quickly among them to hide her 
distress. She did not usually put her emotions on display. She 
remained dignified at all times, and no one had ever seen her 
lose control or raise her voice. She remained silent for a long 
moment, lost in her thoughts, head down. She knew what 
was going on; there wasn’t enough to eat in the village, and 
not enough variety of food. There was rice, prepared a little 
differently at every meal, but it was still rice. Tameema knew 
that the children needed other types of nourishment to grow 
normally. But there was nothing else to give them. 

The old women then realized that the children were waiting 
for her, staring at her silently, without bothering her, certain 
that she was preparing, right before them, in the silence of the 
classroom, a story even more exciting than all stories that had 
come before. Tameema had come in with an idea for a story, as 
usual. She had thought it up during the length of the journey 
from her home to the village. She always operated in this way. 
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The walk permitted her to choose a theme and construct a 
tale in its broad strokes. She then unrolled the plot before the 
children, adding details she invented as she went along. She 
frequently improvised her stories and never thought of them 
during the week. This time, she decided to abandon the story 
she had prepared. The state of the children, suffering visibly 
from hunger, demanded another topic. She couldn’t leave them 
like this without reacting. So she started a new tale, without 
knowing exactly where she was going, nor how she was going 
to convey the ideas that had just popped into her head. But she 
would find her way. She opened her arms, as if to embrace her 
audience of young Rohingyas, hungry but still wanting to hear 
her story. 

“That year, the monsoon didn’t last as long as usual and the 
dry season was warmer and harder than the previous years. 
The plants had grown less and the grass had dried quickly. 
Soon nothing but dusty land was left where the vegetation 
had previously been abundant. Insects had less to eat hence 
they had bred less. Hence, there was less food for the birds, 
reptiles and small mammals that fed on insects. There were 
still some field rats around, but they were famished and many 
died. The larger mammals that usually fed on small mammals, 
small reptiles, and small birds, could no longer find enough 
food to eat either, and so they also lost weight, became weak, 
and eventually died too. You see children, everything in nature 
is connected. Without water, there is no grass, without grass 
there are no insects, without insects, there are no birds, without 
birds, mammals in turn die too. From the smallest to the largest 
living thing, everything is linked together and everything has 
an important place in nature. If you touch anything at any level 
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in the hierarchy established by nature, the whole balance is 
disturbed.

So that year, Tody, the child-of-the-dogs, was hungry. He 
was hungrier than usual and the whole pack of dogs he lived 
with were even hungrier. The little ones were losing weight and 
moaning when their belly writhed with cramps, the females 
were without milk, the males came back more and more often 
empty-handed from hunting. There was hardly a field mouse or 
a skinny crow to share.

Tody thought about what he could do to help his pack. 
He was different, so he should use this difference. He had first 
suggested the dogs eat leaves or fruit. Tody could pick them by 
standing on his two legs. He could also climb trees and pick 
precious bananas and papayas before the birds could devour 
them. He had found a place near the river that was now dry 
and where fruit was still growing even though they weren’t 
very big. Tody had been proud to bring something back to 
his pack and the starving dogs had thrown themselves on 
the provisions. But the dogs didn’t seem to tolerate this type 
of food. After a couple of days of this vegetarian diet, they all 
suffered from stomachache and Tody understood the dogs 
couldn’t only feed on fruit. Neither could he, even if his human 
body had a higher tolerance.

Tody kept thinking. What could he do that the dogs 
couldn’t? How could he benefit from his man’s body and 
intelligence? He desperately and relentlessly thought about it 
until he had a headache.

That morning, he moved away from the pack to try and 
find a solution. They had eaten everything edible nearby. Tody 
sat under a big tree. A tall tree with strange flowers. After a 
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while, he heard the flowers talking. They produced small cries 
and seemed to be fighting among themselves in places. Tody 
was malnourished, maybe this was a hallucination due to a lack 
of food? He lay down on his back to get a better look at them 
and narrowed his eyes. The dark flowers were hung very high 
and at the ends of the branches. Tody saw them move again and 
saw hooked fingers that changed their grip on the branches of 
the tree. They were not flowers! And Tody wasn’t dreaming. It 
was a colony of huge bats that had taken possession of the tree 
and were waiting for the night to come to go hunting. There 
must have been hundreds, thousands. Turning his head, Tody 
could see that other trees also sheltered legions of these half-
bird half-rat animals. An idea popped up at once: we could 
eat birds, we could eat rats, so why not those enormous bats? 
The dogs of the pack could probably survive for several weeks 
without suffering any more hunger. So many were perched 
upside-down from the branches and waiting to be picked, like 
fruit. But meat-fruit! Tody stood up and began to climb the 
tall tree. His first intention was to see more closely how far he 
could go and approach them and whether he could pick them 
as easily as a coconut. He climbed up the trunk, then onto a big 
branch, then onto a smaller one and finally found himself on 
a fine branch that ended with one of these swarming clusters. 
The creatures were bigger than he had imagined at first. Almost 
as big as himself. Looking up, he saw that he might be able to 
touch one of them, the one that roosted from the overhead 
branch. With one hand, he squeezed the branch on which he 
stood really hard, and stretched the other above his head. He 
was not allowed to fall, he had never climbed so high up. But 
Tody knew that if he fell, he would crash on the ground and 
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could never get up again. His outstretched hand reached for 
the bat. Upon seizing it, the beast spread a clawed paw covered 
with a large black veil. He felt a stinging pain and briskly 
brought his hand back. There was blood on his fingertips. The 
nasty beast had scratched him! He stared for a long moment at 
his scratched and aching fingers. They were not deep cuts, but 
Tody realized that the animal could harm him repeatedly to 
make him let go of the branch. He had also seen its teeth, small 
but very sharp and he didn’t want to test their sharpness. Sitting 
on his branch, he backed off to the trunk. He had to find a way, 
the pack were counting on him. He could save them with this 
meat that was hanging there as an offering.

He would not give up. Tody was incredibly tenacious, he 
had inherited this tenacity from the pack. They never gave up a 
quest, they never let a prey slip away. So, he was going to find a 
solution.

He needed a tool! This was a solution! The men he had 
lived with during his stay in the village often used tools. Pieces 
of wood or iron put together to do things hands could not do 
or did badly. So Tody thought how he could build a tool to 
unhook the bats. But after a lot of effort and concentration, 
he still couldn’t imagine an instrument capable of helping 
him. So, he climbed down the tree and sought out something 
on the ground that could give him an idea. After a moment of 
confusion and effort of thought, he found a broken branch. It 
was too long and too heavy, but Tody picked it up anyway and 
began breaking it into a smaller section. After several attempts 
at placing all of his weight on the branch resting on the ground, 
it gave in and broke in two. Tody had a kind of club, a bit bent, 
but it was a quite acceptable tool after all. With this weapon, he 



83

Te
na

ci
ty

would be able to hit the bats and knock them down, he would 
just need to pick them up like overripe fruit which had crashed 
on the ground.

But how could he climb up the tree with this bulky weight 
in his hands? He needed both of his arms to secure his grip 
and not fall. After a moment of reflection, Tody once again 
had an idea, an idea that only a human could have. He simply 
got the branch stuck in his thick, long hair, by twisting long 
strands around the piece of wood. It was the only solution 
because he had neither clothes nor bags with him. And so, it 
was his matted hair that saved the day. The weapon was after 
all well anchored in the tangles of his mane that Tody never 
combed. The crooked stick couldn’t slip and fall. And so, once 
more, the young boy worked his way up the tree. He climbed 
it really slowly. The piece of wood was heavy and pulled on 
his neck. The weight swung back and forth and threatened to 
unbalance him at every moment. He had to stop frequently to 
steady himself. He had to move very slowly but above all he 
had to go all the way. Tody was single-minded, he visualized 
his pack waiting for him. The dogs were counting on him. This 
mental picture helped him hold on through the painful ascent. 
He finally reached the spot he had left moments earlier, out of 
breath but happy to have brought his weapon with him. The 
huge bat was still in the same place, oblivious, hanging upside-
down, its wings wrapped around its head. It was going to have 
a taste of its own medicine. Tody did not waste any time. Not 
without trouble, he freed the club from the ball of knotted 
hair in which he had twisted it. He had to pull out a few tufts 
of hair that wouldn’t let go. But soon the weapon was ready for 
its intended use. As he had done last time, with his left hand, 
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the child-of-the-dogs firmly grasped a big branch and swung 
the club with his right hand. The piece of wood swiftly drew 
a circular arc and violently crashed on the body of the bat. 
Tody had put all his strength into this blow. He was briefly 
unbalanced by the weight of his body and almost fell. He had 
to drop the precious stick that crashed straight onto the ground 
far below while he clung on with both arms to keep from 
plunging down. He looked up. The bat that had seemed to be 
firmly roosted a moment before, was no longer there! Did he 
miss it? Certainly not, his aim had been true and he had felt, 
more than heard, the thump of his weapon on the soft body of 
the animal. Tody looked down. Next to his stick, a small black 
mass lay motionless. He had got it! Tody almost leapt for joy. 
He could now bring meat back to the pack. But his joy was 
suddenly interrupted by the feeling that something abnormal 
was going on around him. Something threatening. The tree 
was shaking. The child-of-the-dogs then saw a terrifying 
sight. All the bats, as if led by the same signal, unfolded their 
heavy wings and one by one broke away from the tree that had 
sheltered them. It was like a swarm of wasps, but bigger. And 
like a swarm of wasps, they didn’t like to be disturbed and had 
apparently decided to fight the intruder. One after the other 
they dashed on Tody. The child-of-the-dogs, frightened as he 
was, reacted surprisingly quickly. Fear sometimes gives you 
unexpected resources. He tumbled down from the tree with 
the speed of lightning, one hand clutching a branch while the 
other hand flew to grasp another below. Without stopping 
his movements. Without even thinking to secure each of his 
grips. Exactly like a monkey. Tody had become a child-of-
the-apes! But the bats were fast, too, and many hit him with 
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their claws, almost unbalancing him in his race to the ground. 
Falling would surely mean death. Tody’s legs finally touched 
the ground, surrounded by a cloud of bats trying to scratch and 
bite him. Once at the foot of the tree, Tody was once again a 
child-of-the-dogs, fierce and ready for battle. And since his 
human part was still strong in him, he instinctively leaned 
over and seized the club that had fallen with the first bat. He 
furiously circled his weapon above his head, as much as to 
protect himself as to fight back. He gave successive parries 
without stopping, his life depended on it. The child-of-the-
dogs often hit only thin air. The bats’ flight has a high level 
of accuracy that in this situation allowed them to avoid most 
Tody strikes. But not always and the club several times got a 
hit. Several of the attackers had suffered violent blows and had 
disappeared, no doubt to take care of their wounds. The black 
cloud that had attacked him gradually became clearer. Soon 
there were no more strikers in sight, they had all disappeared to 
an unknown destination, an out of reach shelter.

Tody stopped hitting. He was gasping and was drenched 
with sweat. He had fought hard and was completely exhausted. 
He felt a heavy liquid running down his shoulders, arms and 
neck. This was not sweat. He looked with horror at his hands. 
They were covered in blood and he could now feel the many 
bites and scratches that the furious bats had inflicted on him.

He had to go back to the pack, seek refuge to tend to his 
injuries and let the wounds close and heal. Tody went to pick 
up the bat on the ground. He had at least something, even if 
it was a meager catch. But when he scanned his surroundings, 
he saw many dark shapes on the ground all around him. At 
first sight, he thought the blood that covered his face and his 
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eyes were playing tricks on him, but after a moment of stupor 
he realized that in his desperate fury he must have shot down a 
great number of aggressors and that there was certainly enough 
food to feed a pack of dogs for several days. He recovered 
quickly and rather than taking delight in his victory, the child-
of-the-dogs began to gather the prey spread at the foot of the 
tree. Some were not dead and Tody had to finish them off with 
his stick. He did it without joy, quickly, striking as hard as he 
could to shorten their suffering.

He finally started staggering, bent by the weight of the 
game he was bringing back. He was far from the pack and the 
way back was going to be painful, but he knew he would get 
there. It would take him several days to recover from this fight, 
some cuts were deep, especially on his back. He had almost 
been killed, but he was proud to have once more played a part 
in the survival of Kutto’s pack.”

Tameema stopped. She looked carefully at the children. 
They all seemed happy that Tody had finally found something 
for the others to eat, having never given up, even against 
the clouds of bats. He succeeded despite all the obstacles and 
hunger.

The old storyteller smiled, thinking about the reaction the 
mullah would have tomorrow. Last week at the mosque he had 
said that it was forbidden to eat bats. In his view, animals that 
used their claws to grasp their prey were not edible. Another 
bit of nonsense. He was going to choke on his rage again to 
learn the contents of her latest story. He inquired discreetly, 
the fool. Just as Tameema had his sermons repeated. This little 
game had gone on for a long time, jabs interposed between the 
children and the faithful. This time, his blood pressure would 
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go through the roof; perhaps he’d have a heart attack. Serves 
him right! He had already rebuked her for glorifying dogs 
in her tales… He had told the parents that they were dirty 
and impure animals! Despite this, nobody had stopped the 
children from coming to see her. So much the better, thought 
a comforted Tameema. She had only distrust for religious 
idiots who warped the Koran to their views. For her, the most 
important thing was that the children were happy. And again, 
this time, the children were all smiles and happy for the child-
of-the-dogs. The story ended well. It was important at their age 
that stories had happy endings. They could forget their hunger 
for a moment and return home imagining that someone would 
help them, bringing them enough to eat, like Tody had done for 
the dogs.

At this thought, Tameema’s heart sank. She knew nothing 
would change, and that they would all remain hungry for a long 
while.
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“969”

The taxi driver didn’t even look at Arun. He simply tapped 
his finger scornfully on the sticker decorating his dashboard. 
The sticker was blue and red, striped with a 969 in Burmese 
numerals. This meant “no Muslims.” 969 was a lucky number, 
a Buddhist numerological combination. The 969 stickers were 
found everywhere. A third of Yangon taxis proudly displayed 
the colors of the nationalist movement. Shops displaying 969 
pledged to refuse service to Muslim clients and no longer 
buy in Muslim shops or do business with them. Apartheid 
was being slowly established. Arun was well aware that, even 
here, far from Arakan, he was an unwanted stranger. This 
strengthened his determination to leave, to return to his people. 
He had only been in Yangon eight months, and he was already 
suffocating. But how was he going to reimburse the exorbitant 
price his family had paid to send him to safety in Yangon? And 
how would he help them financially, just to survive? He was 
devoured by guilt. He no longer slept. He wanted to go home, 
but he couldn’t go back like this, head hanging and ashamed, 
ashamed of being unable to make a new life with the chance he 
had been given. 

Then fate smiled on him, perhaps for the first time in his 
life. The foreman of the foreign organization where he worked 
noticed him. He had learned, somehow, that Arun was a 
Rohingya from Arakan. And the foreigners had just launched 
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a health program in Arakan. A Rohingya who had his papers 
in order, and could thus move somewhat freely between 
villages, was apparently a rare commodity. Arun became a gift, 
an opportunity that could not to be passed up. The Burmese 
foreman was a guy who spoke very rapidly with a distinct Mon 
State accent. He wanted to meet Arun. The young Rohingya 
did not entirely comprehend everything the man was telling 
him, but from his staccato monologue Arun understood that 
the foreigners were asking him to work for them in Arakan, 
among the Rohingyas. If he accepted, he would be in charge 
of delivering medicines to health workers, there in Rohingya 
villages. They would be placing a great deal of trust in him, but 
the work was not too difficult, the foreman had assured him, as 
if he wanted to convince him. 

Arun was taken by surprise and hadn’t immediately 
responded. It was an unexpected proposition, especially since 
the man, without pause, spoke to him about an enormous 
salary, an amount ten times more than he could earn 
transporting dirt. He made a rapid calculation. The amount 
proposed would allow him to reimburse his family in a few 
months and support them comfortably for a long time. At 
first, he thought it was too good to be true, too fast. Maybe 
the guy was messing with him and would doubtlessly burst 
into laughter at Arun’s sheepish response. But he had also 
asked Arun if he spoke a little English. As Arun nodded his 
head, the foreman had shaken his head vigorously, laughing. 
Arun would have a meeting the following day at the office 
of the foreign organization, to sign a contract and work out 
the details. Then the foreman walked off rapidly, talking to 
himself. What had been most surprising for Arun was the tone 
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that the Burmese man had used to speak with him. He had 
spoken to him… respectfully, as if Arun was important. Until 
this moment, he had become accustomed to being addressed 
with condescension, suspicion or even contempt. But not this 
time. It was an entirely new experience for Arun, who had 
thought that all Buddhists, without exception, considered them 
“inferior.” It wasn’t always the case, and the young man felt an 
unsettling doubt in some of his convictions. 

He hadn’t slept that night. He was too agitated. That fate 
would suddenly offer him such an enormous opportunity was 
unbelievable. He spoke to no one about it. He would see the 
foreigners tomorrow and see if it was actually a horrible joke. 
He’d go see, he had nothing to lose, except to be humiliated 
once again. This hardly mattered; he suffered indignities 
everyday. His dark skin was like a stigma. And each time he 
crossed the river, the stares were increasingly disapproving, as 
if he made them uncomfortable, and his appearance inspired 
disgust. Maybe this was a trap? To deliver him to the police? 
But he hadn’t done anything and all of his documents were in 
order… or maybe it was because of this stupid control the other 
night at Saïd’s? He should not have obtained authorization. 
Drawing attention only created problems for people like him. 
But no, this was destiny, he assured himself. He needed to 
embrace it. Arun, for the first time in his life, began to believe 
that he was valuable, he was not worthless, in the end. The 
foreigners were interested in him! Even the Burmese were 
interested. Then he began thinking about his brother Habuzu, 
whom he had promised his grandmother that he would visit, in 
the delta. It was already very complicated to move around from 
one place to other in Yangon itself; a trip out there seemed 



91

“9
6

9
”

impossible. He needed to forget about this mission for now. He 
would not go see his brother Habuzu. 

The next day, he borrowed a clean shirt from one of 
his housemates. He pretended that he had to go sign some 
official documents. Nobody had asked for more details. It was 
believable, as being well dressed could possibly lower the price 
of being inspected. In the afternoon, he once again crossed the 
river on the old dilapidated ferry and was now looking for a 
taxi. He didn’t want to take the bus because he was already a 
bit disoriented in the city and he worried that he might get lost 
and never arrive at his destination. He couldn’t risk losing such 
an incredibly opportunity over the price of a taxi ride. But he 
couldn’t find a taxi that was willing to take him. They all slowed 
down but stopped in the end a little bit further along to accept 
passengers that were a little less sketchy. He started to panic. 
What could he do? He could walk, even if it took all day, but he 
didn’t even know in which direction to set out. 

But then, he had another bit of luck. A taxi, driven by 
someone who’s skin was as dark as his, stopped and signaled at 
him to get in quickly, in the front passenger seat, without even 
asking the destination or negotiating the fare. A Muslim, like 
him!

“You must be new in Yangon? Here, nobody stops for 
folks like us. You need to go over there, after the intersection. 
We can only work at certain places. There aren’t any written 
rules, but it’s like that. It’s like that everywhere, see. There are 
neighborhoods where we don’t have any problems. But here, it’s 
special, understand? Where are you going, brother?”

Arun gave him the crumpled paper on which the foreman 
had scribbled the address. 
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“To Golden Valley! Among the wealthy! And you’re not 
afraid?”

Golden Valley! Saïd had spoken to him about it extensively. 
The generals’ families, and thus all the wealthy, lived there, but 
most foreigners in Burma also lived there, by definition rich as 
well. Arun hadn’t known that to change his destiny he would 
one day be obliged to go to this somewhat unknown place. 

The young Rohingya decided to say nothing to the 
chauffeur. He didn’t know whom he was dealing with, and 
caution was always necessary with taxi drivers. This one did 
not press the matter and concentrated on his route without 
further interactions with his passenger. He smiled contently 
while driving, like all Burmese drivers. And like all the others, 
his teeth were red, a dirty red, almost brown. The betel that 
he doubtlessly chewed all day long left permanent stains. He 
must spit out the notorious juice every fifteen minutes. There 
were traces on the driver’s side door. Arun had seen them when 
he climbed in the car. He also noticed that there was a plastic 
bottle sitting on the floorboards near his feet, half filled with a 
mysterious liquid. He remembered that Saïd had mentioned, 
during one of their long nighttime conversations, a new rule 
that forbade taxi drivers from spitting betel on the roads. So 
they all had dedicated bottles to relieve themselves of this foul 
maceration, bottles that they must periodically and discretely 
empty along a sidewalk somewhere. The thought made him 
gag. He didn’t chew betel and found the habit disgusting. 
He folded his leg reflexively as far as possible from the bottle 
and forced himself to concentrate on the rest of the car. The 
gearbox was obvious, between the two seats. It no longer 
had a casing, as was also the case for the inside walls of the 
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doors, where the rods running along the body of the car were 
visible. Half of the dashboard was also gone, and none of the 
lights were illuminated. The windshield was pocked with star-
shaped fissures, and lines of glue of varying thickness ran along 
the cracks that threatened to give way. Arun had stumbled 
on a total wreck, but it was no worse than most of the cars in 
Yangon or Arakan. Dilapidated as it was, this one was probably 
worth its weight in gold given the deterrent tax the government 
was levying on imported cars.

The taxi dropped Arun off in front of a large house with the 
name and symbol of the organization posted in front in large 
red letters: Aide Sans Frontieres. Arun had not even noticed 
that they had already entered Golden Valley. He reproached 
himself for daydreaming, and not remembering the route. How 
was he going to find his way back? The driver wished him good 
luck, and without waiting for an answer, made a rapid U-turn. 
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Golden Valley

Arun didn’t stay long in the office of the foreign organization. 
The friendly foreman, the Mon Burmese, was waiting for 
him, and after ten minutes of conversation in the same rapid 
and staccato tone as the day before, he had made all of the 
arrangements for Arun. The young Rohingya had accepted 
everything offered to him, without asking too many questions. 
He thought that one of the white foreigners that he saw going 
up and down the stairs would stop and come speak to him. But 
no, everyone ignored him except the foreman and the secretary, 
who had asked him to complete an administrative questionnaire. 
Thus, he found himself back in front of the house faster than he 
had anticipated, holding a large white envelope stuffed with 
some documents to read and some cash to pay for the bus to 
Sittwe. He was to be there the following week, and it was up to 
him to arrange the voyage. They would explain everything to 
him on site, the foreman said, no need to worry.

So this was it? You say yes to everything and your life is 
changed?

Arun was even more stunned than he had been the day 
before. His fortunes were changing too fast for his tastes. He 
hadn’t had the time to really think about all the details of his 
future life. Perhaps it was better this way, in the end. He needed 
to jump in and seize the opportunity without thinking too 
much, if he didn’t want to see his luck change back and this 



95

G
o

ld
en

 V
al

le
y

chance disappear forever. Yes, he had done well! He felt a little 
taller, a little stronger now. He had found a job out of nowhere, 
and a way to return to his family. The wheel had turned in his 
favor, and the future finally smiled on him. Now, he had to 
get back to Dala. Maybe he could stop at Saïd’s. It was still a 
little early and his cousin would not yet be back from his long 
workday, but Arun could wait for him. He needed to talk to 
someone, and Saïd was really the only person he wanted to 
confide in.

Without knowing it, Arun had already walked some 
distance from the Aide Sans Frontieres office. He had started 
in a certain direction without even thinking, without knowing 
where he was going or how he was going to get out of this 
neighborhood and get back downtown. 

He then remembered where he was. Golden Valley! The 
neighbourhood of the wealthy. The only neighbourhood where 
there was almost continuous electricity and phone service. 
And running water, above all, because those without the rare 
privilege of wealth and beautiful houses had to spend a part 
of every morning collecting muddy water in old buckets and 
dragging it back up to their old moldy apartments. Like Saïd’s, 
or even worse, the homes in Dala. 

Golden Valley, on the other hand, was an affluent enclave, 
strewn with huge, tasteful houses hidden in verdant labyrinths. 
Giant ancient banyans shaded old houses with their fanning 
branches, assuring they remained cool. It was beautiful, and 
exuded wealth. Arun still noticed an annoying detail. All of 
the houses were fenced in by high walls mounted with several 
rows of barbed wire, sometimes as many as four, he saw. This 
was doubtlessly for the richest, an outward sign of power. The 
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richer they were, they more rows of barbed wire they had, even 
if they had nothing to fear. According to Saïd, the rich were 
rarely robbed, it happened maybe once or twice a year, but they 
would still be mentioned for years. But fear was always stoked, 
rumors of property attacks and bloody burglaries were carefully 
diffused. But they were always the same old urban legends 
that they recycled to scare themselves, or to scare others, and 
justify a strong man, a police nation. According to Saïd, who, 
bizarrely, knew thousands of useless facts, these precautions 
were due to the lack of insurance companies or banks in which 
to hide wealth. Nobody wanted to risk losing the sum of a life 
of labour, or, more accurately, a life of the labour of others, 
as the wealthy didn’t work of course. They cashed in and 
accumulated wealth. Then they hid in their fortresses, these 
immense wooden colonial villas or hideous, marble-columned 
bunkers, surrounded by barbed wire. 

As if this weren’t enough, each side street of Golden Valley 
had a gated portal. They were thus protected from assaults from 
the outside world, such as the eventual revolt of the poor, who 
would march on the rich, burning and looting everything. This 
had never happened in the entire history of Burma and would 
never happen, said Saïd as if he had lived forever in Yangon. 
But they barricaded the gates, regarding everyone suspiciously 
and looking for those potentially guilty of crimes that would 
never happen. 

Saïd and Arun spoke about some of these old landlords 
who held most of the country’s wealth. They talked about 
them as if they knew them personally. The old families of 
Yangon were almost all part of the dominant ethnic group, 
the Bamars. They all looked alike. These old vultures were 



97

G
o

ld
en

 V
al

le
y

inevitably linked to the military junta. Their immense fortunes 
were consolidated with the help of their uncles, nephews, 
sons, and cousins, all generals of something. And of course 
they were all tied to the flourishing businesses that had no 
trouble securing all the public or private procurements in the 
country, with comfortable margins and jaw-dropping profits. 
They stuffed themselves to their contentment. The system was 
well oiled, like the greasy smiles of these old buzzards. They 
were all doctors of something; this was marked on the gold 
plated plaques at the entrance of their pompous houses. Their 
chubby, husky-voiced wives were always named Daw Kyi Kyi. 
These Daw Kyi Kyi (pronounced Shee-Shee, like the spitting of 
a cobra) were the ones in control and still wanted more. They 
were the ones, with pancake yellow make-up on their cheeks, 
who scrupulously checked the length of the tree branches and 
the cleanliness of the walls around the property. They were 
the ones, necks heavy with gold, slapping the poor serving 
girls scrubbing the marble stairs. Normally, the servants lived 
in a small, sordid room behind the garden, relegated to a shed 
filled with mosquitoes, snakes and rats. There was always, 
somewhere behind the beautiful houses, a little humid shanty: 
“the servant’s quarters,” as in the colonial period.

Castes were alive and well in Burma, judging by what Arun 
had seen, like in India, but informally. No one ever spoke 
of it. The Burmese were often persuaded that looking out for 
themselves first was the normal prerogative of their caste. 
They weren’t doing anything wrong, they were just following 
the natural order in which they were born. Whether they 
were tremendously rich or incredibly poor, the Burmese—
the immense majority Buddhist—all shared the certainty that 
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their lives were predetermined and nothing could be changed. 
It was a tacit agreement among a people convinced that their 
fate today was the fruit of their errors or successes in a past 
life. Nobody questioned the established order. They didn’t 
even make an effort to make a future for themselves, thought 
Arun. But for them, the Rohingyas, it was of course different. 
They represented, one and all, a caste apart, worse than the 
Untouchables of India. And they had to work hard to get by, 
no matter their history or the past opulence of their families. 
They had all been relegated by force to the bottom of the 
ladder. They had had everything taken away and had no hope 
for a better life. What bothered Arun most was the tendency 
of the Buddhists to accept that nothing needed to change, that 
everything was immutable. They didn’t care the slightest about 
the future even though they all seemed to have faith in the 
most bizarre belief: reincarnation. 

Reincarnation in human or animal was tenaciously believed 
among the Buddhists. Speaking of, here and there, in the dim 
light of the setting sun, Arun could see red eyes reflecting in 
the headlights of the few cars on the roads of Golden Valley. 
There were dogs everywhere. They ran in packs after nightfall. 
It was a good idea to have a stick or an umbrella handy to 
keep them at a distance. Arun was not reassured, as even the 
dogs seemed hostile to this stranger marching along on the 
deserted streets. But how was he going to escape from this 
trap? Why hadn’t he asked directions when he had left the 
office of his new employers? He was annoyed at himself, and 
even thought about turning around. But he was now lost 
among the maze of little streets that frequently ended at a large, 
forbidding gate. A group of three dogs had been following him 
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for a while. They were no doubt hoping for something to eat. 
The inhabitants of the nice neighbourhood fed them. They 
believed that these mangy dogs were perhaps a cousin or old 
grandfather unlucky in a previous life and now reincarnated as 
an animal, rather than a general or a monk, which would have 
been the best fate. These reincarnated dogs no doubt failed to 
buy enough merit during their previous human existence. A 
bad calculation. So, here, in the wealthy neighbourhood, rice 
was left at the corners of the streets and the dogs were treated 
with respect, at least outwardly. Everyone knew what really 
happened. When there were too many dogs, something had to 
be done. Then, a city truck came in the middle of the night and 
distributed meatballs, poisoned of course. The truck returned 
a few hours later to pick up the cadavers, but still well before 
dawn, ensuring that the peaceful inhabitants did not wake 
to see stiffened corpses strewn across the streets. It would 
not do to hurt their Buddhist sensibilities, all the same. They 
would feel guilty. Still, they knew full well that it happened at 
least once a year, without their having to say a thing. Again, it 
was the established order of things and nobody was offended. 
It was done for them, someone acted without their needing to 
make a macabre request. They didn’t have to dirty their hands 
or compromise their redemption in a future life by killing a 
living creature. Otherwise, they would have needed to make a 
donation to the pagodas to redeem themselves, a substantial 
donation, as it would have been a life taken, even if only that 
of a dog. When it came to money, one needed to accommodate 
certain arrangements. With this arrangement, no worries, 
burdensome dogs were eliminated and no payment was needed 
for redemption. 
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Dirty hypocrites! Arun recalled these stories while looking 
around him in disgust. 

There was still no exit, no way to escape. His nervousness 
rose as the darkness fell. There seemed to be more and more 
dead end streets, and he was constantly retracing his path and 
trying other routes. He now felt the hostile stares coming from 
behind the windows at the end of the gardens. He needed to get 
out of here fast. But there were no taxis on the deserted streets. 
And besides, nobody would pick him up. Arun was now struck 
by the silence, and the absence of cars. In contrast to Dala or 
at home in Arakan, there weren’t any bicycles in Yangon. No 
motorcycles, no scooters, no bicycles. Mopeds in particular 
were hunted down. They were completely forbidden, except 
for use by the Military Intelligence agents who patrolled the 
large avenues disguised as civilians. Practical for identifying 
them, thought Arun. It was unknown exactly why motorcycles 
were forbidden in Yangon but not in the rest of the country. 
Some people claimed that the generals were afraid of an 
assassination attempt by motorcycle. Escape would be easier 
after killing your target in his car, like in a spy film. Others said 
that the son of a general had had a motorcycle accident and 
this measure had been undertaken to protect the population 
from a general carnage. This was hardly logical considering 
that the other large cities of Burma did not have the same ban. 
There was also talk about the prophecy of a cartomancer, or 
astrological predictions. This was more plausible given how 
enthusiastic the junta was for all sorts of esotericism. All the 
Burmese seemed to love the occult sciences that so frequently 
guided them and eliminated the need for them to think too 
much in their decision making: astrology, palm reading, cards, 
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the entrails of various animals, or even the counsel that came 
out of the mouths of old degenerates dressed as women and 
wearing ridiculous turbans. Some even thought lead could be 
transformed to gold or wore magic objects just in case… They 
hung mirrors at dead ends so that the spirits would not become 
stuck and could find their way out. They even protected 
themselves from evil spells by making generous donations to 
the monasteries. Rich or poor, the most important expense for 
Burmese families was for their religion, or anything that, from 
a distance, passed as their religion. Not education or food. The 
pagodas were buckling under the weight of gold offered by the 
faithful in their quest for immediate luck or for assurance of a 
better next life. They were crazy… and selfish, thought Arun.

Arun finally found his way out of Golden Valley, without 
exactly knowing how. He must have wandered around a good 
hour since his departure from Aide Sans Frontieres, and it 
was completely dark now. He finally found himself on a large 
road, and suddenly breathed easier. He reached a bus stop 
and hopped into the first bus that came by, rusted from top 
to bottom and jammed with Burmese returning home. In 
the midst of the silent jammed crowd, he made his way to 
a window. A small space formed naturally behind him, just 
enough so that no one was obliged to touch him. Even if he 
was well dressed, his dark skin and goatee acted like a repellent 
on the Buddhists surrounding him. His face pressed against 
the dirty window, Arun paid them no attention and started 
imagining how his future life in Arakan would be. Just thinking 
about the huge salary he would be getting month after month 
made him smile at his reflection in the glass. There, in the back 
of a dilapidated bus piled with the poor whose only future was 
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to glue gold sheets on an idolatrous image, he suddenly felt 
superior, savoring the moment like the greatest triumph in his 
life. 

A large drop of water suddenly crashed on the windshield, 
then another, with a large splash. The drops were so strong 
that Arun feared that the windshield would break loose under 
the impact. In less than two seconds, a barrage of water came 
down on the vehicle. The driver only put on the windshield 
wipers after a long minute. The wipers, like the shell of the bus, 
were apparently the originals, and only removed some of the 
water that now ran past the disjointed edges of the windshield 
and inundated the rest of the dashboard, as well as the cabin. 
Then the driver brusquely cut the wipers, plunging the vehicle 
in an opaque veil. He turned them back on ten seconds later, 
ten endless seconds. The road reappeared. After another ten 
seconds, the driver again cut off the windshield wipers. And 
so on. He needed to make the machine last as long as possible. 
Everything in this town was economized to the extreme. 

Arun suddenly realized that the bus no longer had floor 
mats, and the floor was not entirely there. He guessed that there 
must be large holes, rather than actually seeing them. The water 
drenching his longyi had to be coming from somewhere. 

The streets were transformed into rivers, but the bus still 
advanced at the same speed. The driver hadn’t even slowed 
down as he drove through the torrents of rainwater that now 
covered everything. How was he able to guess where the road 
was? Arun slowly became more and more afraid. He had 
experienced this before in a Yangon bus, but could not get 
used to it. He told himself that the drivers didn’t want to die 
anymore than he did, that they were even excessively careful so 
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as to avoid accidents that would require them to pay damages 
for years. But this reassuring thought did not ease his fears.

They arrived at a large round-about, still going the same 
speed. They were going to wipe out, for sure, and slam into the 
median, or into the van that Arun saw a little further to the left 
approaching them. He raised his left hand and instinctively 
grabbed a handle above the side window. It did let go.

The bus entered the round-about without slowing down 
and passed close to the rear bumper of the van. They had not 
collided; everything was fine.

The driver suddenly jerked the steering wheel to the left. 
The bus jerked up and balanced for a long second along one 
side before falling heavily on all its wheels. They had just 
missed, by a few centimetres, a young Burmese girl who had 
gotten off another bus they had just passed. The girl was in 
the middle of the road, a dripping shadow with her purse 
ridiculously raised over her head to protect her from the 
rain. Almost nothing could be seen in the rain. What was she 
doing in the middle of the road? Arun remembered that the 
bus doors opened towards the road and not the sidewalk. This 
was for a simple reason: during the British era, one drove on 
the left, like in England. But Burma hadn’t been an English 
colony for a long time and they now drove on the right. 
General Ne Win had decided that one day in 1974. He had 
made the decision on his own, on a whim. His personal oracle 
had revealed to him that a great danger was coming from the 
right. To counter it, he had decided to change the direction of 
circulating traffic. But, since cars, buses, and trucks were almost 
all imported from Thailand or Japan—where one also drove 
on the left—almost all the vehicles had a steering wheel on 
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the right. And since it was too expensive to modify the buses, 
they had kept the passenger doors on the left. So passengers 
descended into the middle of the road, a veritable booby trap 
when you weren’t paying attention. Mowed-down pedestrians 
were the daily workload for the hospitals, especially during the 
rainy season, when visibility was almost zero and the bus riders 
were in a hurry to get to shelter. 

Water had started to rise over the sidewalks, the beautiful 
sidewalks bordered by bricks carefully painted in white and 
red. A false cover, thought Arun. Less than a hundred meters 
away, people went hungry. But that was in the back, in the 
dirty alleys and dark slums where the miserable populations 
in Yangon were crammed. The sideways of the large 
thoroughfares, on the other hand, were paved with beautiful 
red and white stones. The crossroads were brightly light. 
Foreign visitors coming from the airport all used these large 
avenues. They saw a Yangon that was clean and well-organized, 
not the misery described by “the opposition lobbies” that the 
junta accused of hiding overseas and being generously paid 
by powerful westerners to denigrate the Burmese nation, “the 
country of harmony, easy living and well-being.”

Arun was going to leave Yangon. Everything was false here. 
He was suffocating.
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Solidarity

Old Tameema was late. This never happened, but she had just 
learned that her grandson Arun was returning to Arakan, 
and little else. She was stunned, alternately angry and joyful. 
She didn’t know what to think. Why was he returning? Had 
something bad happened to him? She was so distracted that 
she almost forgot story time. She finally got a hold of herself 
and left hastily. Wrapped in her black shawl, she took a detour 
behind the market. She wanted to avoid the large road. The 
west wind blew into the village without the buffer of any 
physical obstacles. It even seem to accelerate in the gully 
formed by the wooden houses lining the main road. The gusts 
were strong, carrying blinding streams of dust that lashed the 
face. A storm was brewing and going to strike. It was claimed 
that the storm had landed in the Burma Delta, much further 
south, there where her banished grandson Habuzu lived. 
Tameema crossed the Burmese and Arakanese quarters. Their 
homes only had two faces on their roofs, those of Muslims 
had four, like the four cardinal points. They were easy to spot. 
She hurried because she knew that she wasn’t welcome on 
this side of the village. But she saw no one and finally arrived 
at the “community room”. It was a large room mostly used for 
school. The children were there. They had all braved the wind 
and wouldn’t have missed a story of the child-of-the-dogs for 
anything. 
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The old woman sat down in the middle of the circle, as 
always. She looked out the window and narrowed her eyes for 
a moment. 

‘Tody, the child-of-the-dogs, had grown up. He had been 
welcomed by the pack of dogs more than a decade ago. He had 
lived all those years in the jungle, without coming near any 
men whom he had learnt to distrust. But, on the other hand 
he had been introduced to an understanding and a love for the 
nature that surrounded him. The dogs of the pack had taught 
him many things. All of his senses had been developed. More 
than any average human would have. Almost as much as the 
senses of an animal would have developed. 

Can you name all the senses humans possess? The old 
Tameema had asked the children a question. A little hand rose.

- Sight?
- Yes, the sense of sight? What else?

The children could easily name the senses of sound and 
smell. But they forgot taste, even as the young girl in crutches 
mentioned smell, and the old woman had to help them to 
remember by showing her tongue and by rubbing the back of 
her hand. She resumed then the story.

“So Tody could hear better than anyone. Without seeing 
them, he could identify the animals that passed near him in 
the scrub. And he could recognize the lowing of every buffalo, 
over by the river. He could also smell and distinguish hundreds 
of different odours. Not only did he know the smell and the 
animal it belonged to, but he also could perceive its mood. 
Whether it was angry, afraid, hungry or not. Kutto, the alpha of 
the pack, had taught him all of this, patiently, day after day, by 
supporting him and testing him in order to help him learn. 
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But Tody had also learnt to feel other things. Things that 
common senses couldn’t perceive. He could feel the tiny 
changes in the atmosphere that preceded an event. He knew 
with certainty if some men were hunting. He could guess when 
the locusts would invade the sky and wreak havoc. He could 
feel ahead of time when the rain was coming and what type 
of rain would fall. He could predict if the wind would blow, in 
what direction and its strength. He had learnt all of this with 
the wild dogs. 

And so that day, the dogs of the pack were making circles 
while sniffing the air at length. Tody did the same because 
something unusual was about to happen. But it wasn’t his sense 
of smell that had warned him, it was more a sort of shiver 
running under his skin. A feeling he had never had before, 
something significant but neither the child nor the dogs knew 
what was brewing. 

Gradually, the sky that stood out behind the mountains, 
took a strange shade. Pale orange, then dark orange. As if the 
clouds were hiding something. Tody had never seen those 
colours before and no dogs in the pack could recall such a 
phenomenon. 

This strange thing had been noticed by an old female dog 
who couldn’t see much anymore: The insects that inhabited 
the soil of the jungle seemed to have disappeared. The familiar 
insects, thousands of insects that could usually be seen 
everywhere. Not one ant, centipede or spider was left, not one 
mosquito or midge! In contrast, those that would normally fly 
on the tops of the trees like the big flies or the yellow wasps 
seemed to want to land by any means and disappear as well. 
They rushed all over the place, and unpleasantly hit Tody’s and 
the dogs’ noses and eyes. 
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There was something undefinable in the air, a sort of 
tension, of heavy-pressure that bore down on their shoulders 
and their backs, a sort of vibration that made everyone feel 
uncomfortable. As if a giant monster was coming and blowing 
his nauseous breath. 

Tody could now hear distinctly the lowing of the distraught 
buffaloes of the village, even if they were far away. Those big 
animals, however dumb they were, had an astonishing instinct 
for the heavy rains. They wouldn’t react this way for the usual 
monsoon rains that drenched everything in seconds but 
everyone was used to that. They made do with the situation. 
The water streamed down, left and everything dried in a 
couple of minutes. No, what the buffaloes feared was the huge 
and violent gusts of wind filled with water. This kind of rain 
was called “moyan”. A moyan lasted several long minutes, it 
could crush you with its weight and press you down into the 
ground. Water didn’t have time to penetrate the soil and rose 
quickly. Buffaloes feared this kind of rain, fortunately rare, 
because when a moyan would hit, they didn’t have time to pull 
themselves out of the clay where they liked to bury themselves 
up to their necks and they could drown in minutes. Tody could 
feel the buffaloes were completely panicked. 

A moyan was coming!
Tody sounded the alarm. They needed to go immediately, 

they needed to find a safe shelter where they could hide. The 
trees of the forest that usually concealed them and allowed 
them to hunt under cover were about to become their enemies. 
The branches were going to fall like deadly rain. The trees 
might even bend and break, sweeping everything up on their 
path with their uprooted trunks. Yes, the jungle was going 
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to become a deadly trap, they needed to leave it as soon as 
possible. But where to? Where could they take refuge? They 
couldn’t be in the middle of the plain. If the flurry of water 
found the dogs exposed, they would be crushed as they would 
have been by the trees falling. They could neither seek refuge 
in the numerous holes where they usually liked to hide because 
the water would fill them up in an instant and they would be 
trapped there too. 

Kutto and his pack had only one choice left. They had 
to reach the mountain and go into one of the deep caves that 
pierced its side. Over there, they would be protected and they 
would be able to stay as long as they needed while waiting for 
the storm to clear. Of course, those caves were not on their 
territory and they might be occupied by other packs of dogs, 
or even bears or other mammals who they rarely came across 
in the jungle and who they should be wary of. They might even 
need to fight to be able to take cover, to survive. 

As well, to reach the mountain, they needed to cross the 
river where it was at its shallowest, by jumping on the rocks 
that were still outcropped. They needed to be fast, because as 
soon as the rain would start the water would rise and the ford 
would be negotiable if not they would be trapped and exposed 
between a flooded river and the forest. 

Kutto’s pack started as soon as they were warned. Two 
powerful dogs went ahead to scout. They needed to know 
where the troop should cross. Kutto, the alpha of the pack, took 
his place at the head of the group. The younger dogs remained 
in the middle so they could be protected by the others in 
case there was a problem. The chances of being attacked by 
animals or men were slim. Everyone must have been preparing 
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for the worst, but one can never be sure. They had to remain 
together. Tody stood on the right side, with those of the same 
age, already vigorous. He was proud not to be in the middle 
with the small children. He had repeatedly shown his value 
and courage. The last years had not been particularly peaceful 
and he had to fight in order to survive. Tody was alive, he had 
always done his part during difficult times. And the dogs liked 
to have the child-of-the-dogs with them because he always 
had new ideas and solutions when they found themselves 
in unknown situations. His intelligence, failing his physical 
strength, was appreciated. He complemented the ferocity and 
strength of the group of dogs. The pack had almost become 
invincible with Tody.

They were on a forced march, rushing as fast as possible. 
Unfortunately, the speed of a group is reduced to the speed 
of its slower members and the river was still far away. The 
strongest of the dogs would go next to them and push them 
carefully with their noses. Even, Tody helped the youngest 
pups. He had carried a puppy in his arms for a while, then had 
put him back down. He too was out of breath, but they had to 
go even faster, and further. 

They made progress but the sky seemed to want to crush 
them and the colour that surrounded them was turning 
gloomy. Tody could now see the two banks of the river 
distinctly and already the two scouts were showing them the 
path to the ford. 

Then, nothing. All of a sudden, their sight blurred and they 
found themselves in an opaque cloud. 

The moyan had hit them. There had been no warning 
drops. A real downfall fell on them. Tody had the skin on his 
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back riddled with small marbles that exploded while leaving 
painful red marks. He had no protective fur on which water 
could glide away. Under the recurring shocks, he fell down 
on one knee, then curled up rapidly into a ball to minimize 
the surface of skin exposed to the falling hail. He almost lost 
consciousness under the impact and the increasing pain 
caused by the impact. All of a sudden, he felt a warm weight 
completely covering him, a mass that protected him from the 
moyan. The pressure on his back stopped and the pain receded 
almost instantly. It was Kutto. He had felt what was happening 
and had guessed the risks for the child-of-the dogs. He had 
rushed to his side and rescued him. Tody was now protected 
by Kutto’s body. The big dog could withstand the punches of 
the drumming of the water on his thick coat but he had still 
covered his nose under one of his paws in order to protect 
his eyes. All the dogs around did likewise. They couldn’t do 
anything else but wait for the anger of the moyan to calm.

Fortunately, this kind of phenomenon lasted only a couple 
of minutes. The raging downpours suddenly made way for 
dense but steady and less violent rain. Tody could slip out of 
the shelter created by Tody’s body. A few young pups were 
injured on the face and were half knocked out. They were all 
now in a swamp of mud, the vegetation had been chopped into 
pieces and there was not a single blade of grass left standing. 
But they needed to get up and find shelter as fast as possible. 
Tody guessed that the wind would follow the moyan closely and 
would pick up everything in its path. He was certain that what 
was brewing was not a simple gust. The dogs could feel it too 
and they all resumed their race towards the river. They had to 
cross it before the wind built up. The pack was gaining ground, 
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inch by inch. They soon reached the bank as small torrents 
streamed all around them. The dogs’ coats were only dull and 
shaggy rags filled with water. The ford was there but the water 
level was rising rapidly and they couldn’t wait any longer. 
Already some of the dogs were crossing the river slipping but 
managing to catching hold of the gleaming rocks. But the first 
rock on which they had to jump from the shore was too far 
away for the smaller puppies. And the adults couldn’t jump 
such a distance with a pup in their mouths. It was too risky. The 
water was still rising. Soon all the rocks would be under water 
and those who hadn’t crossed yet would be stuck on this side of 
the river with no hope of escaping. 

Therefore, Tody understood what he had to do. Until then, 
his frail and fragile human condition had handicapped him 
and he had been more of a burden than an asset for the pack. 
He had to do his part and he was to do it by using what the 
dogs didn’t have. He stood up on his two legs and went slowly 
down into the river. The current was not yet too strong here. 
He advanced in an upright position in order to stand between 
the bank and the big rock that they had to reach to access the 
ford. There, he was waist-deep in the water but he stood firmly 
on his feet. He could stand up straight without difficulty where 
the dogs could only swim and be carried away by the current. 
So delicately one by one he grabbed the pups who were too 
weak and passed them off from the bank to the huge boulder 
marking the beginning of the ford. From there, they could all 
continue in small jumps and arrive safely on the other bank. 

There was only one pup left. All the dogs had gathered on 
the other side of the river and were watching the scene. The 
water level was now up to Tody’s shoulders. He was struggling 
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not to slip and be taken away. He managed to take the pup in 
his arms, hold him above his head and put him down on the 
first step of the ford where his mom was waiting for him. 

This is when they heard the noise. A dull rumble coming 
from upstream that was amplifying. Tody turned round to face 
this new danger. He saw the wave. It was coming with the speed 
and the strength of a galloping herd of buffaloes. The wave 
would take him and crush him against the rocks. He didn’t 
have enough time to reach the shore even though it was close 
by. Tody’s eyes widened staring at the monstrous body of water 
coming towards him. He knew he was going to die. At that 
moment, a lot of things went through his mind. In seconds, 
he saw his life flash by. It was mostly happy times spent with 
the pack of dogs that had welcomed him so long ago now. A 
few difficult moments came back to him like painful lightning 
bolts. His encounters with the men, his stay in the village, his 
escape to return to the jungle, the terrible fight between the 
dogs and the monkeys, his victory over the tiger. He felt ready 
to die but his biggest regret was not to be able to help his pack 
a little bit longer. Not being able to assist them in their flight to 
find refuge before the storm hit for good. 

Tody was still staring at the nearing wall of water that was 
about to sweep him away. The wave was coming. Suddenly, he 
felt himself being pulled back. By his hair. He had never cut it. 
Never in his life. His long strands flew in the wind like a mane. 
Besides, he was proud of it because no other member of the 
pack could brag about having a real mane. Their hair was not 
as long even if it covered all their body. And it was his mane, 
tangled and knotted throughout that saved Tody’s life. 
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Indeed Kutto, the alpha, had gone as far as possible onto the 
ledge of the rock and was able to snatch some locks of Tody’s 
hair in his mouth. With all the knots, he had easily been able 
to grip it. Kutto was exceptionally strong; he was the alpha 
for good reason. In a single movement with his strong jaws, 
he hoisted Tody and threw him flying onto the rocks in the 
middle of the ford. The huge dog sprang right after the child-
of-the-dog who had already bounced back up staggering on the 
slippery rocks. The water was roaring as it approached. Quickly, 
Kutto and Tody jumped from one rock to the next and together 
they leapt onto the bank just as the furious wave passed them 
by. Tody’s feet and Kutto’s paws were violently hit by the 
current. They kept on frantically skidding in the mud in order 
to go as far as possible. The level of the river would rise some 
more and the water would expand far beyond the shores. They 
still needed to run, they were not safe yet. The pack had moved 
away and was beginning the tedious ascent of the hill. Kutto 
and Tody had caught up with them in a couple of desperate 
jumps and were followed by waves of water that seemed to 
want to swallow them. They threw themselves rushing up 
the hill to join the troop of dogs a little bit higher. They were 
furiously scratching with their hands and paws in order to find 
something to hold onto. The stones were wrenched one by one 
out of the soaking wet soil. But they were making progress. 

At last, when Tody felt they were out of reach of the rising 
water he turned around. Behind them, the river had completely 
overflowed its banks. The ford had indeed disappeared 
submerged by a huge amount of water that was flowing 
everywhere and had begun to drown the trees bordering the 
river. In the distance, the whole plain was nothing more than 
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a body of water. Tody thought about the village down below. It 
surely didn’t exist anymore, swept away by the masses of water 
that seemed to want to swallow everything. The wind suddenly 
picked up. The whistling quickly turned into howling. Tody 
also saw the jungle he had left only moments ago. A violent 
wind would soon hit it. One by one, the trees would bend and 
die. But here as well, they were still not safe. They couldn’t stop, 
the worst might be still to come. Unless they were in the caves 
they could see, they were not safe. The storm might rip them 
off the slope or detach the most brittle rocks above them which 
might hit them. 

Tody and the dogs were climbing inch by inch. Thankfully 
for them, the slope wasn’t too steep and they could make 
progress without running the risk of falling. But the grips 
were slippery, the water coming from the summit started to 
make muddy gullies that came down their backs. They were 
often blinded by projections of streaming mud and they had 
to constantly shake their heads to remove the water from their 
eyes. However, they were still continuing relentlessly the ascent 
towards the nearest cave. 

The wind blew increasingly harder and turned their layers 
of fur in slapping motions. But the whole pack was there and it 
was a true miracle. No one had fallen or had been left behind. 
The tight-knit group was still moving forward. Those who still 
had energy left to share helped the most exhausted or hurt. 
They at last arrived on the promontory marking the entrance 
of a deep cave. In one bound, they rushed inside, all together, 
without even worrying if someone was already there, they sank 
into the dark depths. 
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Fortunately, the cave was only inhabited by a colony of 
small bats. Thousands of them were hanging upside-down 
from the ceiling and they could distinctly hear them chirping 
in excitement. The dogs wouldn’t have to face a final battle to 
survive. This was unexpected. They needed some luck after 
all the ordeals they had suffered. They would have been too 
exhausted to fight with another pack or other hostile animals. 
Kutto’s group with Tody sank to the deepest part of the cave. 
The outside howling became less and less worrying as they 
progressed. Soon they reached a vast empty room from where 
the outside storm could almost not be heard. Most of the dogs 
could see in near-darkness. But Kutto had to guide Tody. The 
pack had nothing to fear, they were safe and sound. So, most of 
the dogs, drained and drenched, lay down on the ground and 
drifted into a deep sleep.” 

Tameema looked at the children around her. Her story was 
finished. The smallest seemed frightened. They were clinging 
to the older children. The wind outside of the schoolroom 
continued to howl mournfully. Was a gust of wind going to 
tear the roof off of the building? Tameema smiled at the entire 
group and they returned her smile, reassured. In any case, 
they wouldn’t be leaving immediately. They would stay there, 
safe and dry, together. This time, it would be their parents 
who would come after leaving the mosque to get them. They 
needed their families; they needed to feel protected from the 
approaching storm. 
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The rain had finally stopped. Tameema tried to avoid the 
puddles, making wide detours to avoid soiling her long beige 
tunic. Her head was wrapped in a large, dark beige shawl. She 
did not wear black like most of the other women in the region. 
Young women in particular were supposed to wear black from 
head to foot. Black was the devil’s colour, and the mullah had 
decreed that he could be deceived with a simple trick: when the 
devil saw a woman dressed in black passing by, he would think 
she was already one of his, so he would let her pass without 
corrupting her.

Nonsense! Thought Tameema. These idiotic mullahs really 
know nothing, and they preach absurdities and invent senseless 
rules. She was often in conflict with the village mullah. One 
day the mullahs had declared that a pregnant woman could 
not cross a river. If she did, the devil would emerge from the 
water, corrupt her, and curse the baby. It might even be born 
with horns. This one detail had made such a strong impression 
on the naïve faithful that pregnant women began restricting 
themselves to the immediate vicinity of their homes. They 
could no longer go to the market if it meant taking a boat 
and, as there were more rivers than roads in the region, most 
women, pregnant or not, stopped going to the market entirely. 
All the merchants had seen their sales drop, even though 
women only represented a small portion of their clientele. 
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The merchants had finally intervened and asked the mullah to 
revise his position or specify exceptions. But before he could 
revisit his words, a tragedy occurred: a woman went into 
distressed labor. The baby presented in a breach position, but 
the husband refused to allow the woman to be transported 
to the hospital because it required traversing the river several 
times. The woman died in childbirth and the baby could not be 
saved. 

They could go to the devil with all of their absurdities!
Old Tameema was just passing behind the village mosque. 

There were very few people inside at this hour of the day. 
It was a dilapidated old building in danger of crumbling at 
any time; a chunk of the roof had fallen off, and most of the 
windows were missing. But it was forbidden to repair a mosque 
in Burma. Islam was not the state religion, so it could not be 
promoted or spread. The authorities were very strict on this 
point. The Arakanese Buddhists who lived near the mosque 
spied on all the actions of the Muslims who came to pray. 
Last year, a Muslim carpenter had climbed on the roof just 
to try to adjust the disjointed tiles to prevent flooding in the 
prayer room during each heavy rain. The police, immediately 
informed by the Arakanese neighbours, had arrived in minutes. 
The carpenter had been smacked around and then taken to the 
police station. The community had had to take a collection to 
get him out. That was the rule; they always had to pay. 

Tameema didn’t care; she never went to the mosque. She 
preferred to pray alone and knew how to interact with the 
djinns. Djinns were the spirits surrounding the living. They 
were invisible, gifted with supernatural powers. Each time 
she thought of the djinns, Tameema mechanically chanted a 
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Koran passage citing the words of God: “We created man from 
dried clay of black smooth mud. And We created the Djinn 
before that from the smokeless flame of fire.”1 Each time that 
something mysterious happened, something unexplainable, 
whether the disappearance of objects, sudden fits of madness, 
a strangely shaped cloud or a sick animal, the djinns were 
certainly behind it. Certain djinns had evil intentions and took 
a malicious pleasure in possessing unsuspecting fools. But 
others, in contrast, helped keep or reestablish the natural order. 
They could even be precious allies to those who knew them. 

It was for this reason that Tameema was going to see the 
foor this morning. The foors were mystics who had knowledge 
of secret things. They often lived somewhat separately from 
villages, and they knew everything about the djinns. To make 
the djinns act in their favour, they used preparations of herbs 
and other mysterious ingredients that they preferred not to 
reveal. They also used talismans covered in pages of the Koran. 
The foors sold many such things. But their preferred weapon 
was the “f-hoo.” The f-hoo was a powerful breath that they 
expelled in a quick spitting action. The foors used it to trick 
evil djinns and to bless objects. They used it for all occasions: 
to strengthen a written request to the administration or to a 
lover, or even simply to pass an exam. For this, the supplicant 
brought his pencil so that the foor could bless it by blowing a 
f-hoo on it. But the foor also used the f-hoo to heal the sick. 
Healers had their particular djinns. Their djinns attacked the 
djinns possessing the afflicted and, if the foor was powerful 
enough, the evil spirits left the body of the afflicted. 

1 Koran 15:26-27.
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Malek, the foor who lived near their village, had led a 
complicated life. Tameema knew him well and knew that 
he could be trusted with certain things but not with others. 
Because of his close interactions with ghosts, his spirit 
sometimes went to the wrong side and he could become tricky 
and dishonest. He had received his revelation to become a 
foor at thirty years of age. One day, he was called and, without 
warning, left his wife and children. He hid in a deep cave, in 
complete darkness, where he meditated in adoration of God 
and the prophet for sixty days. Tameema, who then lived not 
far from the cave, devoted herself to helping the holy man. 
Every two days, she left coconut milk before the entrance. 
Malek never once spoke to her during his silent retreat. In his 
dark cave, the coconut milk purified his body and purged it 
of its rottenness. He finally came out, thinner but cloaked in a 
new wisdom. Those who knew him before even claimed that he 
had grown taller by the span of a hand. His reputation quickly 
spread in the area and he was respected as a saint. 

After an hour’s march, Tameema finally arrived in front of 
the foor’s hut. It was differentiated from the other homes by a 
buffalo skull hanging over the door. This was a sign that the 
occupant of the place trafficked in secret and mystical things. It 
was also a sign that he was a healer. 

Malek was often consulted for illnesses that resisted 
modern medicine or didn’t heal spontaneously. Everyone 
was certain that his magic worked. But Tameema knew that 
he sometimes made mistakes. The djinns tricked him as well. 
One day, a long while ago, a person from the village near the 
mountain had urgently requested him. His wife had been 
bleeding from the lower abdomen for ten days, and she was 
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weakening. The foor, after a quick inspection of the patient 
and a long meditation, announced that he had the solution. 
He guaranteed her recovery but demanded absolute faith, as 
the remedy would seem strange at first. He was quite insistent 
on this, and the family promised him total obedience. They 
would do anything the holy man told them to do. He requested 
a goat in exchange for his services. It was a high price, but the 
woman could die, and they needed a powerful remedy. The 
villagers accepted after a few minutes of reflection. The foor 
then requested that they tie the patient’s feet and suspend 
her from a ceiling beam. He used an f-hoo to bless the rope 
at several spots that he carefully chose. The woman thus 
hung by her feet while the foor spun around in a trance for 
twenty minutes. When they detached the poor woman, barely 
conscious, the bleeding had stopped. Everyone cried that it was 
a miracle, and the foor was warmly thanked. Unfortunately, 
the patient’s condition worsened in the night. The evil djinns 
had returned. Malek was again urgently called, and seeing 
that he could not do much, he advised them to take the dying 
woman to the nearest hospital. The ceiling beams weren’t high 
enough, he explained. Those in the hospital would probably 
do the trick, because these djinns were particularly powerful, 
and the women had doubtlessly done something very bad to 
be possessed in such a way. It was beyond his powers. Perhaps 
her sickness was even a divine punishment to redeem her soul. 
These suggestions greatly worried the husband. He started to 
view the woman differently, suspecting her of unspeakable 
things. Perhaps the devil had corrupted her, and she had given 
herself to djinns who had taken the shape of men. If she had 
dishonoured him, it was better that she died, in the end. After 
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a long deliberation among the men of the family, the patient 
was sent to the medical center, among the Burmese. Let them 
decide her fate! The doctor on call quickly realized what had 
happened, the “remedy” to which the poor woman had been 
subjected. He immediately informed the police. Malek went on 
the run and hid in the forest. He stayed there for two weeks, 
eating roots and herbs. Like a tracked animal, he had to stay on 
the move, constantly changing his hiding place. He feared the 
snakes and insects that infested the jungle. He was no longer 
in a calm and safe cave, and no one brought him food or drink. 
When falling asleep, he would dream that a bear or a savage 
elephant was attacking him. On the brink of total exhaustion, 
he finally emerged from the jungle and went to see the family 
of his unfortunate patient. She had survived, luckily for him, 
but her husband had repudiated her as a precaution and she 
had returned to live with her original family. Malek offered 
them money to forget the case, an offer quickly accepted by 
the husband. The foor also had to pay a large sum to the police 
to get them to drop their pursuit, and he moved away, settling 
near Tameema’s village. 

Since this episode, Malek no longer dabbled in dramatic 
cures. He was still consulted for all sorts of ailments, but 
he now referred cases that seemed serious or risky to the 
dispensary. 

Malek saw Tameema approaching and came out to meet 
her. He had long hair, partly tied in a ponytail to the side. He 
probably didn’t wash his hair much, as it was a brownish color 
distinct from his large black eyebrows. His clothes were caked 
in grime and even from ten metres away, he smelled gamey. 
The foor smoked a huge cigar made of a coarsely rolled leaf 
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that gave off a thick white smoke. His eyes darted about and 
his lips moved constantly against the cigar, as if he was having a 
conversation with himself, or an invisible other. 

He invited Tameema in while mumbling something 
incomprehensible. Since they had known each other for 
a long time, they didn’t need introductions or welcoming 
conversation. The old woman sat on a mat, largely rotted. She 
acted as if it were normal. The foor sat in front of her and 
looked at her without speaking. Tameema explained to him 
that she was there to consult him on how to strengthen the 
djinns around her family. Her grandson had returned from 
Yangon, where she had sent him for his safety, and her other 
grandson Habuzu was probably injured, although they had no 
reliable news. The soldiers had already come several times to 
the village and Tameema sensed danger. Everything was going 
wrong for the Rohingya, in any case. Abuses were increasing 
and the Buddhist population of Arakan had launched punitive 
expeditions in several villages. It was said that at Sittwe, the 
capital of the state, the Muslims were now confined in a single 
area, fenced in with barbed wire, and they could no longer 
move freely in town. Their shops downtown were sacked and 
their building requisitioned. One of their cousins had lost his 
restaurant at the bus station. Where would this madness end?

There was also talk of the government authorizing the 
creation of a local Arakanese militia, officially for defending the 
frontier with Bangladesh. As the regular army already clashed 
on occasion with the Rohingya, an Arakanese militia would 
use the slightest pretext to massacre them. The only important 
thing for the Buddhists, whether they were native Burmese or 
Arakanese, was to cleanse Arakan of those who were different. 
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They had tried for centuries, but  they still had not succeeded. 
Although Tameema lived in a village, she well understood what 
happened at the level of Arakan more generally. They wanted 
them to disappear, and so the machine was put in motion, 
relentlessly. Thus, she desperately needed the help of the djinns.

Malek listened, all the while rolling his eyes and puffing 
on his cigar. Then he interrupted her with a motion of his 
hand. He put his palms on the ground, tilted his head to the 
side and closed his eyes while muttering some muffled words. 
After several minutes, he tilted his head to the other side and 
repeated his muffled incantations. His entire body trembled, as 
if he was in a trance. Tameema stared at him, saying nothing.

She waited. She knew that it could take time. And she still 
had time. Actually, it was all that she had left, though not much. 

Her gaze fell on a box of medications, laying in open 
view on a shelf. It was malaria treatment. The foreigners who 
distributed free healthcare in the region had come to see the 
foor. In place of competing against him, they recruited him 
as a health worker. They had even given him training on real 
medicine, but only for malaria. Malaria killed at least ten 
people in the village every year. Malek received a small stock of 
“rapid tests” every month. It was like the pregnancy tests that 
had been around for a long time, except in the place of urine, 
the sick person’s finger was pricked and a drop of his blood was 
placed on the little cassette. If two bars appeared, the test was 
positive, and treatment was needed. Malek also had precious 
medication that the foreigners regularly provided him. And 
it was Arun, Tameema’s grandson, who was now in charge of 
delivering the medications. She was proud of him. The kid had 
succeeded and now did something good for the community. He 
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spent each month with the health workers in the region and he 
was now known everywhere almost as well as she was. 

The only condition demanded of a health worker like 
Malek was that they provided these services free of charge. 
But patients could give something in kind if they wished. This 
was not stipulated in the contract. So the foor led his patients 
to understand that the treatments did not work without 
some sort of exchange. This seemed normal to everyone, and 
everyone was satisfied. Tameema had already sent several 
children to Malek. When she was recounting the adventures 
of her brother Tody, child-of-the-dogs, she could tell from 
a glance if a child had had a fever the previous night. There 
was something in the eyes of children with malaria, as if the 
disease was speaking through them. Sometimes it was a false 
alarm, a little cold, but she had detected several cases that had 
been treated successfully by Malek. However, the foor was 
sometimes possessed by his bad djinns. Then he would make 
false reports of sickness to the foreigners when they checked 
on him every month. In this way, he received a supplementary 
stock of medication that he could discretely resell to a merchant 
with a pharmaceutical stall in the market. The foreigners had 
grown suspicious because of the abnormally high consumption 
of medication, so they collected all of the “rapid tests” that 
the foor had performed during the month and counted the 
number of positive results to verify that this corresponded 
with the quantity of medications distributed. But Malek was 
clever. Tameema quickly understood his game one day when 
she had accompanied a little girl sweating with fever. The little 
girl had tested positive. She had malaria, and Malek treated 
her immediately. Up to this point, everything was normal, but 
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then Tameema saw that he had also taken several extra drops 
of the little girl’s blood to run four additional tests. When she 
had asked why, the foor had become angry, telling her that 
this was the procedure for controlling the disease and she 
knew nothing about it. The old woman had not replied but she 
understood immediately what Malek was doing. He was again 
playing with fire, because one day they would check the names 
and addresses of the patients, at which point they would realize 
very clearly that Malek was cheating by inventing sick patients. 
The foor would have to flee to the forest again to avoid arrest. 
What misery! One night, she had spoken of it to Arun. He had 
shaken his head, as if he already knew but could do nothing.

Malek the foor was still in a trance. Should Tameema trust 
him this time? Perhaps he was still being controlled by the bad 
djinns who wanted to trick him. He had lied before. Could he 
be believed this time?

Finally the foor opened his eyes and stared wordlessly at the 
old woman.

Tameema was patient by nature, but after a long moment 
during which the foor said nothing, she abruptly demanded the 
djinns’ answer. 

Maleek sighed, finally. He seemed sorry. He told her that 
he could do nothing because the djinns of the military and 
Arakanese were stronger than theirs. They were evil djinns 
serving Satan. It seemed that the Rohingyas’ enemies must 
have more powerful magi at their service. It was the only 
explanation. What the djinns had revealed to him was not good 
for them, the Rohingya. Really not good. There was no hope, 
and all that was left was flight, to avoid a confrontation that 
they couldn’t win. Here, in the land of Mayu, they faced too 



127

Sh
am

an

much magic to be able to win. But there were other lands where 
they could go and exist in harmony, down here or over there…

This was bad news for Tameema. She counted heavily 
on the aid of the djinns, because she had nothing and no one 
else to lean on, especially since Arun had returned. Tameema 
sensed he was in danger. He was too exposed, and one day the 
soldiers or the Arakanese Buddhists would notice him. It was 
absolutely necessary to remain unnoticed in this corner of 
Burma, praying that fate would not mark you. Tameema hoped 
that their situation would improve and their persecution would 
finally end. She didn’t really know how, but she had a secret 
hope that their chance would finally come, and now Malek 
the foor just destroyed this last little bit of hope that she had 
entertained. She suddenly felt very tired, as if she had finished a 
long day cutting and hauling bamboo. 

Did they really need to leave Arakan? She had thought 
about exile for some time now, especially for her children. But 
they still didn’t have the means to pay for their flight, even 
with Arun’s income. And she wasn’t sure she had the strength 
for a long voyage and a new start somewhere else. Her entire 
life had been here, in the Butthidaung region. Her parents 
had also been born here. This was their home, despite what 
the Buddhists had decided. Tameema no longer knew what to 
think. Was it all finished? Had the foor really seen their dark 
destiny? Did they need to flee? Or did they need to fight and 
die?
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Cohabitation

The old woman in brown walked past Maung Aye’s house. They 
were probably the same age, or at least of the same generation. 
She walked by every week on Friday, doubtlessly to go the 
mosque at the end of the road. But it was Sunday today, so 
what was she doing in the area? No matter, she had become a 
familiar figure. Wrapped in her large shawl, she always looked 
straight ahead, seeming to ignore everyone passing by. She 
would not have greeted them in any case; she was unsmiling, 
with no gestures of recognition, as was normal in the village. 
Sure she wasn’t really from here, but she ought to be able to try 
to make eye contact and not seem so untrusting. It was even a 
little discomforting and showed a certain hostility.

Maung Aye would have been happy to greet her; he greeted 
everyone, even those of other races. But with these people, 
it was difficult. They didn’t seem to want to have friendly 
relations. Of course they didn’t speak Arakanese, the language 
used by most of the inhabitants, at least those born in the area. 
But even the Burmese language seemed foreign to them. They 
could at least nod their heads when passing, but sadly, they 
did nothing, or actually, no, they gave them dirty looks, angry 
stares, as if they were to blame for their difficulties, as if Maung 
Aye was responsible for their misery and their exile in this 
remote area of Burma.
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Before, when Maung Aye was still a child, they talked 
about these people. There was a village far away with dark-
skinned people and women always hidden behind long veils. 
You rarely saw them, it was too far away and they never came 
this way. Now, there were more and more. Gradually, houses 
started popping up way over there, where there was nothing 
but fallow and flooded lands. Then they started seeing smoke 
from the homes during the day. Finally, entire villages appeared 
in the swamps that once surrounded the village. In barely ten 
years, the countryside had completely changed. The curtains 
of centuries-old trees that had protected the rice field and the 
few orchards in the area were pitilessly chopped down, secretly, 
when nobody was around to identify the responsible parties. 
It was a disaster, a great heartbreak for Maung Aye and his 
neighbors. Some of them had gone to take a look and had tried 
to discuss it with the new arrivals, to tell then that such actions 
couldn’t be taken without a communal decision on which trees 
to chop down. But they had been unwelcomed and the women 
had even thrown rocks at them.

Then there was this episode with the cow that had changed 
everything. Maung Aye always felt a pit in his stomach when 
he remembered this dreadful business. It had been a terrible 
butchery. Buddhist generally abstained from eating red meat, 
but it happened sometimes, if not often. Abstention was more 
due to cost than to religious zeal, as Maung Aye’s wife had 
quite rightly remarked during their daughter’s wedding last 
month. They had stuffed themselves on nearly everything. 
The only taboo meats were horse, elephant, dog, snake, tiger, 
and bear, although they were sometimes eaten on the sly. But 
in general Buddhists, at least in this part of Burma, abstained 
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from eating cow. A cow was a useful animal. Its milk was 
easy to digest, its urine was used to make medicine, its dung 
was used as fertilizer, insect repellent, and treatment for snake 
bites. Maung Aye had seen this remedy effectively used more 
than once on the planters taken by surprise in the rice fields. 
But most importantly, cows were used for farm work until they 
died of old age, and even then they were not eaten, or rarely. A 
modicum of respect was due to a living creature that gave so 
much. 

But the new arrivals had no such compunction. They 
had even chosen the most inappropriate location for killing 
the poor animal: behind the pagoda! As it had rained greatly 
the previous weeks, they had claimed that there was flooding 
everywhere, and this land, somewhat elevated, was the only 
place where they could accommodate their ritual. Everyone 
in the village had felt this was a provocation. It wasn’t the first 
time these noisy and vindictive strangers deliberately clashed 
with the natives of the area. 

But when the villagers came running to prevent the 
sacrilege, the intruders had raised their machetes. They did 
not menace them directly; they simply turned them shining 
in the sun. Thus, there was no legal accountability. But 
the message was sufficiently clear to create fear among the 
unarmed villagers. They had remained standing there before 
the tableau, not daring to speak or do anything, waiting for the 
unpleasant moment to pass. Before they could recover their 
composure, one of the intruders quickly opened the animal’s 
throat in a theatrical gesture, using a long, slender knife. Blood 
had spurted out like a torrent going over a rock. Maung Aye 
and his neighbors had been completely mesmerized by this 
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horrifying vision. The worst of it was the terrified look in the 
cow’s enormous eyes. He must not have even understood that 
his life was flowing out of him. There was blood everywhere: on 
the foreigners’ hands, on their legs, on their bodies, as if they 
enjoyed bathing in death. But, for the villagers, the worst of 
it was the long red splashes on the walls of the pagoda. It was 
without a doubt a clear insult to their religion.

Still nobody said anything, contenting themselves with 
staring at the slaughter and the ignoble skinning of the 
animal. The sharpened machetes worked silently upon the 
carcass, excising chunks of bloody flesh that were piled on a 
tarp lying on the ground. The pestilent odor of viscera spread 
and permeated the pagoda, covering the stupa’s golden spires 
with an invisible but indelible veil. Maung Aye was angry 
at himself for not reacting. But nobody else did either. Those 
racing here to the scene of the drama numbered at least a 
dozen. Unfortunately, or fortunately in Maung Aye’s opinion, 
they weren’t violent people. Nobody had been a soldier or a 
policeman and nobody knew how to use force. Nobody had 
even been struck. And they didn’t want this anyway. But what 
could they do, except glare disapprovingly at the aggressors. 
Even this, they couldn’t do. They hadn’t had the courage to keep 
looking directly at those who were disrespecting them. These 
others apparently understood their advantage quite clearly and 
had laughingly mocked them in their sharp nasal language. So 
Maung Aye and his compatriots had left, heads hanging, unable 
to look each other in the eye. The only thing they could do was 
report the incident to the authorities in the neighboring town. 
But what would they report? Killing a cow was not illegal. What 
else could they do? Fetch the army, when the nearest post was 
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ten kilometres away? But Maung Aye and his neighbors did not 
want reprisals and violence. They weren’t at war, and they also 
had little confidence in the Burmese military, with its heavy-
handed tactics and eagerness to conscript new members from 
any houses it entered - all the houses. 

Eventually, Maung Aye and his neighbours sought advice 
from the nearest monastery. They left together as a delegation 
the next day, Maung Aye in the lead, trying to reassert some 
self-esteem in telling themselves that they were doing the only 
reasonable thing possible.

The monastery was barely thirty minutes away through the 
rice fields. The old abbot Thuzana had immediately welcomed 
them, understanding that something serious had happened. 
Oddly, he seemed to be waiting for their arrival. The visitors sat 
in a circle around him on the wooden floor of the monastery. 
After listening to the details of their misadventure, he had 
closed his eyes for a long moment, so long that the supplicants 
wondered if he had fallen asleep. Then, finally, the old monk 
looked at the sky and began a long recitation. Many long 
minutes passed before he informed them of his decision.

He was sympathetic to the sad fate of the foreigners, truly. 
No one wanted to leave his place of birth; what had happened 
to them was unfortunate. But he had long thought about 
this difficult problem of cohabitation. This was not the first 
time that incidents had arisen. He had even tried to have a 
conversation with an imam, when a mosque had mysteriously 
appeared one morning at the place of the bicycle merchant. 
But a conversation had not been possible. The imam did not 
speak Arakanese or Burmese and did not propose a translator. 
However, the old monk spoke several languages including 
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Arakanese, Burmese, Karen and even a little Bengali. But the 
imam had only shaken his head, as if he understood nothing 
of what the old abbot was trying to say. This attempt at 
mediation had thus been cut short, and the monk had returned 
to the monastery, saddened that he had not found a means 
to communicate and asking himself where he had failed. He 
needed to brush up on his Bengali! But why had the imam 
understood nothing? It must have been his pronunciation, he 
was emphasizing the wrong syllables. Yes, it must have been his 
pronunciation. Everything was so difficult with them!

The barbarous slaughter of the cow and the obvious 
profanation of a site of prayer and meditation was one incident 
too many.

The old monk had thought for a long time about what 
was happening around them, he repeated, all of these changes 
clashing with their peaceful and ordered life, this serene life 
that they had had for centuries. 

The equilibrium had been broken. It was clearly necessary 
to separate the two communities, for the good of everyone. 
They were too different. 

The monk solemnly announced that he had a solution 
that would satisfy everyone. Once again, he paused at length 
to give more weight to his pronouncements. The villagers 
were hanging on his every word; they were focused entirely 
on him, waiting for abbot Thuzana’s revelation with anxiety 
and hope. The old monk finally explained that he had decided 
to donate land for the relocation of the strangers, land a bit 
further away, behind the river that marked the boundary of 
the two territories. For good measure, if necessary he would 
provide financial compensation, funded by the monastery. He 
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was prepared to advance a large sum if necessary. He would go 
himself to show the new land to those who must leave and live 
separately. He would ask their pardon for this difficult decision 
in hoping that they understood. In this life, there were different 
people with different origins, the Karens, the Bamars, the 
Kalars, the Mro, and many others. But in the cycle of life, they 
were all parents.

It was this that everyone needed to remember.
Maung Aye and the delegation looked at each other for a 

long time, nodding their heads. Yes, this was an honorable 
solution and the monastery was once again being kind to them. 
They were lucky, or rather auspicious. Their religion protected 
them and they would have no more confrontations. No doubt 
the strangers would be in agreement. It was a good proposition, 
especially if there was money included. They seemed to like 
money. Additionally, the land on the other side of the river 
seemed fertile, even if nobody had yet farmed it since it 
belonged to the monastery. Smiles starting appearing on faces 
that had earlier registered shame. Thanks now rained down and 
hands touched the ground praising the holy man.

The monk also promised to come and affix a sign at the 
entry of their village indicating that “non-Buddhists” were 
not allowed entry. He authorized the others to do the same in 
their new village. In this way, everyone lived in peace, if not in 
harmony.

The villagers left with their hearts lightened, certain that 
everything was going to return to normal and their peaceful 
lives would be restored. They even had a party that evening, 
looking at the distant lights from the huts of those who would 
soon depart and leave them in peace. 



135

C
o

ha
b

ita
tio

n

Unfortunately for them, things had not come to pass 
according to the wishes and propositions of the monastery, at 
least not yet. 

In the months that followed, an even larger number of 
new arrivals came from the west, and they showed no sign of 
wanting to distance themselves from the Buddhist village. On 
the contrary, they had studiously ignored the monk’s sign, 
which was in any case written in a language that they didn’t 
know or pretended not to know, and they went through the 
village, revving their tractor-jeeps whenever they had the 
chance. 

But Maung Aye was not angry with them; he still thought 
the situation would improve. The authorities had announced 
that changes were coming, that they were taking control of the 
situation. He was confident that the strangers would soon move 
back to live among their own, and everything would return to 
the way it was. Maybe they were waiting for the end of the rainy 
season to begin their exodus back home?

He looked again at the woman disappearing down the 
road. He didn’t blame her. She had nothing to do with it, and 
it seemed to him that she, at least, had been there a long time, 
that she belonged to this bit of land. But he was sad that she 
wouldn’t even look at him, her neighbour.
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The Beast

“Why are they the ones to get the promotions? Why didn’t I get 
one? I worked too! And more than them! It’s thanks to me that 
we can work here.”

“Be quiet Ma Pu, they’re going to hear you. Your turn will 
come later. It’s no big deal.” The supervisor, a young Arakanese 
with betel stained red teeth, tried to defuse another crisis 
threatening to explode.

“No, it is a big deal. If we don’t look out for our own they’re 
going to take everything from us. Today it’s a bonus, tomorrow 
it’s our salaries. And the next day, they’ll take everything, you’ll 
see Johnny!”

Ma Pu was speaking loudly now. She was easily heard in 
the large, partition-free office. The other staff looked at each 
other. Who was going to speak? Who was going to react? They 
were the only two Buddhists in the midst of a dozen Muslims. 
All were employed by Aide Sans Frontieres, but they were in 
Butthidaung, in Northern Arakan, where ethnicity and religion 
was everything, an insurmountable wall.

This was a wall against foreigners, foreigners who ought 
to leave soon, Ma Pu believed, like all the Burmese whether or 
not Arakanese. They should be grateful that nobody demanded 
payment from them! Like hotel visitors. They had been given 
everything free of charge. She still didn’t understand why. They 
were really too lucky. They had foreign support, and money 
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that fell from the sky that they had done nothing to merit. 
Absolutely nothing. They didn’t even live like people from here, 
the people of the land that had received them, or actually, that 
they had invaded! The Bengalis had done nothing to adapt 
themselves here, nothing to thank their hosts. It was proof that 
deep down inside, they didn’t want to adapt. They didn’t want 
to become Burmese. They wanted to transform this country 
into an emirate, with its own laws and rules. The Bengalis 
wanted to steal everything. They didn’t even speak Burmese 
and didn’t try to learn, except perhaps those here in the 
office. But here it was no doubt just an opportunistic, sneaky 
calculation. They knew that they would benefit from infiltrating 
Burma. One day, they would be the masters negotiating the 
surrender of the Burmese. 

The worst, in Ma Pu’s opinion, was that they wanted to 
import another religion, and not just any religion: Islam! In 
a Buddhist country! And we aren’t supposed to do anything 
about it? They would tear down pagodas built thousands of 
years ago and destroy all of the statues of Buddha, like they did 
in Afghanistan. Just like that. Their religion did not tolerate 
other religions. They were like that, intolerant by nature. But 
we, the Buddhists, we had tolerated them. Still, we had our 
limits, limits to our kindness. We needed to open our eyes, step 
back, and see what was happening to us. The Bengalis were 
scheming and would soon take control. Little by little, like a 
dog chewing his leash for days, before he escaped. 

Even their women were like that, Ma Pu knew well. She 
interacted with them and could read the games that these 
veiled women played while pretending to cry in front of the 
office doors. What posers they were! They also had their role 
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in the colonization of the country, it was clear. And it was 
not as the innocent victims of the macho domination of their 
husbands and brothers, as some wanted to believe. No, it was 
worse than that. They were there to populate the country with 
little Bengalis. They bore huge numbers of them, as many as 
twelve! Of course, action couldn’t be taken against the children. 
The poor innocent children… It touched the heart, they were 
innocents… but they surreptitiously took the place of young 
Burmese!... Burma would be overcome by their ever growing 
numbers. We had tried to restrict these hyper-fertile women 
to two children, but nothing helped, they continued to pop 
them out like animals… more and more… always more… The 
Rohingya villages were full of children, they were everywhere, 
it was astounding! We had found our “Trojan Horse,” as the 
British said: these women with their ever-producing bellies. 
Ma Pu had seen some with more than ten children! Ten! Thank 
goodness that not all of them survived.

Now they were getting all the promotions and the Burmese 
none, this was too much! Ma Pu was furious at these French 
now. They had promised her a promotion after a year, that she 
could go to Yangon or even Bangkok for training, like some 
of her friends. She had diligently helped the organisation 
obtain all the necessary work authorisations possible, all 
the permits for travel, including for the Bengalis working in 
the office. They traveled even more than she did. Some were 
at Sittwe every week while she had to stay in Butthidaung 
dealing with petty affairs and the local authorities. It was a 
thankless job, especially for someone who had come from 
the city and studied in Yangon, to find yourself working for 
Bengalis pilfering your lands. What a letdown! She couldn’t 
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stand it anymore, she needed to speak out, she needed to tell 
her friends what was happening. She was a witness to their 
conspiracy, their treachery! Everyone needed to know to 
protect themselves from a new colonisation of their country!

“What do you want? Who are you going to complain to? 
You have a good salary, a nice house, and you want more? You 
think that you’re more valuable than us, is that it?”

Arun, the young Rohingya in charge of distribution of 
medication, had also stood up. He was now standing behind 
his desk, staring at Ma Pu, the executive assistant. She was in 
charge of relations with the authorities, with the military, and 
the health director. Connected to everyone, she was someone 
you could not have as an enemy. But Arun was furious, and 
he spoke with great bitterness. He was expressing a frustration 
held in for a long time, a sense of injustice that he could no 
longer contain. He had lived eight months in Yangon, eight 
months when he had seen how the Burmese lived and ate, and 
how they passed their free time. Indeed they had free time, and 
did not need to work every single day. Some lived in luxury, in 
a comfort that few of his fellow Rohingyas could even imagine. 
Arun had finally returned home to Arakan, a return that had 
broken his heart. His father and grandmother had been bled 
dry so that he could escape this immense concentration camp. 
But he knew that he could help his people, and, in any case, he 
didn’t want to remain in Yangon, as there was nothing for him 
there. So he had returned to Arakan, praying that the Burmese 
soldiers gunning for his hide were no longer there. It was a risk, 
but very fortunately for Arun, all the soldiers had been replaced 
since the incident. So he no longer risked anything, at least 
from that side.
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But now, he could no longer stand it. The situation for his 
people had become even more unjust than before, and to listen 
to the Burmese complain was unbearable. He was suffocating. 
Even more than in Yangon, he was suffocating everywhere he 
went.

During the previous months, he had patiently tolerated the 
important airs put on by the Burmese woman. He had silently 
endured her disgusted grimaces, her sarcastic, dry, superior 
tone when she arrived an hour after everybody else in the 
morning. He even pretended not to notice her insinuations 
about the “Bengalis.” She knew quite well that they were not 
Bengali and they would never be so as Bangladesh rejected 
them as much as Burma. But she continued to call them 
“Bengali” when speaking Burmese, to clearly show that she 
also considered them temporary foreigners taking refuge on 
Burmese soil.

Like Arun, the Muslim staff were prepared to tolerate 
a great deal. They knew that what they did with Aide Sans 
Frontieres was crucial for their people. They knew that it 
was thanks to this program that 300 health workers and 200 
midwives were directly supplied with medicine, and trained 
and supervised in order to assure a minimum level of care in 
the villages to which they were assigned. These health workers 
and midwives had no right to leave their villages without a 
special authorization that was very complicated to obtain. In 
other words, they almost never left their villages. The health 
workers and midwives treated those who could be treated, 
assisting with what births they could, within their limited 
means. But if the support that they had received for almost a 
year now from Aide Sans Frontieres stopped, they would not 
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last long and the worst would return. A flu would become 
bronchitis, then pneumonia. A stomachache would develop 
into dysentery. Newborns would die. Women would bleed 
out during birth. Burials would punctuate their prison life, 
these one million prisoners in a giant concentration camp 
in the biggest swamp in the world, in the midst of storms, 
floods, mosquitoes, and mud—mud everywhere that clung on 
everything, that they carried into the temporary huts that they 
had been allowed to build. 

Thus, the staff did not want to lose this gift, this small 
improvement to their lives! So they swallowed their hatred 
while listening to precious Miss Ma Pu complaining about 
vicious and dirty Bengalis. 

Arun had finally cracked. Now he defied her openly, glaring 
directly into her eyes.

She responded in turn, raising her voice. He did the same. 
The girl’s mouth became cruel and scornful. She spit. The 
Burmese rarely spit; it was a grave insult.

Behind her, the young Arakanese Burmese who called 
himself Johnny and who had at first tried to reason with her, 
jumped in surprise. She was really not holding back! She had 
guts, it had to be said. And the Bengalis deserved to be put 
back in their place. History should be remembered, and they 
needed to be reminded sometimes that they should be grateful. 
But the Bengalis were not the sort of people who recognized 
justice. They always tried to take advantage. How many times 
had he been obliged to denounce them to the director for 
misappropriation of materials? Even the office workers tried 
to steal everything. They used up pens at a hallucinating rate. 
And it wasn’t just pens! You couldn’t trust a Bengali employee 
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with more than 100 dollars in cash. It was an internal rule, 
not a written rule, but the directors in Yangon agreed in 
the application of this principle. Otherwise, the Bengalis 
disappeared with the money, never to be seen again. If only 
they used the money to leave the country! But no, not even! 
Nobody wanted them, in any case. No country would receive 
them, even Afghanistan. If they didn’t change, the situation 
would remain deadlocked. There were no solutions to their 
problems, except for them to disappear… 

Ma Pu’s spitting could not remain unanswered. It was a 
declaration of war. Arun swept everything off his desk with the 
back of his hand. He couldn’t stop himself. He was boiling with 
anger. A jar of pens flew across the room. Without meaning to, 
he sent the pens flying in Ma Pu’s direction.

“How dare you? You’re attacking me!!!” Completely overcome, 
her mouth was agape. That a Bengali would treat her in such a 
fashion was completely unthinkable, and even more, unacceptable.

Her face flushed a bright red, as if all of the blood in her 
body would burst from her face. She ran towards the exit, 
screaming, “He attacked me, he attacked me!” Then, further 
down the street, “They attacked me! Help!”

Johnny’s eyes met Arun’s. The young Arakanese’s pupils 
were dilated in surprise, and his face expressed a strong 
reproach of the Bengali. How could he have dared to attack 
a woman? But it was not surprising, all things considered: 
Muslims beat their wives, often. Women didn’t even exist in 
their eyes. They were utterly craven! And in addition, this was 
Ma Pu, a superior in the hierarchy. This was never done in 
Burma. This was even more serious. This guy had completely 
lost his head! Johnny had already taken note of Arun several 
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times. He was an unstable character, someone who could 
get carried away and rebel. Perhaps he was even part of the 
rebellions that had been reported near the border. Johnny had 
wanted to talk to the head of the program, a Frenchman who 
came and left all the time, but he hadn’t yet found the time, 
especially as it was this same Frenchman who had brought 
Arun with him a few months earlier. He had brought him 
from Yangon, saying that he was an excellent, trustworthy 
recruit. These Westerners were so naïve! Or maybe they were 
complicit. Perhaps these foreigners had hidden objectives, all 
things considered. This was entirely possible, and something 
that would be brought out into the open one day. In any 
case, he had to deal this particular Bengali without waiting, 
immediately. With what Arun had just done, he was done for, 
regardless. In some ways, the young supervisor was relieved. 
An abscess had just burst. Now, the situation would evolve. 
There would be no going backwards.

The Muslim staff were all standing, looking at each other 
uncertain and confused. They all sensed that something very 
serious had just happened. But nobody reproached Arun. The 
young man no longer looked at the supervisor; he was staring 
at the ground, without moving or speaking. Dozens of thoughts 
jumped around in his head. Had he made a terrible mistake? 
What was going to happen?

As no one was looking at him anymore, the young 
Arakanese quietly headed towards the door in the back. He 
needed to get out of here quickly. Maybe he was in danger from 
these madmen. They could go wild at any time. 

At just this moment, three hundred meters from the office, 
Miro Dutheil, the French director of the Aide Sans Frontieres 
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program, was getting off a boat. As every other week, he was 
returning to Sittwe, the principal city of Arakan, a six hour 
voyage away down the river. He had had the time to ruminate 
about these damned charlatans who claimed to treat the 
people in the villages. He was going to have to inspect them 
again. These petty crooks bought in anything and everything 
from Bangladesh and literally poisoned any people weakened 
with the slightest ailments in their neighborhoods. And when 
things went bad, no matter what had happened, they blamed 
the djinns or other evil spirits. And everyone swallowed their 
lies. As it was impossible to combat them, ASF had chosen to 
recruit them as “community health workers.” There were more 
than three hundred in the province. They had all been trained 
and received a small stipend each month for their contribution. 
They were also regularly supplied with medications, 
medications that were certified as non-counterfeit, unlike 
those regularly procured from across the border. This was all 
provided on the condition that these “workers” treated only 
the most common diseases and that they stopped claiming to 
be doctors or shamans. All complicated or serious cases were to 
be referred to the nearest hospital. Above all, they had to stop 
selling fake drugs to everyone. ASF had made a deal with them 
that included strict criteria and surprise inspections. In the 
first few months, it had worked well, and everyone was happy. 
The best result was that deaths from idiotic interventions had 
stopped. But some of these agents were starting to buy fake 
drugs again and even reselling the drugs ASF provided them 
free of charge. As they were grifters it was difficult to catch 
them red-handed. Inspection teams had confused a few, but 
the abuses seemed to be spreading. All these crooks, grumbled 
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Miro. He had never experienced such bad faith in any of the 
projects he had managed before this. It was enough to disrupt 
the entire program in Burma, as the death of one patient after a 
pseudo-treatment by one of these so-called “community health 
agents” would be enough to lose ASF its work permit. 

He forced his way through the crowd, mumbling refusals 
to a half-dozen rickshaws that absolutely wanted to him to get 
into their rusty tricycles. They were also starting to wear on 
him. Everything in fact! What was he doing fucking around in 
Arakan? Helping the oppressed Muslim population? What a 
joke, he was fed up with the Rohingyas and their little schemes. 

He finally arrived in sight of the ASF office and saw Ma 
Pu running away. What was happening with that one now? 
The queen of deadbeats! She was sick every other day and 
complained constantly. The atmosphere in the office had 
been tense for weeks, and Miro was sick of firing the workers. 
Every week he had to call in one or two to let them go. Each 
time it was for theft, mostly petty theft. Sacks of cement went 
missing, tools could not be found, gas was missing in the tanks. 
For gross misappropriations and major theft, he didn’t need 
to fire them. They disappeared overnight. He needed to bring 
more Burmese from Yangon to counter this tendency. But 
nobody wanted to come to this cesspool. The few Burmese 
they had convinced to come were all afraid of the Rohingyas. 
And as if this weren’t enough, these Burmese were all under 
intense pressure from the Arakanese Buddhists, who openly 
reproached these Yangon Buddhists for helping the “Bengalis”. 
The Arakanese Buddhists already disliked the ethnic Burmese, 
so the poor saps that ASF recruited from Yangon couldn’t even 
go to a tea shop in the evening without risking a fight with an 
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outraged resident or a solemn reproach from any monk they 
ran into. There had even been fistfights. Thus, there were few 
non-Muslim candidates who wanted to come work with a 
humanitarian organization in this quagmire. Or ASF had to 
pay them quite a lot. 

But this time, Miro Dutheil had a bad feeling that 
something much more serious had happened. He found the 
building strangely quiet. Inside, all of the staff were standing 
and looking at each other anxiously. The only Burmese, Johnny, 
had just ducked out the door in the back that went to the toilets 
and the rear exit. 

“Hi everybody! Why these long faces? Did something 
happen?”

Only five minutes had passed since the incident, since Ma 
Pu had run out screaming. The Frenchman had not even seen 
the five hurrying young Arakanese who had just arrived behind 
him. The group came to the door, behind the back of Miro. They 
seemed furious. They wanted to confront the Rohingya who 
had aggressed one of their own. In the midst of the conflict, 
the Frenchman guessed more or less what had happened. He 
also understood that one of these Arakenese boys was Ma Pu’s 
brother. He tried to intervene, his palms facing down as he tried 
to slow down the tempo of the conflict. But behind him, the 
Rohingya staff was also grouping together. They too wanted to 
get at the Arakanese, to fight. A stampede suddenly broke out. 
Reasoned discussion was no longer possible. Straddling the 
threshold of the door, Miro tried to push the two groups apart. 
He felt alone and doubted he could keep them apart for long. So, 
he suddenly shouted as loudly as he could, deafeningly. On both 
sides of the door, the belligerents froze. They all stared, surprised, 
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at the Frenchman. A foreigner who screamed! They had never 
seen that. They didn’t even know that that could happen. For 
a brief second, they forgot that they were fighting, just enough 
time for Miro to grab the door with both hands and slam it 
violently in the noses of the growing number of Arakanese who 
had begun to amass in the courtyard. 

The Frenchman had the Rohingya staff back away from the 
door, which was now shaking from the exterior. Screams of 
rage rang out, insults and death threats in Burmese. More and 
more people seemed to be gathering outside. 

Suddenly, a window shattered as a rock flew in. 
Everyone threw themselves into the middle of the room, 

as if shaken by an electric shock. They knew what was going 
to happen. A second window shattered, then another. Muffled 
blows could be heard as rocks were thrown and smashed 
against the walls. Dull thumps could be heard from the roof, as 
the corrugated sheets also received their share of projectiles. 

There was panic in the office. Miro and the Rohingyas 
crawled under the desks to avoid the rocks that were now 
raining in from the broken windows. They were being stoned 
alive! Fortunately, the door held. Miro had had enough 
presence of mind to secure the two deadbolts that now held 
firmly to the frame. But it was a laughably insignificant 
protection against the mob that was now amassed outside, 
demanding justice. Miro Dutheil thought that this was the end. 
He was going to be lynched for reasons he didn’t even know, 
which didn’t even involve him, at least not directly. This was so 
stupid. He found all of this too idiotic, and it made him furious. 

Outside, the mob grew bigger. Very quickly, it no longer 
emitted individual shouts of anger, but an entirely different 
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sound, as if a monster, a giant beast had surged from nowhere 
and had started to growl. The crowd surged into the Beast, 
and it swallowed them, growing. Everybody wanted to be part 
of the punishment, inside the heat of the screaming monster. 
There were as many Arakanese as there were Bamars, “real” 
Burmese from other areas. They seemed for once completely 
united in the same objective, the same target. 

The handful of Rohingya present around the office had all 
disappeared, realizing that their lives were in danger if they 
stayed. The hundreds of people who had come running now 
made a tight, sticky mass that entirely surrounded the building. 
The Beast had engulfed the building and would now digest it. 
Everyone threw stones at the walls, the very same stones that 
had bounced back moments earlier. The cheap cement walls 
were pocked with holes that deepened and grew to the rhythm 
of the blows. If they couldn’t extract the Muslims to lynch them 
outside, they would bring the building down around their 
heads and crush them. Good riddance!

For those trapped inside, the seconds ticked by slowly. 
The blows on the wall were like the frenetic beating on a crazy 
drum. Suddenly, the short burst of a siren rang out, for just a 
second. However, it was enough to stop everyone, as if by 
magic. The police had arrived. Three all-terrain vehicles slowly 
forced their way through the crowd towards the ASF office and 
parked in front of the door. Helmeted and armed police leapt 
from the truck beds and yelled towards the coward. They must 
have had a great deal of courage or considerable ignorance to 
face the riled Beast, as it could pick you out at any moment 
and make you pay dearly for a look or a wrong word. Everyone 
backed up in unison, like pepper floating on oil moving away 



149

Th
e 

Be
as

t

when vinegar is added. Then everything happened very quickly. 
The office door opened. Miro came out, hunching over and 
protecting his head. The Rohingya staff huddled together and 
did the same. A line of a dozen armored policemen pushed 
them while running alongside. The officers shoved them all in 
the police cars that drove off immediately, sirens screaming, 
splitting the dumbfounded crowd. 

The Frenchman, sitting inside one of the cars, did not even 
dare look out the window. He stared at his feet, folded between 
the seats. He was still alive and that was all he could think 
about. Yes, still alive, and determined to stay that way. He was 
going to take the first flight back to France. What an insane 
country! After a moment, he finally realized that one of the 
Rohingya staff was in the same posture as he was. He also was 
regarding his feet. It was Arun. He had also survived. And Miro 
Dutheil knew quite well that this was thanks to his presence, 
the foreigner in Burma to whom nothing could happen. If not 
for him, the police would not have come so soon. They would 
have waited a little, just a few minutes more, so that everything 
could be cleaned up, so that the monstrous Beast that had 
appeared before them would have had time to swallow and eat 
everything up.1 

1 On March 28, 2014, Buddhist demonstrators attacked the offices of 
several humanitarian organizations in Sittwe, Arakan province. A dozen 
offices of NGOs and the UN were destroyed and almost 100 humanitarian 
workers were forced to flee the region. 800,000 people, mostly Rohingyas, 
were deprived of all humanitarian aid, while the hate campaigns 
continued and discriminatory laws proposed by extremists groups 
were voted on. The UN Special Rapporteur on Human Rights in Burma 
declared on April 7, 2014 that “the recent events in the Rakhine state are 
part of a long history of discrimination against the Rohingya community 
and they may constitute crimes against humanity.” 
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Sharing

At this same moment, a few kilometres away, Tameema was 
sitting before the children. She had been exceptionally absent 
the week before; she never missed the Friday rendezvous. But 
she had to take care of one of her grandchildren, suffering 
a high fever. Many children were sick right now, with fevers 
afflicting many families. The children had still come to hear her 
story today, but there were fewer than usual. The old woman 
knew that several of the children were sick. She also knew that 
they would not have fallen sick if they had had enough to eat. 
But there was nothing left in the villages; the farmers had been 
heavily taxed last season, and some had even had their entire 
harvest confiscated because they couldn’t find the cash to pay 
the taxes. Their harvests were simply taken. The Burmese and 
the Arakanese patiently bleeding them dry did not try to find 
a solution, not even giving a day’s delay to allow the peasants 
to find the sum due. The opportunity was too good for the 
Burmese officials. The military had come to supervise the 
loading of the confiscated rice, to prevent any shifts of mood 
or hint of revolt. Nobody had been able to do anything, and 
the Rohingya themselves had been forced to load the sacks on 
the trucks, as a final humiliation. And everything was taken 
away, no doubt to be sold in another region. They all knew that 
soon even the rice fields would be seized. The Burmese needed 
more land. There were rumours of Chinese companies that 
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were prepared to buy everything for top dollar. It was cruel and 
unjust, but nobody would call the Burmese officials to account. 
The profit from the rice was probably shared among the civil 
servants and the military, as always. The little rice that was left 
from other harvests nearby, from land of those who could pay 
the heavy tax, was quickly sold. The price, in principle set by 
the government, had risen quickly and only a few of the better 
off Rohingya had been able to buy enough to get through to 
the following season, to “bridge the gap.” These few wealthy 
Rohingyas had one or more sons abroad, working as porters 
in Bangladesh or at work sites in one or other Arab country. 
These lucky Butthidaung families regularly received a little bit 
of money from abroad and were in fact the principal donors 
to the “zakat,” the Muslim alms. But they were not many and 
their help wasn’t sufficient to support the ever-growing needy. 
Scarcity became the norm. International organisations had 
tried to distribute food, but the government would not even 
sell them the confiscated rice, declaring that this rice was 
earmarked for areas of the country suffering severe famine, 
and so Burmese rice would not be available for sale this year. 
Lies! Everyone knew it was not true, and that the real famine 
was among the Muslims of northern Arakan. But they could do 
nothing. The government had decided to work towards their 
demise. As the administrative procedures to import rice from 
Thailand would have taken months, the foreign organisations 
could do nothing and once again were forced to retreat in 
defeat. Nothing remained for the villagers but smuggling, 
which was much more expensive and forced the poorest into 
levels of debt that would take years to pay off. 
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The storyteller finally opened her arms, in a manner more 
desperate than comforting. She was also weakening. She ate 
very little to leave as much as possible for her grandchildren. But 
more than the lack of food, she was worn down by everything 
she saw happening around her. She was worn down by not 
knowing what to say to comfort the children. What purpose did 
her stories serve? They could not fill their empty stomachs. Still, 
she began her story, but her voice dragged more than usual.

“The bats Tody had brought back had lasted a couple of 
days, a few days of respite for the pack that had regained a little 
strength and hope. But once the last prey had been eaten, the 
dogs still were still hungry. They grew increasingly hungry. 
Tody had to find a solution. He knew he had to get them out of 
this difficult situation. But how?

That night, perched on a big boulder, the child-of-dogs 
stared at the landscape lit by a full moon. He could see things 
from a great distance and his gaze was attracted by a sparkle 
near the river, over there. The village! Of course, it was the 
solution. Why hadn’t he thought about it sooner? But the dogs 
wouldn’t approach the village anymore, especially since one of 
them had been viscously poisoned. Tody knew that. He, the 
child-of-the-dogs, had an advantage: he could avoid the men’s 
traps. He had carefully observed them during his stay with 
them. He knew about their tricks and in particular he knew 
exactly where the food supplies, the meat and dried fish storage 
were. He shared his plan with Kutto, the alpha male of the pack. 
But at first, he turned it down: men were too dangerous, more 
than hunger itself, the risks were too high and retaliation was 
a possibility. But Tody ended up convincing him to try. There 
was no other solution. 
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The dogs didn’t sleep that night, waiting for the right 
moment to slip into the village. The moment when everyone 
would be sound asleep in a dreamless sleep, right before dawn. 
The strongest dogs of the pack were part of the expedition and 
had hidden themselves near the village. Tody would call them 
as soon as he had found food and they would come one by one 
to pick up the precious booty in their mouths. The child-of-
the-dogs moved with the upmost precaution between the huts 
of the village. He crawled on all fours. Out of habit but also to 
avoid being noticed. His way of hunting silently in the forest 
was about to be put to good use. He knew precisely where 
to go and how to open the shutters of the storeroom without 
making a sound and how to slip inside without waking up 
anyone in the nearby homes. And so, he approached a small 
silo with a roof covered by straw. Tody sniffed the air through 
the badly fitted window. He couldn’t smell anything interesting. 
It must be a place to stock cereal. Without a doubt rice. Rice 
wasn’t food which was suitable for dogs. They needed something 
more nourishing. They needed… meat! Picking up the scent, 
he headed towards a small room attached to a big house made 
from rammed earth. He knew that dried meat was inside. The 
door was bolted with a small metal object with an iron rod. 
The latch had to be lifted in order to open the door. This was 
impossible to do without the key. So, Tody tried the shutters. His 
arms and hands were incredibly thin, no doubt because of the 
meager diet he had been following for several months now. He 
had no difficulty passing his whole arm between the shutter and 
the dried mud wall. The child-of-the-dogs found the latch that 
kept the window locked from the inside. With extreme caution, 
he tipped it and was able to open the wooden panel very slowly. 
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Then, as agile as a snake, he slithered through the opening down 
to the floor of the storeroom. For a few moments his eyes tried to 
make out what was around him but it was too dark. Nonetheless 
his sense of smell guided him right to the middle of the shelving 
on which the precious meat was drying. It was mostly poultry, 
but also some game from the jungle, including a young deer 
whose slender ribs could be easily felt. There was also fish from 
the river, which was very dry. Tody ignored the fish but grabbed 
a handful of meat spread on the trays. He went to the window 
and with a click of his tongue, he alerted the dogs who were 
posted not far away. Running along the walls of the houses, they 
soon arrived underneath the window of the room. Tody had 
meanwhile found some canvas bags into which he put the prized 
pieces of meat. Not too many in each bag so that the dogs could 
bear the weight in their mouths but enough to ensure that no 
more hazardous trips would be necessary. 

Tody had just given the last bag to one of the dogs 
waiting under the window and he was about to leave with the 
huge quarter of a deer on his back. Suddenly a halo of light 
appeared on the floor behind him. He saw the light shaking 
the floor and the window that he was about to climb through 
and flee with his booty. He turned round briskly prepared to 
fight if necessary. Instinctively, his lips had curled up and his 
uncovered teeth were ready to bite whoever wanted to seize 
or hit him. But the halo of light didn’t move. It originated 
from a little candle at the other end of the room. The light 
was wavering and made big movements on the walls. Behind 
the candle stood a little girl, younger than Tody. Her eyes were 
wide open and she didn’t know if she should scream or say 
something to the shaggy intruder who was facing her. He could 
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sense she was scared but also that she was curious to see a child 
very much like herself, maybe a bit older, that had broken into 
in the storeroom of her house. 

Theft wasn’t a well-known concept among the villagers. 
Nobody stole, everyone respected property. But this was 
different, it involved a stranger from outside the village 
and the little girl didn’t know how to react. There was a long 
moment of silence and stillness between them, as if time had 
stood still. Tody then did something unthinkable. Instead of 
jumping out of the window and running for his life, he gave the 
little girl a big smile. A huge smile with all his teeth showing, 
a grin from one ear to the other. He did it spontaneously as 
if he knew it was the most natural thing to do at that precise 
moment. However, it was an uncommon display of behavior in 
the jungle. Dogs didn’t smile; they had other ways of showing 
their happiness. For instance, they would wag their tails or bark 
loudly. But only humans seemed to smile with their mouths. 
And then, something more incredible happened. The little 
girl smiled back. Spontaneously, without thinking anything 
in particular, without willing to convey a specific message. 
She was simply smiling. Tody looked at her a little bit longer 
and then he effortlessly climbed through the window and 
landed outside, with the heavy bag of meat on his shoulder. 
He glanced back and waved his hand at the little girl. He was 
still smiling. His perfectly white teeth could be clearly seen 
in the candlelight. The little girl, undoubtedly moved by a 
characteristically human reflex, waved back. Naturally, as if 
Tody and she were old friends. 

The child-of-the dogs had now been running for a long 
time, already out of reach of the village. Alongside the dogs 
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of his pack. They ran quickly, eager to put as much distance 
between them and the village as possible. But no commotion 
came from the sleeping dwellings and no noise could be heard. 
The little girl had not sounded the alarm. A single smile had 
been enough.

Or had he dreamt it? In the dark of the night, under 
the extreme pressure that he had been under while he was 
committing his petty theft, he might have raved in delirium 
and imagined everything. He had dreamt about meeting 
humans who agreed to share. Humans he could ask for help 
from for his dog brothers if they had to go through another 
period of fasting. But it must have been just a dream. In reality, 
you only had yourself to rely on. And seize the opportunity 
when it arose?

Tameema folded her hands on her chest. The story was 
finished, and now all the children were smiling, despite the 
tormenting hunger imposed on them by their Arakanese 
masters, those who did not want to share with the old 
storyteller’s community, who preferred to see the Rohingyas 
starve to death, who would even smile at this thought. 

To take what was needed from such people by trickery was 
not, in the end, a bad thing.
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Scapegoats

Johnny felt a rising sense of nausea. There was a buzzing in his 
head. He gagged and vomited. He wiped his mouth quickly 
with the back of his hand and clumsily wiped the top of his 
soiled feet with some grass clippings. He was disoriented, 
panicked, with his longyi ridiculously bunched around his 
ankles. The young Arakanese was in the midst of some bushes 
thick enough to hide him from view from the river. The 
sputtering of the boats fighting their way upstream could be 
heard barely a hundred meters away.

The girl was lying on her back, an arm raised behind her 
head, one leg making a strange angle against her body. Her sex 
was clearly visible, hairy, open, gaping. She was only wearing a 
yellow t-shirt with large pink flowers. He had taken her skirt off 
by force. Well, not really by force, because at that moment she 
still wanted it. But when Johnny dropped his longyi to reveal 
his sex pointing directly in front of him, she had changed her 
mind. He was going too fast and too far. She had laughed, 
putting her hands in front of her. She backed up until her 
back was against this little tree. Johnny had then grabbed her 
arms and, twisting them, made her fall. She screamed. As if 
electrified by this sound, the young man had collapsed on her 
and covered her mouth. Someone could have been walking 
along the bank; he couldn’t let her be heard. He was strong 
and had easily constrained her. In any case, she didn’t resist 
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too much. And her feeble resistance was doubtlessly her way 
to excite him further. But she had fought even harder when 
Johnny had penetrated her. He had been clumsy and brutal. 
So the young man had clamped his hand on her mouth even 
harder, covering her nose too, to weaken and calm her. He 
stayed clamped against her for many long seconds, pressing 
violently on her belly. 

After coming insider her, Johnny then roused himself and 
released her from his embrace. She must be calmed by now. 

She looked at him silently, without moving her head or an 
eyelash. Johnny turned around for a brief second to undress 
away from this unblinking stare. He looked at her again after 
a few second. She still looked at him. He shuddered. She had a 
horrified expression, but did not move. He shook the girl by the 
shoulders. Her head rolled back, her eyes still open. The boy 
leapt back, he too with horrified expression.

It dawned on him that he had just killed someone. Why 
had he squeezed so hard? He just wanted to have some fun, 
not hurt her. But Johnny knew he was culpable. He was the 
one who had abused the girl. He was the one who had taken 
the initiative to bring her here, a good distance from the work 
site, into these bushes where no one could see them. The 
worst thing was that the two of them had been seen leaving 
the worksite together. Considering the girl’s reputation, it was 
not difficult to imagine what the kids were going to do in the 
bushes.

But now it was a huge mess. 
The shock was starting to wear off of Johnny. He was 

starting to panic, and tried to think quickly. He was turning 
in circles, adjusting his longyi as best as he could and trying to 
think fast. 
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He had to flee! Leave everything behind and get far away. 
Run, without looking behind them. He had to put some 
distance between him and the girl he had just killed. But he 
knew that he wouldn’t get very far. The world was closed for 
him, and he would be found. Everyone was found; there was no 
way to live clandestinely here in Arakan. Neither could he flee 
the country. What would he do? How would he live out there? 
Bangladesh was not far. The border fence was at most an hour 
away by moto. The village of Ghumdhum could be seen on the 
other side. But he couldn’t get there. Even if he could scale the 
high, barbed wired fence, the soldiers would grab him on the 
other side, take him to the frontier post and deliver him back to 
the Burmese military.

He was thinking fast. Going round in circles, powerless. 
How could he get out of this? He was in the middle of nowhere 
and he had almost no money left. He had a good job before. 
Johnny had been hired by a foreign organization to supervise 
purchases from merchants in Sittwe, the largest city of Arakan. 
He conveyed the goods to Butthidaung, things such as cement, 
spare parts, food, and various odds and ends. The Muslim 
employees of the organization were not permitted to travel to 
Sittwe, so it was a boon to him, even if the other Arakanese 
reproached him for working with the “kalars,” the black 
Bengalis. As long as he received his salary and a few discreet 
additional commissions for his purchases, he didn’t care. Then 
there had been this incident with a “Bengali.” What had been 
his name? Arun, yes that was it, Arun, a rabid, dangerous dog. 
The Arakanese had put down their revolt. But the office had 
been sacked, the program closed, and Johnny had lost his job. 
He had thus found a job as a manual laborer on the work site, 
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poorly paid and exhausting, but he had no choice. Damned 
“kalars” – even when you fed them, they bit you.

And now more trouble. Not just a bit of trouble, but a rape 
and murder. It was too stupid. What had he done in a past life 
for fate to punish him so?

The boy thought for a moment about burying the girl, but 
he had nothing to dig with. And if people came looking for 
her, they would eventually find her body. It was the same thing 
with the river. Assuming that he patiently waited for nightfall 
and threw the body in the river, she would be found floating 
somewhere. No, there was no escape. He would be chased, 
tracked, finally found, and no doubt lynched.

He might as well throw himself into the river right away. He 
would at least avoid suffering the horrors of a slow and painful 
death that seemed his inevitable fate.

Then something occurred to Johnny. From the chaos of his 
confused and desperate thoughts, something emerged without 
his needing to think. An idea surfaced on its own, a simple 
idea, the only alternative remaining to save his life.

He needed to blame the kalars!
Yes, this was completely believable. The kalars would have 

been able to do such a thing. Everyone said it would happen 
some day, and expressed fear for the girls. They never let the 
girls go out alone in Arakan. He found the idea fantastic and 
jumped with happiness. He was saved! He was going to get out 
of this alive. He was excited now, regaining his spirits. He will 
tell that a band of kalars had attacked them. The kalars had 
raped and killed the girl while Johnny had been held down 
by a large group, menaced by machetes. Yes, that made it even 
more believable. He had even almost been chopped into pieces 
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and thrown dismembered into the river. But he had been able 
to flee by running through the bush and the kalars had not 
dared pursue him for fear of being discovered. He quickly got 
his story straight on the specific details of the assault. He rolled 
on the ground to cover himself with dirt. He scratched his own 
cheek. A little blood pearled up on the edge of the scratch. He 
ripped then the collar of his shirt. Two buttons popped off and 
fell somewhere in the dry grass. He looked at the body of the 
girl one last time. Her head was still hanging backwards, with 
her sex exposed to the sky.

He headed out of the bushes without turning back. Johnny 
still had the taste of vomit in his mouth. He spat several times.

Hair akimbo, clothes torn, and walking unsteadily, he 
returned to the sand extraction work site. There were perhaps 
twenty workers there, all older than him. Johnny worked with 
them six days a week and had even made a few friends.

At his distraught and beaten appearance, the foreman 
immediately approached him, realizing something had 
happened. The noise of the machines was deafening. The youth 
gesticulated, pointing at the river, over there, near the small 
trees. The workers came closer. Then the machine stopped with 
a sputter, and everyone surrounded Johnny. Heated discussions 
began among the workers, all shirtless or in ripped and dirty 
t-shirts. Two big men broke away from the group and went 
towards the area that the two young victims pointed to, into 
the bush. Johnny followed the two workers, gesturing and 
mimicking a fight. Soon, everyone was following the small 
group, listening to the youth who claimed to have been savagely 
attacked. 
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An eye for an eye

Tameema was tired. Her joints ached, and while she never 
complained, she had started talking about the weight of 
her years. She knew there were other reasons. Her morale 
continued to sink and she was trying not to drown in 
despair. Everything was going badly for them. The army 
came increasingly often to extort them, and the Arakanese 
threatened them more and more openly. Arun had lost 
his work, and had almost lost his life. The aid that foreign 
organizations provided them was now cut off, and their 
movements were more and more restricted. The police 
inspected her every time she came to see the children in 
their community, and Tameema, an old woman who had 
never harmed anyone, was always treated with mistrust and 
contempt, as if she was a wild animal. Little by little, her joy 
in life was draining away. Why fight it? But she had made 
another effort today to come and tell a story of Tody, despite 
her increasing bitterness and decreasing strength. She finally 
arrived in the community-room of the village, after a walk that 
seemed longer than usual. She sat down with some difficulty 
and started her tale without even glancing at the children 
surrounding her.

“Tody loved playing with the pups of the pack. He thought 
they were carefree and not yet torn by the worries the wild dogs 
had concerning their survival. That day, Tody was throwing 
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little sticks onto which a dozen puppies born during the year 
were hurtling themselves while squabbling. They were rolling 
in balls while chewing each other’s ears in order to be the first 
to catch the stick in their already powerful mouths. Tody was 
laughing out loud, raucously, unconcerned by the disapproving 
stares of the old females that were lying nearby.

Suddenly, Tody and the pack heard a great agitation in the 
bushes leading to the edge of the forest. For two seasons now, 
they had taken possession of this little clearing and had dug 
many holes inside of which they would curl up and put the 
pups to keep them safe. The twenty or so dogs that made up 
the group that day sprang on their guard in one smooth single 
movement. The noise was getting closer and the newcomer 
didn’t take any precaution not to make a sound. But it was only 
one of the dogs of the pack. He had run continuously through 
the shrub and the sharp leaves of the low trees. He seemed to 
be distraught and out of breath: one of their own was caught 
in a trap. A trap set by men. He couldn’t free himself and was 
suffocating, they had to help him quickly. Kutto, the alpha 
dog of the pack, had gone hunting in the opposite direction 
with the biggest dogs. So, all eyes turned to Tody: If it were a 
human trap, the child-of-the-dogs would know what to do. 
The young boy didn’t even take time to think and hurried 
immediately towards the slope leading to the border of the 
jungle. Two dogs followed him including the one who had 
warned them. Tody was racing, sometimes on two feet, but 
always bent forward in order to avoid the broken branches and 
to slide as fast as possible between the obstacles. After racing 
without stopping, they at last arrived at the edge of the forest. 
The trapped dog was still there and alive. He was panting, lying 
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on his side. His neck was stuck in a thin metal loop that would 
tighten whenever he moved. The dog had understood what was 
happening and he didn’t dare move anymore from fear that 
the metal wire would set deeper into the skin of his throat and 
choke him for good. Tody had seen this device in the village. It 
was a snare. They usually used it to catch rodents that attacked 
the crop. But he had never seen a snare as big as this one and 
never would have imagined dogs to be the target of this cruel 
trap. The child knelt down next to the dog who was panting 
faintly and was looking at him with hope. Tody was going to 
free him, he was sure of it. He delicately put his fingers in the 
fur of the collar and looked for the metal wire. It had already 
sunk deep into the flesh. Tody could see blood in the fur. 
The trapped dog didn’t move, didn’t complain, he was simply 
waiting to be freed from the tight clasp that only allowed him 
to breath in small gulps. But Tody couldn’t pass his fingers 
under the wire. It was too tight. He looked for the knot. Maybe 
he would be able to do something about it. But again, the flesh 
already covered the iron ring. Tody’s fingers, although thinner 
than his dog brother’s paws, were still too big to go under the 
knot. Something had to be passed under the loop to loosen it. 
He searched around them. The two other dogs surrounded him 
in silence while watching him work anxiously with curiosity. 
The child-of-the-dogs finally found a small chunk of wood on 
the ground no bigger than those he used to play with the young 
puppies. One of the ends was sharp. He would use this tip to 
go under the wire to try and loosen it. But he would have to 
stick it under the captive dog’s skin and hurt him a bit more. 
The prisoner, lying on his side, was watching Tody. He didn’t 
understand much of what the child-of-the-dogs was about 
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to do but he made him see that he trusted him. So Tody, as 
delicately as possible, stuck the needle in his dog brother’s neck, 
just under the knot. The poor animal, hurt, let out a long and 
plaintive howl. But he didn’t move, he had absolute faith in 
Tody, faith that was stronger than pain. The child-of-the-dogs 
slowly applied pressure on the splinter of wood to bring the 
knot backwards. It took him several attempts to succeed. Each 
time the dog cried but didn’t move. On the third attempt, the 
knot abruptly shifted. Tody grabbed the piece of wood between 
the fingers of his two hands and with small pressures managed 
to loosen the grip of the metal. The dog could now breathe 
freely. He could feel he was going to regain his freedom in no 
time and the knot kept on climbing along the wire and the loop 
reddened by the blood expanded gradually. When the circle 
was wide enough, Tody passed it over the dog’s ears, over his 
nose and threw the snare away angrily. The dog was free. 

It was at that precise moment that Tody heard a painful 
bark behind him. He jumped round. One of the dogs that 
had come with him was staring at him with a surprised look, 
his body was stiff. He opened his mouth slowly and with 
difficulty. A trickle of blood ran between his whiskers down to 
the ground. Tody then saw with horror that his right side was 
pierced by a long stem of bamboo sunk deeply between his 
ribs. On the other end of the spear, a man was scowling at the 
dogs and Tody with hatred. A man Tody had seen in the village, 
short, but with bulging and powerful muscles. His pupils were 
dilated and a little bit of drool ran down from one corner of 
his lips that gave him the most ferocious look Tody had ever 
seen on a human being. In the background, a second man 
was watching the scene while brandishing an axe with his two 
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hands, more in a protective than aggressive manner. 
The dog, fatally injured, fell on his hind legs, then on 

his nose that bit the dust in front of him. The two other dogs 
including the one who had just been freed from the snare faced 
the aggressors and started growling. Tody didn’t understand 
what had happened. Why had the men killed his dog brother 
without warning, without aggression on his part, without 
a single fight? He hadn’t had a chance and hadn’t seen it 
coming. Rage rose suddenly inside Tody, a dull and cold rage. 
Something he found difficult to control, an inner power that 
was totally focused on the man who was still holding the spear 
of bamboo and pinning down Tody’s brother. The young child-
of-the-dogs was still crouched down. His hands went looking 
for something behind him on the ground. His fingers found 
the sharp cutting edge of a stone. It was half buried and once 
extracted from the dirt could hardly fit in his hand. Wrath had 
risen to another notch and the rage running inside of Tody now 
gave him a strength that he wasn’t used to. The rock left the 
ground, its trajectory made a straight line and it crashed right 
into the middle of the face of the man with the spear. He hadn’t 
even had time to move in order to protect himself. The blow had 
come too fast. There had been a sudden bang, the sound of a 
muffled impact. The man had fallen forward, arms alongside his 
body. Tody had time to see that his eyes were closed as he fell. 

After that everything unfolded very quickly and Tody’s 
brain struggled to register what was happening. The two dogs 
who had stepped back behind the child-of-the-dogs leapt 
directly onto the man on the ground. They were roaring with 
rage and their open mouths showed their teeth bathed with 
blood. The other man had turned on his heels and was already 
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fleeing the scene, he didn’t want to face a group of furious 
animals alone. The smell of fresh blood spread through the air, 
Tody could recognize it. This smell made his heart beat faster 
and stronger. On such occasions, the smell of blood didn’t 
bother him but rather increased his excitement, his ability to 
react quickly and concentrate his energy on a fight. However, 
something here was unnerving. Was it the noise made by the 
teeth sinking into the bloody throat of the man lying next 
to him? Was it uncontrollable rage that now drove his dog 
brothers and made them attack relentlessly the corpse that was 
still warm? Was it the dead dog’s presence, one of his brothers, 
who was looking at him with his big empty eyes? Or was it the 
fact the he had killed one of his fellow men? Because he had 
been one of his peers, even if Tody identified himself more 
easily as a dog of the pack. He felt he had committed a crime 
against nature. He had killed a man. Or at least, he had struck 
him down and his dog brothers had taken care of the killing. 
But he had felt responsible for this death. The child didn’t know 
how to react, he only knew that he wanted to be far away. He 
felt suddenly nauseous and threw up a little bit of bile. This 
never happened to him. Something significant was taking place 
inside of him. One doesn’t kill one of one’s own, one fights if 
necessary, injuring, overpowering or submitting. Dogs did it. 
And all the animals Tody knew. It was extremely rare that an 
animal got killed by another one of the same species, it was 
against the natural order. Tody felt he had infringed this natural 
rule and nothing would ever be the same from now on. 

They left their dog brother’s body near the villager’s corpse 
or what was left of him. The animals of the jungle would soon 
have everything cleaned up. This too was part of the natural 
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order. Tody and the two dogs who were covered in blood went 
back to the clearing. The child-of-the-dogs was quiet, he didn’t 
show any emotion, deeply caught up in his thoughts. In any 
case, he reached the conclusion that death had struck on each 
side. The two camps were now even and the quarrel had to end 
there.”

Tameema stood up more quickly than she usually did. 
Normally, she liked to regard the children and their reactions to 
the moral of each story, but not today. She headed towards the 
door without looking at them, and, without a word, started on 
the road back home. 

She had just taught them anger, and she didn’t like it. She 
knew that anger led nowhere and could even make things 
worse, especially for the weaker party.
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Retaliation

Only half an hour after the discovery the young girl’s body, a 
crowd filled the worksite. All of the Burmese or Arakanese 
living or working within kilometre of the area had rushed 
here, now joining in the angry buzzing of the hive. They 
surrounded Johnny, who had been forced to repeatedly recount 
his version of the attack. Sometimes he made mistakes and he 
added details at each retelling. But nobody seemed to notice 
these inconsistencies. Everyone had already made up their 
minds. And each time, they came to the same conclusion. The 
Bengalis, the “Kalars,” had committed an abominable crime 
and were doubtlessly going to commit others unless they were 
stopped.

Someone brandished a shovel. Another grabbed a pick 
handle leaning against a metal shed. It was like a signal. A 
group rummaged in the sheds of the worksite looking for 
arms, shoving each other aside to get the best club, the biggest 
crowbar, or the longest sharpened bamboo rod. Knives and 
machetes were passed around. There was even a hammer 
with hooks to pull out nails. More than thirty sweaty, dusty 
Burmese and Arakanese were exploding with fury. They would 
mete out punishment and cure this evil. To the applause of the 
crowd, the group began its angry march towards the nearest 
settlement, a small, quiet village that served as the hub for all 
of the bus lines in the area. Johnny walked among the group, 
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holding a machete with a heavy metal handle, expression crazy, 
walking quickly like the others, blending into the mob, all with 
the same goal. Bizarrely, he was even convinced that he had 
spoken the truth. Things had happened just as they had said. 
That Bengali Arun—it was he who Johnny had accused—
and his brothers had sadistically raped and killed a Burmese 
woman. They had done things that only ogres from “over there” 
could have done. The more the group advanced, the more 
details of horrible tortures were added. The story took on a life 
of its own. After two hundred meters, they claimed that the girl 
had had her abdomen ripped out. Another hundred meters, 
and she had had her intestines wrapped around her neck. A 
few more steps, and her tongue had been ripped out and her 
eyes gouged out. Vivid! After a kilometre, her unborn baby had 
been burned and thrown in the river, or eaten, according to 
some. Johnny was ready to administer justice, like the others, 
or even more than the others. He would be the first to strike. 
Unconsciously, he still needed a little bit of convincing. So he 
became angry and determined, as if to wash away the terrible 
crime that had been committed, ultimately forgetting that he 
was the only perpetrator. 

A small bearded old man, wearing the typical white 
Muslim cap, was doing some shopping near the bus station. 
An old khaki vest hung on his skinny carcass. He held a cheap 
plastic basket on his arm, in which were some tomatoes and 
a black plastic bag filled with rice. He was in his sixties. He 
didn’t see the armed crowd surging into the square behind 
him. Too late, he heard the grunts and cries. They fell on him 
in a few seconds. He was instantly killed by a machete to the 
skull. The enraged workers stomped upon his cadaver, which 
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soon resembled little more than a bloody pulp. The sight and 
smell of blood released another, stronger wave of fury. They 
needed to kill, to destroy. The display window of the shop was 
immediately sacked. The shopkeeper had the good sense to 
flee as quickly as possible, surely preventing his lynching, his 
massacre for no reason save to quench the murderous thirst 
which continued to grow. 

A rusty bus stopped at the plaza. The vehicle was at least 
fifty years old, a bus for the poor with metal benches and 
devoid of any comfort, the sort of transport that took Muslims 
from one village to another, on the rare occasions they received 
permission to travel. 

The vehicle stopped a few metres from the crowd. The front 
door was open. With one glance, the driver understood what 
was going to happen. He jumped out of the vehicle without 
even cutting the engine. He ran in the direction of the market 
faster than he had ever run in his life. Without even turning 
around, he disappeared into the crowd that, there too, started 
to grumble and form a wave that would soon melt into the 
angry beast. 

The faces of perhaps twenty men could be seen from inside 
the bus, peering out the windows. The youngest had little 
goatees, and the oldest had long flowing white or orange tinted 
beards, well groomed. They also had a white caps on their 
heads; they were returning from a pilgrimage to a sacred site 
not far away. 

In the midst of the angry group, Johnny shouted and 
pointed to the vehicle. Without hesitation, as if electrified, the 
mob fell on the bus and engulfed it like a swarm of locusts. 
Immediately, blows rained down on the carriage and the 
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windows shattered. The occupants of the vehicle were all 
huddled in the central walkway to escape the flying glass and 
the blows from the windows. None of them understood the 
reason for this rage. They exchanged haggard, frightened looks. 
They knew that they were probably going to die, although had 
no idea why. They only hoped that the army would arrive, the 
army that they all hated, the army that oppressed them more 
and more every day. But now, it was death coming for them, 
and only the military could stop it. 

The attackers’ rage increased. The men in the bus tried to 
protect themselves as best they could with their bags and their 
arms over their heads. A young Arakanese had climbed on the 
roof. He was given a shovel, which he slammed loudly against 
the roof and the sides of the bus. A crowd of curious onlookers, 
some distance away, laughed at this. Nobody considered this 
situation tragic. Everyone was fascinated by the spectacle, 
as if it was a bit of comic theater. But most onlookers kept a 
good distance away to avoid the blows and the debris. Drawn 
by the rumours, the people of the neighbourhood arrived in 
increasing numbers and joined the large circle surrounding 
the enraged workers. And everyone added his comments to his 
neighbours’. Some applauded to encourage them. The Kalars 
were being punished. Everybody now knew about the horrible 
murder that they had committed. No one questioned the fact 
that those on the bus, returning from a trip, could not possibly 
have been at the river raping and killing young Burmese girls at 
the same time. No, but they were guilty of being Bengali, illegal 
refugees in Burma. Thus, they were all complicit, and little did 
it matter if they were not directly involved in the murder. It was 
still one of their type who had done it. 
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There were no longer any Muslims around the market, or 
the stores, or the roads. They had all fled, realizing that they 
were outnumbered and weaker. And none could intervene to 
help their trapped brothers. They could do nothing. 

The attackers did not want to get inside the bus for fear 
of being injured in any fightback by the travelers barricaded 
inside. But they had found another technique to attack the 
passengers without exposing themselves to risk. Some were 
armed with long poles torn from nearby stalls, and, through 
the broken windows, pushed the travelers from one side of the 
bus. Attackers on the other side were thus able to reach them 
more easily. Blows from machetes, pickaxes, and clubs found a 
mark every time. Blood started dripping out of the right side 
of the bus, indicating that some travelers were on the floor, in 
the central aisle, already dead or seriously injured. Johnny, who 
had raped the young girl a few hours earlier, now licked his lips 
in excitement. He grabbed a long bamboo pole and sharpened 
the end with his machete. He charged, screaming, and stabbing 
through a window with his weapon, pierced the stomach of 
someone in a seat. The pole sank in ten centimeters. The victim 
jumped up and collapsed between the seats. 

The agitation again increased among the crowd of 
spectators. Three monks suddenly appeared, young, perhaps 
twenty years old. What were they going to do? Were they going 
to call for calm and try to stop the enraged crowd? But instead, 
one of the monks approached the bus and started screaming 
anti-Muslim slogans. The crowd applauded. The monks were 
with them! Good. Everything was in order, in accordance 
with religious law. The second monk came then forward and 
grabbed the elbow of the first, who was still shouting at the 
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bus. He pulled him back, talking in his ear. They disappeared, 
moving against the oncoming crowd.

A small fat man in a sleeveless green t-shirt broke through 
the crowd, laughing. He changed tires for a living, and was 
known in the market for his joviality and his somewhat vulgar 
puns. He was covered with black streaks from his tires. His 
smile was all the more evident because it was bright red, the 
color of the betel that he chewed all day long. He took a few 
more steps, still snorting, towards the center of the square. He 
had a rusty dented jerry can in his hand. He laughed at the 
clever trick he was going to play. He was going to be a hero in 
a moment, this was certain. He was welcomed with fervor by 
the group still striking the bus. There were fewer standing up 
inside now. The bodies lying on the seats were clearly visible, 
but some people were hiding in the central aisle, lying on the 
floor, and they didn’t know how to dislodge them. The jerry 
can was passed from hand to hand. It fell to the ground and 
gasoline started spreading on the ground. Someone picked it 
up and poured the contents into a bus window. The smell of 
the gasoline reached the crowd, still some distance away. The 
laughs and shouts suddenly died down. They were about to 
watch the final act of the show. Some started to worry. Were 
they going a little too far?

One of the attackers let out a cry. The group suddenly 
moved away from the bus. Johnny was approaching the 
window, holding a box of matches. He struck one, feverishly. 
It quickly burned out. He tried again with a second, which 
snapped in his trembling fingers. The third match was the 
one. Johnny threw it into the bus, shielding his face with his 
hand. It caught with an explosion, shaking the shell of the 
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vehicle. Then screams of terror could be heard inside, clearly, 
as everyone outside the bus had fallen silent, fascinated by what 
was happening, the fire that was starting to spread throughout 
the vehicle, projecting large flames from the broken windows. 
The fire would cleanse everything. Johnny watched silently, 
unmoving. In the midst of the flames, black shapes twisted and 
turned like the shadow puppets adored by the Burmese, those 
from Arakan and from elsewhere too.

Rain started falling, one of these short squalls that 
punctuated each day during this time of the year, brutal and 
brief. It was like an excuse for most of the spectators. They 
had to get to shelter… and quickly get away from this horrible 
spectacle that they had all helped create, some directly. Soon, 
there would be nobody left in the square. Johnny had also left. 
He had fled. He knew that he had to disappear, far away, maybe 
to Sittwe. He would take the first boat that he could find.

In the middle of the square, the blackened shell of the bus 
still smoked. The rain had extinguished the fire, but nothing 
more moved inside.1 

1 On June 2, 2012, ten Rohingyas returning to Taungup on a bus from a 
pilgrimage were killed by an angry mob after the rape and murder of a 
young Arakanese woman attributed to three Muslims. The Burmese 
police arrested six Arakanese the following month for their possible 
participation in the massacre, but they have still not been brought to trial.
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The sacrifice

Old Tameema was disheveled, white and grey hair poking out 
from her hurriedly wrapped shawl. This had never happened 
before. The old woman had a dignity known to everyone in the 
village. She was always impeccably dressed, despite her meager 
means, and she considered it a point of honour to always keep 
a neat and tidy appearance. Even though soap was expensive, 
she used abundant amounts so her clothes were without 
the slightest stain, especially on Fridays. But today was not 
a normal day for Tameema, it was the day when everything 
collapsed. It was the day after the massacre of Taungup. One of 
her little nephews had been burned alive in the bus attack. For 
nothing. He had done nothing. He had only been in the wrong 
place at the wrong time, and found himself at the mercy of the 
wrong people. To make things worse, her grandson Arun was 
accused of rape and murder and the police were hunting him. 
He had been able to flee, thankfully. But where was he now? 
Was he still alive?

Tameema knew that nothing would ever be the same. She 
had reached her limit, the walls had been breached, and she no 
longer knew what to do. She was not wailing with the women of 
the family to mourn her deceased nephew, as tradition dictated. 
No, she felt that this would do nothing; it was ridiculous. 
Everything was finished, in any case. Who would cry over the 
dead when they would soon be massacred themselves? No one 
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would be left. It was only a question of days or weeks, but the end 
was coming. They were coming soon, like starved beasts, to burn 
all of them, to make them disappear.

She advanced with heavy steps, like she was wading 
through mud, and her haggard glances seemed to sweep back 
and forth across the road and the water-logged ditches. She 
was going to the community room where the children were 
waiting for her, like every other Friday. She wanted to be there 
one more time. She didn’t know yet what she would tell them, 
but she felt that she had to do it, even if it was the last time. 
When she arrived in front of the building, she climbed the four 
wooden steps without hesitation and entered the main room, as 
always. After what had happened, the families were preparing 
for the worst, and wanted to keep their children close by. They 
sensed that something was going to happen. 

The old woman did not look at the children. Her gaze was 
distant, and her fingers nervously ran along the edge of her 
shawl. She went to the middle of the room and sat down cross-
legged, as usual. But her gaze remained veiled, as if her eyes 
were suddenly afflicted with cataracts. She remained silent for 
a long moment. The children, made nervous by this unusual 
behavior, started whispering among themselves. They looked 
worried. What was happening? How come Tameema was not 
looking at them with benevolence and kindness like every 
other time? The old woman cleared her throat with a long and 
rasping cough. This had never happened either. It was as if her 
voice, usually clear and strong, had slid down her throat and no 
longer wanted to come out. 

Finally, Tameema began speaking, and still looking into the 
distance, took up the story where she had left it the previous week.
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“Tody had killed a man. He had done it to avenge the 
murder of his dog brother and to defend himself. Tody thought 
this would be the end of it. One death on both sides, the matter 
had been settled. 

Kutto, the alpha dog of the pack, didn’t share the same 
opinion. He knew that men wouldn’t drop the issue. They had 
killed one of them and they wouldn’t be satisfied by the death 
of only one member of the pack. The men didn’t practice 
exchange, they just knew how to take everything. Therefore, 
the old dog sent watchdogs to the border of the jungle to 
watch what was happening in the direction of the village of the 
humans. He feared there would be a strong and undoubtedly 
fast reaction. He wasn’t mistaken. 

A small group of men came on the same day to the edge of 
the forest to retrieve the body of the villager killed by Tody and 
the dogs. They didn’t venture inside the jungle, they merely cut 
a long bamboo with which to drag out the bloody corpse that 
they wrapped in a large piece of cloth. The men had a dark look 
that spoke volumes. They scowled at the forest as if they were 
trying to break through the thick curtain of leaves, branches, 
trunks and scrub. That same evening, the village was lit by 
many fires that would burn all night long. Tody had climbed up 
one of the tallest trees of the forest. He could see the fires in the 
distance, there were more fires than usual. Way more fires. 

In the early morning, one of the scouts came to sound the 
alarm to the dogs in the clearing. Men were coming. Many 
men. Tody climbed again onto the highest branch of the tallest 
tree. On the horizon, he could distinguish something which 
looked like a wave advancing. A wave that had in some places 
spears pointing towards the sky. The child-of-the-dogs had 
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never seen so many humans before. They must have come from 
other villages further away. They must have all come and they 
came for them, to track them and kill them. 

Tody felt chills down this neck even though it wasn’t cold. 
He stayed a while to look at the human tide that was surging 
towards the line of trees. The pack should have gone to a safer 
place the previous day. But the forest was big and if they were 
fast, the dogs could still run far away, deep into the jungle, over 
the hills, where no humans could reach them. But the pups and 
the older dogs would slow them down in their escape. The men 
might be able to track them and catch up with them before 
they even got to safety on the other side of the higher ground. 
They should have fled sooner. They had made a mistake. They 
needed to think fast. They had to make a decision. It was the 
child-of-the-dogs they wanted more than anything else. Tody 
made the dogs understand he was going to go and see the men 
and surrender. Regardless of the terrible revenge they may have 
imagined for him.

But Kutto wouldn’t let the child-of-the-dogs give himself 
up. Tody was part of the pack and the pack should step up and 
fight together. End of discussion. The old alpha gave the orders 
and they had to be obeyed, this too was part of the natural 
order of things. Therefore, it was decided that the puppies and 
the slower dogs would go one way, pass three ridges, and find 
shelter in a deep valley only known to a few hunting dogs, who 
would leave with the slower group to show them the way and 
defend them if needed. Kutto, a dozen strong dogs plus Tody 
would go another way as a diversion to lure the men. They 
would fight them if necessary but only if necessary. The dogs 
had the advantage of knowing the forest and being able to 



180

N
o

 R
o

hi
ng

ya

move quickly through the scrub. At dusk, after having outpaced 
the group of men that were chasing them, Kutto’s group would 
flee deep inside the jungle and after a big detour and a full day’s 
walk, would join the rest of the pack already safe in the hidden 
valley. 

So Tody and his group left making as much noise as they 
could. In their path, they broke as many branches as possible 
and made so much racket that the villagers over there couldn’t 
miss hearing it. 

There was something intoxicating about running together 
and the child-of-the-dogs more than ever felt like a member of 
the pack, like they were one body. The dogs had become one 
in their loud race, while trampling everything they passed like 
crazy pups playing in a pile of dried leaves. Tody knew each 
of them like a brother knows his siblings. He had experienced 
intense moments with each one of them during the ten years 
they had shared and nothing was stronger than being together 
facing a new hardship that they would certainly overcome, as 
usual. And all of them would rejoice in being able to lie in a 
circle in their clearing protected from the cold, the wind and 
the sun. Even if they had to keep moving to new places. They 
had done it many times in the past, mainly to escape the men 
that cut more and more trees and each time got closer to their 
lair. But moving wasn’t that hard, and every time it was an 
opportunity to explore new places and take on new adventures. 

Slowly, the men’s cheers got closer to Tody’s group. They 
had been spotted, as expected. But, what followed didn’t play 
out as they had imagined it. Upon retreating to the inside of 
the jungle, when they were almost within sight of the trackers, 
they heard simultaneous screams coming from several sides. A 
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group of men had circumvented them and were now blocking 
their escape route. Worse, Tody identified the crackling sound 
that he recognized right away, before even smelling what was 
coming towards them: fire! The men had set the forest on fire! 
The dogs stopped dead in their tracks, they were disoriented. 
Quickly, in seconds, stupefaction made room for fear. All 
animals are terrorized by fire. Dogs as much as the others. 
Tody’s brothers moved in every direction not knowing where to 
go. Fire was coming on one side, men were advancing towards 
them from the other side in a half circle. How were they going 
to escape? How were they going to slip through the cracks of 
this terrible net? The fire left no room and no dog would dare 
go through the flames. So many men were on the other side 
that their clamor filled the forest. 

They were here.
The sound of the trees flaring up and the men’s cries 

mixed together and covered everything. The fugitives were 
surrounded. The noose was tightening around them, like the 
snare, yesterday, around the neck of the dog who was trapped. 
Tody could see all the dogs from the original group around 
him. They were panicking like never before. Even Kutto 
seemed desperate and growled while staring at the scrub in 
front of him where the armed humans were about to appear. 
Suddenly, two dogs positioned on the left flank howled almost 
simultaneously. They had just been hit by a volley of arrows and 
were spinning around. The arrows were draining their life away 
from them. Tody opened his horrified eyes. Never had the pack 
lost members so quickly, without even fighting. The same thing 
happened on the right flank of the group. This time, spears 
pierced several dogs that had wanted to move away from the 
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fire which was gaining on them. Tody saw them drop as smoke, 
pushed by the breeze, covered them with a white veil. Kutto 
and Tody stepped back as much as possible, their backs to the 
flames and heat. Yelps of pain followed one another, as Tody’s 
brothers were falling one after the other. He could see the men 
advancing in the open to sink their forks and their pikes into 
the bodies of the dogs who rolled on the ground before lying 
still after a few brief tremors.

Soon only Kutto and Tody were the only ones left standing. 
They had managed to avoid the arrows and some spears which 
had been thrown clumsily. The last two survivors of the pack 
were now with their backs against a huge banyan, a tree that 
would soon be attacked by the flames. The men came out of the 
scrub one by one, they didn’t seem afraid of the fire that was 
approaching, they might have known how to counter it. They 
had tamed it, the fire obeyed them. They were now a tight 
group, advancing menacingly towards the child-of-the-dogs 
and the alpha dog of the pack. The men were all armed with 
long pikes, machetes and axes against which not much could be 
done. Other men were coming from behind. Even if Kutto and 
Tody could hurdle the first wave, others would wait a few steps 
away.

Nothing else could be done. Kutto looked one last time at 
Tody. Tody stared back. They were like two brothers, or rather 
Kutto was the father Tody never had. So, they did the only 
thing that was left, the only thing that so far had given them a 
reason to exist, that gave meaning to everything they had lived 
through.

They charged together. Once again. One last time. Towards 
the men who came to kill them.” 
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The old woman stopped speaking. Her voice had fallen 
during the last sentences, and she had a hard time finishing her 
story. The children stared in horror. Some sobbed. The disabled 
young girl in the violet shawl, who never missed a story, cried 
as if she had lost someone in her family. The story had been 
terrible and many were in a state of shock. They had never 
imagined that a tale could end so badly. 

Tameema stood up without a word. Her shawl had 
completely slid down to her shoulders, and her bare head and 
disheveled hair were clearly visible. She didn’t care. Her gaze 
still distant and her eyes veiled, she went out to the road and 
returned to the path to her house. She did not cry, but a great 
emptiness grew inside her, an emptiness that she could never 
fill again.

Tameema, the Muslim storyteller of Arakan, had just killed 
her brother.
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The Debt

Arun tightened the scarf. He could feel the butt of the pistol 
against his stomach. The driver, an old man with large round 
glasses, started the old van. He turned to Arun and asked him 
if he was ready. The young man nodded, maintaining his gaze in 
front of him, through the windshield. He stared into the distance, 
at nothing, alone in his head with the destiny he had chosen. 
This time it was his choice; nobody had chosen for him. 

He sweated profusely, but not because it was too hot. It 
was always too hot this time of the year, and he was used to 
the suffocating dampness of Arakan, even worse than that of 
Yangon. He was sweating because of what he was going to do. 
He knew without a doubt that his life would be finished in a 
few minutes, or in a few hours if he were unlucky enough to 
be taken alive. He really didn’t think he would be able to get 
away with it, although the others had repeatedly told him 
that he had a chance, a small chance, but he had to move fast, 
strike hard, and continue onwards, never looking backwards. 
Determination would save him. If he were sufficiently 
determined, this would work. Soon, he would have to take 
advantage of the confusion that he would have created to 
try to get out by force, by the back gate, which opened on a 
little street that was almost always empty. It was an alleyway 
bordered with overgrown trees and thorny and stinging plants 
in which he would have to hide himself to escape. If he were 
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lucky enough not to be pursued immediately, he would be able 
to skirt the lake in the midst of this dense vegetation. He would 
have to walk in the water and mud, in the darkness, among 
the snakes that must swarm this corner of the lake. But Arun 
had done far worse since he had lived in the swamps of Arakan 
with his family. If he were able to cross the shores of the lake, he 
would be able to reach Pyay Avenue. The van would be waiting 
there, at the corner of Parami Road, in case Arun was able to 
make it. 

The vehicle had been driving for about twenty minutes 
now. They were getting close to the target, slowly, as everyone 
was crawling in the noisy traffic jams of the end of the day. 
Night would fall in about fifteen minutes. This would help 
him enter the pagoda unnoticed, at least for the first few feet. 
As soon as he was noticed, he would start running to get to the 
platform and fire. 

In the van with mist-fogged windows, Arun’s thoughts 
went a mile a minute. He had never thought this quickly in 
his life. It was as if all these ideas and images came flying 
from all directions, rebounding and jumping around without 
stopping. He fleetingly recalled the most beautiful moments 
of his life, like someone who knew he was going to die. There 
really weren’t so many. There were more bad times, a hard life 
without rest and without many moments of happiness. He 
barely knew his mother, who died giving birth to his young 
brother. He could never recall her face. His grandmother had 
raised him. He felt a brutal pain in the pit of his stomach, 
remembering the smile of old Tameema. His eyes stung for a 
brief moment when he thought of the hundreds of stories she 
had told him and his brothers in the evenings. He thought 
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about Habuzu, the oldest brother that he hadn’t been able to see 
again, and who had perhaps died in the cyclone that had swept 
through the delta. Nobody could know. There was no trace of 
him. But he still had his memories of the two of them listening 
to his grandmother, even if he couldn’t remember Habuzu’s 
face. These were perhaps the only moments that truly counted 
for him. Everything else was a succession of humiliations 
and injuries to himself and his family, and their people. Last 
month, he had been able to flee Arakan again, for the last time. 
His papers were still in order, and his permissions to travel 
between Sittwe and Yangon were still valid for a few days, 
during which he had to save himself. He had been accused of 
rape and murder. It was this little shit that he had worked with 
for some months, Johnny, who had fingered him to the police. 
Thankfully, someone had warned Arun in time, a few hours 
before the hunt began. There was enough time for him to get 
out of Arakan before the net fell. There was no going back. 
Besides, there was nothing left for him there. His father, his 
two young brothers, and his grandmother should already be at 
sea at this time, even perhaps already in Thailand or Malaysia. 
And it was Arun who was going to pay their way, in exchange 
for what he was going to do tonight. The Yangon compatriots 
that he had contacted had been understanding and had agreed 
that the payment would be given to the smuggler even before 
Arun had completed his part of the deal. They trusted him, 
everyone had welcomed him and shown him kindness. He 
was going to do something terrible, and they told him if he 
flinched, it was OK. They would begin again with someone 
else. But Arun knew that he would not flinch. He could not, 
it was a question of honour and gratitude. His entire family 
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was going to be saved and the least he could do was go to the 
end. The others knew this as well, and had no doubt about the 
young Rohingya’s determination. They had been preparing 
for this act for several months, since they learned the date of 
the celebration at the Kabar Aye pagoda. The monk Susitha 
would be there. He would arrive from Mandalay, an elder 
monk tremendously respected by Buddhist followers. But he 
was also the most important supporter of the famous monk 
Wirathu, who was on a crusade against the “Muslim negroes.” 
The Yangon group had seriously considered a direct attack 
on Wirathu, but he was too well protected and rarely came to 
Yangon. The monk Susitha was a much easier target, and this 
would be a blow not soon forgotten by the Burmese. They 
would learn the cost of defiling Islam. The Korans that had 
been burned had been more than a provocation, they had been 
a declaration of war and the Muslims were going to respond to 
this attack to make them understand clearly that they wouldn’t 
let it go unanswered.

It had been difficult to find a gun, but with a little money, 
anything could be obtained. The pistol wasn’t new, it was 
a really old model, but it worked. They had tested it in the 
warehouse of a mill. The noise of the machines had covered 
the noise of the shots. Arun himself had shot three bullets 
into an old barrel placed five metres way, the ideal distance 
to remain unseen but close enough to not miss the target. He 
had to become familiar with the gun, the small bearded man 
who had carefully prepared him for the mission had explained. 
Familiarised? But Arun did not feel at all familiar with murder. 
He would never be. He was going to do what he promised to 
do, and that was all. He was doubtlessly going to die, but it was 
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worth it. At first, the others had talked of glory and martyrdom, 
of all of the rewards awaiting him in paradise. But they quickly 
stopped when they realised that the young Rohingya was not 
motivated by these arguments. He was not a religious fanatic. 
On the contrary, he always tried to keep a distance from these 
dubious temptations. He felt there was something perverse 
about this reasoning. Arun was a good Muslim, at least he 
thought so, even if he didn’t pray all the time and never 
planned to go to Mecca. He knew killing was not something 
good, except in extreme circumstances. And this was precisely 
the case today. Certainly, Arun had hatred against those who 
attacked his people, up there in Arakan, but not exactly for 
the monk that he was to kill, even if he knew that these evil 
monks were the reason that his people suffered and would soon 
disappear. He was just going to do it, without questioning too 
much. It was the arrangement to rescue his family that counted 
for him, that was all.

Arun and the driver were now approaching the Kabar 
Aye pagoda, only two hundred more metres. The building 
was set back slightly from the avenue. The celebration would 
go through the night. The crowd would not arrive too early, 
at least not until the end of the workday. The faithful would 
come en masse a bit later. But the old monk should already 
be present, without doubt receiving the first offerings, baskets 
packed with garlands, monks’ robes, and fans covered in 
banknotes. Arun knew all of this even if he had no idea about 
the nature of the evening’s celebration. Besides, he did not care 
in the slightest. The men of the group apparently knew the 
most intricate details of this type of Buddhist ceremony. They 
had meticulously prepared Arun’s assault on a hastily drawn 
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map of the Kabar Aye pagoda. In terms of the assault, it only 
involved an individual attack on a precise target, a far cry 
from what was shown on television broadcasts from countries 
where explosives could be obtained to make everything blow 
up. Arun had walked in on a conversation between the little 
bearded man and the driver in the glasses one evening. They had 
been able to obtain explosives, but they didn’t know how to use 
them. The guy who knew this sort of thing had not yet arrived 
in Yangon, due to a problem with his entry visa. It was for the 
best, the bearded little man had said. Their explosives supplier 
from abroad had wanted them to target Americans as a priority. 
But the Americans were not the enemies of the Rohingyas. In 
any case, they were the only ones standing up to the Burmese 
government on the question of the Muslims in Arakan. So why 
would they attack their only allies? That didn’t make any sense. 
Thus, they had put aside the option of explosives. Some day they 
would find someone who could teach them how to use them. 
The Karen rebels had then proposed to sell them some mines 
salvaged from the Thai frontier. But they were too expensive for 
their budget, and they also didn’t know how to use them. Finally, 
the small group – they were five, as best as Arun could figure –
had been able to buy this old gun, a little rusted, no doubt dating 
from the time of the war with the Japanese, the type that could 
be seen in action films, with a barrel that turned when shooting. 
They had six bullets. Three had been used for training. Thus, 
there were three left to ensure the killing of the old monk and 
the destabilization of the religious movement that had sworn to 
exterminate the Muslims of Burma.

Only one hundred metres remained, as they slowly advanced 
in short spurts. Suddenly, the van stalled. Arun awoke rudely 



190

N
o

 R
o

hi
ng

ya

from his daydream and turned to the driver. He was trying to 
restart the engine, angrily turning the key in the contact. The 
electric coil emitted angry snorts. The cars behind them began 
to honk furiously, as if that would restart the stalled vehicle 
blocking them. Arun opened the door; he would go on foot. He 
wasn’t too far away, in any case. He didn’t even look at the driver, 
who was continuing to hammer at the motor while frenetically 
stomping on the accelerator pedal. Without turning around, 
Arun started down the sidewalk towards the entrance of the 
pagoda, hurrying past other pedestrians. He still clutched at the 
scarf hiding the gun against his stomach. 

He arrived at the porch decorated with coloured lights and 
plunged into the pagoda without thinking. A dozen voluminous 
stupas pointed their spires towards the sky. An outdoor stage 
had been erected in the back. The young man could already 
distinguish a range of old monks seated on the two sides of a 
large golden armchair. The monk Susitha was seated there, eyes 
half closed. Arun prepared to launch himself, as he had practiced 
mentally a dozen times. Suddenly a uniformed guard appeared 
in front of him, blocking his target. His heart stopped. The other 
jabbered something that he at first didn’t understand. He pointed 
to his feet. His sandals! Arun had forgotten to leave his sandals 
at the entrance. How could he have been so distracted? What 
was he going to do? The young man was suddenly destabilised. 
He had not considered this possibility in all of the scenarios he 
had mentally constructed. Thus, perhaps due to the ingrained 
habit of obeying a uniform, he turned on his heels and returned 
meekly to the entrance. He nervously kicked off his sandals and 
put them on a crowded shelf. He still clutched the gun against his 
stomach, as if he was pushing down the knot that was forming 
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at the approach of the final act. It was taking too much time; he 
had to go faster. This delay made it more likely that he would be 
noticed. A few days earlier he had carefully shaved off the small 
goatee that had grown on his chin. But someone was going to 
notice the color of his skin and raise an alarm. He raised his head 
back to the platform. He could clearly see the monks obediently 
seated in a row and the old monk dominating them all. The 
guard who had stopped him had disappeared. Arun could still 
cross this distance in a few steps. There were only fifty or so 
faithful between him and them.

So the young Rohingya made his decision. He charged, head 
down.

The ground was wet. It had rained a bit earlier. The tile was 
slippery, and everyone walked with small, careful steps. Arun 
slipped on his second step. He let go of the scarf as his hands 
mechanically reached forward to break his fall. The pistol flew 
for a second, landed on the ground and continued forward, 
spinning. The firearm stopped, bumping against the foot of an 
old woman. She didn’t even notice. But dozens of other eyes 
were staring at the pistol and the young man who was trying to 
get up. Arun slipped again, and fell head forward. He felt a sharp 
pain behind his left ear. His face and clothing were soaked in the 
water that pooled on the marble floor. He tried to get up again, 
stretching his arms imploringly towards the gun. 

Several hands fell upon him and pressed him towards the 
ground. 

The last thing he heard were screams of hate engulfing him.
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Erased

They had been drifting since the morning, when the engine 
had stopped. It had happened twice before during the night, 
but the captain and one of the passengers, a former mechanic 
from Butthidaung, had been able to repair it by flashlight. 
Each time, the passengers had exchanged anxious looks in the 
darkness, without saying anything. Some had begun to pray 
softly with their eyes closed. Everyone was afraid, and they 
all felt a tremendous relief at the moment the motor began 
to spit and spew clouds of fuel that burned their eyes. It was 
a delicious perfume for everyone, the smell of their escape, a 
smell that would be forever engraved in their memories. But 
this time, the breakdown was more serious and the two men 
hunched at the front of the boat, powerless, could do nothing 
to restart the motor. A thick silence had fallen on the large 
fishing boat as dawn arrived. There were about twenty people, 
half were men, and the rest were an equal number of women 
and children packed at the front of the boat. They were all 
Rohingyas, fleeing from Burma. The old storyteller of Arakan, 
Tameema, was among them. She had embarked with her son 
and two grandsons who still lived with her.

From the moment that they were able to see better in the 
growing light of the morning, the men had started exchanging 
tense words. They reproached the captain for not having 
obtained a second motor from the smugglers, which was the 
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rule when traveling away from the coasts. Everyone knew 
this, but it hadn’t been stated in the contract. In any case, the 
price would have been much higher with a second emergency 
motor, and they had all already paid an exorbitant fee for their 
departure. Considering, however, that they were paying for 
their lives, it was in the end a small price, and they were made 
to understand that they should consider themselves lucky, 
unlike those who stayed behind and would be eventually 
massacred by the Arakanese Buddhists or the army.

Old Tameema and her family had not had to pay; someone 
else had taken care of it. According to rumour, it was Arun who 
had arranged everything from distant Yangon. Tameema didn’t 
know how her grandson had been able to find so much money 
in so little time. This worried her, and she knew something was 
not right. Arun sent word that he would join them soon. The old 
storyteller knew that he was trustworthy but she was uneasy. So 
much money, a sum that allowed all four of them to leave the 
country forever, like they had decided was their only hope! She 
tried not to think about what Arun could have done to make 
so much in so little time. No, she refused to imagine this. She 
thought about something else, Habuzu, her banished grandson, 
of whom she had no more news and she would never see again.

There was one other person on board who had not paid: 
the captain. He was also fleeing with the others. As he was a 
fisherman who had worked on a similar boat, he had been 
able to board for nothing on the condition that he piloted 
the boat. All the others on board had paid five thousand US 
dollars, an absolute fortune. Those who had organized the 
escape must have amassed a huge sum, but they had made it 
clear that the amount barely covered the purchase of the boat 
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and the bribe for the Burmese authorities to look the other way, 
as if to makes excuses for extorting all of fugitives’ possessions 
from them. In any case, Tameema’s family had been able to 
keep what little money they had and change them into dollars 
before they left. They knew that it would be needed when 
they arrived in Malaysia. But they had not calculated on the 
greed of the Burmese. At the moment of embarking, on the 
English Beach, soldiers had appeared as if by magic. They had 
surrounded them and pointed their rifles, menacingly. The 
informal spokesman of the Rohingya and an officer had had a 
discussion in Burmese. After a moment, the man had turned 
to them with a grim expression. The soldiers wanted money, a 
large sum, of course. If not, they could not leave. The fugitives 
then had a long conversation among themselves. The soldiers 
waited patiently, confident in the outcome of the talks. The 
passengers had already given up everything for their departure; 
they had nothing left, or, at least, claimed to have nothing left. 
But each knew that the other had a little bit of money on him. 
Voices were raised. The Burmese authorities had already been 
paid! This had been part of the deal, but apparently, the soldiers 
had not received their cut, or wanted more. Someone spoke 
about an old Buddhist monk that had been attacked in Yangon. 
It was serious, and they, as Muslims, had to pay compensation. 
After twenty minutes of fruitless conversation and suspicious 
looks, some bags were opened, and some bills were placed on a 
scarf. Tameema’s family contributed almost half of the sum, and 
it was all that they had left. The soldiers had taken the money, 
and the scarf with it. They were all grinning widely, it was a 
good day. They disappeared as suddenly as they had appeared. 
The Rohingyas were finally able to board the little boat that 
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awaited them. Each of them said, as they stepped over the 
railing, that they would never touch Burmese soil again.

That had been yesterday evening. Now, the boat was 
rocking on the waves, slowly, peacefully. The only sounds 
heard were the waves lapping on the hull of the boat. Without 
the force of the motor to make them advance parallel to the 
coast, the boat was naturally turning towards the shore, in the 
direction of the tide, and it advanced imperceptibly. Until the 
breakdown, just a little before dawn, they had skirted the coast, 
trying to maintain the furthest distance from the mainland to 
avoid being spotted. In the darkness, they had been guided by 
the dim lights from a handful of fishing villages, over there, 
far in the distance. Were these the villages of friend or foe? 
They didn’t care; they were leaving for good and would never 
come back. In the early morning, they could hardly distinguish 
the thin brown line that permitted them to maintain their 
southward course. Now, they could clearly see the mountains, 
and, little by little, the details of the coast. 

Someone in front shouted and pointed to something in the 
distance. A black cloud rose almost directly up into the sky. It 
didn’t come from the shore, but from an area a little more to the 
North that they had just passed earlier. The black smoke slowly 
approached. The passengers knew what this meant. There were 
no fishermen with boats that large in the region. And since they 
were still in Burmese waters, it could only be the Burmese navy. 
Understanding what this meant for them, their hearts sank, 
and some women began to cry. They were going to be dragged 
back to the mainland and returned to their regions, left with 
nothing. The men would perhaps be imprisoned or beaten, 
and the women, it was best not to imagine. They had no more 
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money, nothing left with which to negotiate their freedom. 
Their flight was a failure, the greatest failure of their lives. They 
would never be able to try again.

The military boat, a large speedboat armed with a cannon, 
rapidly approached. It reached them in less than 15 minutes. 
Its hull was rusty, clumsily covered with a grey paint with large 
blisters, peeling like the shell of an egg. They could distinguish 
uniformed Burmese soldiers packed in the front. Stupefied, 
they recognized them as the same group that had extorted 
money from them on the beach. What did they want now? 
They had paid the amount demanded! The shock was brutal. 
The metal boat, heavy, barely slowed its course and violently 
struck the side of their vessel at an angle. Bits of wood flew 
everywhere, and the passengers fell against each other, some 
crashing hard into the edge of the boat. But the hull had held, 
with only a trickle of water seeping from the front.

On their deck, the Burmese soldiers did not speak a word 
to the fugitives. They didn’t even look at them, as if they already 
didn’t exist. Dry orders were shouted in Burmese to the soldiers 
posted at the bow. One of the two leaned over the rail and slid a 
cable in the metal ring hanging from the nose of the boat. Once 
it was well attached, the Burmese speedboat revved its engines. 
The cable tensed and the Rohingyas’ boat leapt forwards. Once 
more, they all tumbled. Painful moans were heard again.

This is what was going to happen. The Burmese were going 
to tow them to the coast, maybe all the way back to Sittwe? 
Without demanding anything. They clearly knew that the 
fugitives had no more money. 

They were moving fast, faster than they were moving with 
their own motor the night before. The prow of the boat pointed 
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to the sky and the back was almost flushed with the water’s 
edge.

Suddenly, the passengers began shouting questions at 
the top of their lungs to be heard over the noise of the waves 
battering the sides of the boat. Something was happening, or 
actually something was not happening, at least not as they had 
anticipated. Arun’s father quickly understood what they were 
doing. They were not going in the direction of the coast, but in 
the other direction. They were headed towards the open sea. 
After a stunned moment, they realized what this meant and 
began shouting at the soldiers, who continued to ignore them. 
They were going to be abandoned far from the coast, so they 
could never return to the mainland, at least not Burma. On 
the other side, very far away, was India, much too far away. 
Without a motor, their boat could drift aimlessly for weeks 
before it reached a shore.

Now chaos reigned on the boat. Baggage was scattered, 
the wounded moaned, women and children cried, and the 
men shouted, with no idea what they could say or do to save 
their lives. One of Arun’s two brothers, the youngest, grabbed 
a long knife, a kind of machete that he had brought along to 
cook with. He rushed to the front of the boat, and leaning 
over the front, tried to cut the cable pulling them. It was 
in vain. The furious hacking did nothing. The soldiers had 
used a steel cable, solid, in the place of the traditional hemp 
rope. Everything had been planned. The clumsy efforts of the 
adolescent now amused the soldiers. Laughing, they acted as 
if they had pulled a great practical joke. Their teeth, red and 
decayed by betel, could be seen in their grinning mouths. 
One of them, however, decided that the joke had gone on long 
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enough, and, perhaps, the adolescent would succeed at cutting 
the cable. You never knew with these Bengalis. They could be 
more dangerous than anticipated. The Burmese thus picked 
up his rifle and calmly shouldered it, targeting Arun’s brother. 
The father screamed, a powerful howl that rose above all the 
other noises. A brief, guttural sound, the same that he had 
made a year earlier, when Arun had almost thrown himself 
on the Burmese soldiers who had come to pillage their house. 
Here too, it stopped the adolescent short. He retreated, sliding 
on the deck, still holding the small, useless machete in his 
hand. The soldier lowered his rifle. The tension subsided and 
the passengers sat down once again on the deck of the boat, 
wedged in as best they could manage, again silent and haggard.

Two hours passed, two long hours during which no one 
spoke, everyone was defeated. The Burmese army’s rusty 
speedboat had towed them very far, too far to know where the 
coast now lay, too far to return to Burma. Then, as expected, 
the steel rope suddenly slipped from its iron ring. The rubbing 
of metal on metal made a deafening whistle that resonated 
through the floorboards, under the voyagers’ feet, now 
immersed in water. Then the noise stopped. The steel rope was 
no longer attached to the boat. The Burmese had just detached 
the link that connected them to the Rohingyas’ boat. The 
electric winch was already rapidly pulling in the cable whipping 
through the water. The boat, released from its mooring, 
stabilised horizontally, tossed by the waves now splashing the 
hull. They no longer advanced. 

None of the Burmese soldiers looked in the direction of 
the boat. They all turned their backs as their speedboat made 
a large loop towards the left and sped off in the direction from 
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which they had come. When they passed upwind, a plume of 
black smoke briefly enveloped the boat, and the travelers could 
all smell the bitter odor of burned fuel, the last smell that would 
tie them the human world, but it was no longer the smell of 
hope. As the black cloud dissipated, they all felt that their 
connection with the world had been cut. For a long moment 
they were able to see the dark column of smoke from the 
Burmese boat. Then nothing, only water all around. The coast 
had disappeared long ago, and only some fog could be seen at a 
great distance, in all the directions.

The water had changed colour. From the dirty green that 
they had known every day of their lives, the water had become 
a deep blue, heavy and profound, like the bottom of the ocean 
that must be far below them. While they had remained in view 
of the coast, the sea had seemed familiar, as it had the same 
color as the water that washed the muddy beaches of Arakan. 
As they moved away from the shore, the sea regained its purity, 
assuming its bright blue that sparkled in the sun, a blue so 
arrogant that it was intimidating. The occupants of the boat had 
never seen such a disturbing colour. They went progressively 
from anguish to terror, clinging ridiculously to the wooden 
benches attached to the deck. They felt totally at the mercy of 
the ocean and all started imagining terrible things. The sea 
would attack them now that they were no longer protected 
by land. The djinns living at the bottom of the ocean would 
rise up and drag them down until they exploded. Those who 
dared looked overboard felt their throats closing up even more. 
Arun’s father dared to look towards the coast, or at least in the 
direction where he imagined the mainland was. He could see 
nothing but water and fog in all directions. He guessed that 
their voyage was going to end sooner than anticipated. 
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Old Tameema had been squeezed in at the bottom of the 
boat from the beginning of the trip. Until that moment, she was 
comforting the five children on board who had surrounded her 
since their departure. But now she knew that everything was 
lost, and she would never see Arun and Habuzu again, or her 
brother, the child-of-dogs, who was dead. She knew it now. She 
thus chose to no longer speak or answer the pleading looks of 
the children. She had no more energy, no more ideas for her 
stories. Dogs didn’t live on water, so there was nothing else 
to say. Her inspiration was dried up. She let a great weariness 
overtake her, without resisting. Tameema finally decided to 
stop living, quite naturally, by will alone, without telling anyone 
and with the greatest discretion. Little by little, her eyes glassed 
over, as if a stained white veil slowly fell over their orbits. 
Inside, the hundreds of stories that she had invented were softly 
fading from her memory. One by one, like the ancient frescos 
of a tomb that disappear the first time they are exposed to light. 
In the end, she told herself that these tales, whatever value they 
had, would never be heard by the others, those who strove to 
annihilate their people. It was something they couldn’t steal. It 
was a comforting thought that helped her pass away in peace. 
Her muscles slowly relaxed and her chin drooped to her chest.

In front of the boat, the sky darkened. Heavy clouds seemed 
to be crowding into each other, darker and darker, growing 
until they filled the horizon. The wind began to rise and the 
boat started pitching violently. Nobody on board had any 
strength left. Strength was useless. 

They floated without a single cry towards the storm that 
was going to swallow them.
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Epilogue

The sun shone so brutally on the ocean that everything seemed 
discolored on the beach. Miro blinked his eyes, shielding them 
with his hand to see what he was walking on. He frequently 
stumbled on plastic bottles or tangled his feet in discarded 
packaging. It was not unlike Burma, in the end. But good 
grief, when would they learn to stop throwing their garbage 
everywhere? 

Six months had passed since the attack at the ASF office 
in Butthidaung and his subsequent evacuation from Arakan. 
He had been forced to stay in Yangon until the authorities 
had completed their investigation of “the events’’. The official 
conclusion was that the humanitarian organization had shown 
favoritism towards one group and this had triggered the unrest. 
ASF was thus responsible. They had politely notified him that 
his visa would not be renewed and that he was to leave Burma 
immediately. He was waiting for that. To leave. Especially after 
the situation had so rapidly degenerated, just on the day of 
his departure. Was it a coincidence or was he jinxed? On the 
way to the airport, Miro had seen streets blocked with spiked 
barricades behind assembling crowds. It was apparently not 
for a party. Something extremely serious had occurred the 
evening before, according to the taxi driver. There had been 
an assassination attempt on an old monk during a Buddhist 
ceremony. 
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“But we’re finally going to take care of it,” the Burmese 
driver had told him, smiling knowingly. 

This bloody smile, dripping from betel juice, had haunted 
him for several nights. 

To forget everything, he had rapidly accepted a job as a 
social worker in a refugee camp on Nauru. It was distant, very 
distant, a lost island in the middle of the Pacific where the 
Australians deported those who attempted to arrive on their 
shores to restart their miserable lives again. “So generous, these 
Australians!” he said to himself sometimes, smiling bitterly. 
They had so much space that they could have welcomed the 
population of the planet three times over, but they refused 
to share even the smallest parcel of a country that they had 
snatched from the Aborigines. Another shameful dent for 
humanity.

He finally returned to one of the hard cement buildings 
that bordered the reception center. The guard let him pass 
through the barbed wired gate and he returned into the camp. 
There was a little shade under the nets stretched out between 
the tents. As if by fate, his steps still led him to the Rohingya 
quarter. He went there automatically whenever he had a break. 
The work wasn’t too difficult. There were some quarrels to 
mediate, especially between the Afghans and the Eritreans, but 
it was generally calm, and even quite dull after several weeks, 
as nothing happened. There would be no change for these poor 
buggers who had ended their flight across this tiny little used 
up planet here, where they could neither undertake nor expect 
anything. 

There were perhaps fifty Rohingyas in this camp, including 
a dozen children. Miro enjoyed watching them play the same 
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games that he had seen played in Arakan. He particularly 
liked coming around noon on Fridays, like today. As usual, the 
children were sitting around an older girl who always wore a 
purple shawl. She was perhaps twelve or thirteen years old but 
looked much older when she was telling stories to the children. 
Her crutches lay neatly behind her, and her atrophied legs were 
innocuously folded to the side. A polio case, like many Miro 
had seen in Arakan. Rohingyas were not regularly vaccinated 
in Burma. They were not included in the statistics. 

The young girl began speaking in a slow, strong voice. The 
children all seemed to drink eat up her words, and Miro looked 
at each of them. What in the world could she be telling them 
that was so exciting? 

Suddenly, the young girl raised her tone to ask a question. 
A dozen hands rose in agitation and the children all shouted in 
one voice:

“Tody, Tody, Tody, Tody, Tody…”
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