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JIIST A PATITR OF BIDRKRIS

Short atory DYy
Outhine BOUNYAVONG

It was early February, when flame
of the forest blossoms at the edge of
the ricefields were in full bloom.
Illuminated by the sinking sun, the
blossoms glowed a striking red. Nearby
stood a single palmyra tree, starkly
silhouetted against the sky. For years
now it had stood there, tall and
straight. For the villagers it was a
timepiece : when the sun was straight
above it, it was high noon, and when in
the late afternoon the sun sunk level

with its top fronds, it was time for
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the farmers to drive their buffaloes
back home while housewives 1it their
cooking fires.

Tendrils of smoke from the
firewood and the steam from the pot of
bubbling . rice - rose up from houses here
and  there,  weaving with. streaks from
the dying sun which filtered th%ough
the branches to create a play of light
and shade over the whole village,

“When her rice was cooked, Nang Un
sat fon the ﬁefandﬁ with her youhg son.
The front yard was'spacious, and bevond
if was a dirt road once used only by
XORTLE Since last year, however, the
villagers had begun to see “1ogging
tfuéks churning along it. The road was
}élive-:now, as people returned home from
fhe fields and gardens. The first
idrbve of 1cattie were arriving, dri?en
by'.men amﬁiing bapk home. For Nang Uh;
the mound . of these  wooden cowbells
always marked the end of the day. 4
| Nang Un watched the passerbys on

the road quietly, waiting for her
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husband Tit Tan to head home after!
work. ' She ' wasn't really : waiting for
him,” but it was part of the routine of
her - day' to sit there on the weranda
during twilight. .

Every ‘day '‘she would wsit »therey
looking'  at the birds flying through the
skyi© over ' ‘the ricefields as the 'sun
disappeared beth& the ng ountain.
Flocks ' of ,bird?"would\f yiofrom the

eﬁst, hﬂﬁﬂlhgf!for thelrﬁxﬂ@ in the

green __ﬁefm x4 t%mﬁ—% e,
swooped fkéx#g:hilef %ﬁsl&ﬂ]ew hlgh

R

overhead. In the distance, they looked
like * dark grains @ of rice gliding by.
Among thesetbiuﬁs'#ﬁnﬁrtwaﬁmhich always
flew +apart: from- the others, straight;
over the palmyra every evening. A pair
of Trare hornbills, their white crests
and tails 1looked dramatic against 'the
fiery sky as they glided past the ‘tree
top. Nang Un didn’t know exactly how
long this pair of birds had been flying
past there, but she had first moticed
them since the ‘end: of the “‘Buddhist

99



Lent.

Pointing them out to her son, she
had wished for a moment that she was a
bird too, flying in the immense sky.
After that, it had became a game, to
see whether she or her son could spot
them first. With his keener eyesight,
seven-year old Nit would usually spot
them first.

" Over there, Ma!" he would say
gleefully, pointing at the hornbills as
they flew into sight.

"  Where? Oh, I see them. How
small they are." Mother and child would
watch breathlessly as the white-crested
birds glided past the top of the

"

palmyra tree. They’ve disappeared

again."

" I can still see them, Ma. Like
needle points - now I can’'t see them
either."

" Then your father should be home
soon," she would say, smiling.

Nang Un and her son watched for

the birds now, as the rice simmered in

100



tne kitchen behind them. From time to
time, she got wup to stir the fire
there. In the front yard, near the
ladder to their house, was a sandy heap

with some empty beer cans and Pepsi

cans on 1it. With their flashy bright
colours, they were a novelty 1in the
village. Her son had picked them up

from the road and kept them to play
with, but neither he nor his mother had
ever tasted their contents. Scattered
along the entrance to their yard were
also crushed Benson and 555 cigarette
packets, tossed out by the drivers of
the logging trucks and pick-up trucks
as they roared past.

The men at the wheels of these
vehicles were at first referred to by
the villagers as "traders". These
gent lemen from the town apparently
disliked beilng called that, however,
and said that they were 'businessmen’ .
But since the villagers thought of all
businessmen as traders, they qnded up

calling these men " log-trading
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businessmen”. Why theseé " businessmen
often carried "long barreled guns '
remained a mystery.

Today, ' as Nang Un" sat”“én. 'the

verarda, “the "FPocks ' ¥f . birds Wad L&kl

But"disappearéd_'from “theé" sky over the
ffcefields. Y Only a few weré'igeen
heading “for their mests&: ‘But' Nang Un
and 'her " son didn't 'see “thé ‘pair 6f
hornbills. Could” they 'have ~'suddenly
changed ““theft routé? ' But“she had seen
them only yesterdav. “Perhaps somebody
had discovered their nest in the forest
and stolen their eggs, &o that “‘they had
moved to. another spot? ' She frowned, =~
ghe ' did “nét' '“like' té" think “6f the
majestic ' hornbills interfered with like
that. "Soon,"  'she ' reassured! herself
silently,” "they’l1"'be "flying over the
fields, straight “over the palmyra tree
= Just like every other day." In her
mind, she’' could imagine 'the pair of
them gliding by, " their great wings
flapping' overhead. ' - She - looked
hopefully at the palmyra tree, but
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could ;see:.mo. sign .of them;; Her son,
too0, remained sdlent: by. her, ;side,

~ A+ cONVRY. .~ Of logging. trucks, drove

past, ;churning up.,clouds,of dust on the

"dirt road. Recently so mapgwtruckgﬁhgé

passed dogn their road, hauling huge
teak logs out of the nearby forest,
that even the flame éf the forest
blossoms were coated a dirty‘brown.

As the dust was settling, her
husband Tit Tan arrived home.

: He told her that he had just seen
a Dpair of hornbills dangling from the
back of the last logging truck. One of
the ’'businessmen’ must have shot them
dead, he said.

Nang Un stood there, speechless.

She felt her heart clutching tight,

into a hard rock. The sun had slipped

behind the mountain ridge. Darkness
was setting in, melting with the
shadows. Only the empty tin cans in

the front yard glinted in the fading
light. "More cans, less blrds, she

thought vaguely.
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A dry breeze sprung up, and
rustled the fronds of the palmyra tree.
Nang Un looked at the top fronds in the
twilight, but there was nothing there.

She never saw the pair of

hornbills again.
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