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Freeing Birds

6’ Translated by Peter Koret

ith the coming of the fifth month, the weather is

hot, and the sunlight burns. The sandy banks of

the river pass by the foot of the village and stretch
far away into the distance. Naked children run playfully along
the banks, teasing and chasing one other with handfuls of
sand ready to be thrown. They jump with a great splash into
the river to play in its cool clear water.

Dry winds stir in the sky, carrying with them great heat. Red
and green kites shake and tremble in the broad expanse of sky, blow
about by the wind.

Once again Kavao' has returned to these sandbanks. Every
year, how compelled she feels to come here during Songkhrane
day’. She brings with her a birdcage, as she did on her previous visit
a year earlier. Inside the cage is a pair of doves, one male and one
female.

(1) Kavao: The name of the heroin | the litleral meaning of which is a type
of blackbird, known as the Malayan Koel. 17

(2} The traditional Lao New Years. during the month of April
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She walks along the sandbanks, and sees the children running
about teasing one another. She gazes at the water, watching how
it reflects the sparkling sunlight. She can see two kites that hover
above in the sky. And how much she misses him.

She remembers that on this very day she stood at his side, but
that is already several years into the past. As for today, her loneliness
is her only friend.

When she and he were still children, they also have run and
played along these riverbanks. She remembers how they used to
bathe in the river together with the buffaloes until it came time
to drive the buffaloes back into their stables. On days with a good
strong wind, they would bring their kites out to fly. Once, she had
broken down in tears because of his cruel teasing. He had cut the
string to her kite, and she watched as it disappeared with a gust of
wind. Time itself had passed by, similarto the current of river, and
had left her with only.pictures of the past, meémories that to this day
tugged tight at her heart.

Kavao could not forget how the two of them had experienced
love forthe first_time inthe early days of their youth. Both had
walked together.onthese very sandbanks throwing sand and water
at one another, and building chedis out of sand for the new years
celebrations®. Now, every year when she freed a pair of birds, she
could not help but feel'that both of them were accumulating merit
by such practice®. It taught her to appreciate the importance of
peace and love as a source of hope. These are the qualities that gave
strength and stability to Kavao and the man that she loved.

“Kavao, know that these two birds will meet with happiness
when they fly into the sky of love under the sunlight of hope. These
were the words that Phukhao spoke to her when he held the birds,
taking them from their cage, and rubbing their wings lightly before
freeing them to flutter their wings and head up towards the sky.

However, all of the merit they had once built together and all
of the dreams the two of them had dreamed had been destroyed.
Once they had drawn a heart out of sand on the banks of the river,
and it had been washed with the coming of waves. No different than

(3: Itis a Lao custom to build chedis or stupas out of sand
18 during this holyday as a form of religious worship
(4) It i1s belivieved that by making merit togrther in such a fasion that the lovers
will continue to be a couple throughtout this and future different life-times.
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this heart then were their own dreams, which had disappeared with
the passing of time. All that was left in their place was longing the
remembering of the past that she felt so tightly in her heart.

They both were the children of farmers. They live their life
amidst the smell of mud and the stink of buffaloes, in a country
village surrounded by wind and sunlight and streams and forests
and mountains.

And then the forests had been cut down by the capitalists at
the saw mill, who had changed the face of nature. The mountains
of the forest, that had once been so green and verdant, now
were completely bare. The owner of the saw mill and Captain
Phuangkham?, a powerful man of great influence in the region, met
on a regular basis with the village headman, discussing business.
Cutting wood and transporting logs was a lucrative enterprise,
bringing in good profits. More than a few of the young men in the
village had given up their work in the fields to serve as hired help,
selling their labor. Phukhao® was the man who drove the truck that
transported the logs from the forest to the mill in the outskirt of the
city.

The earnings of the village headman had become so great
it was hardly believable. Each time that the owner of the saw mill
came to his house together with Captain Phuangkham, the village
headman would bend over backwards in order to welcome them in
proper fashion.

“Woman, hurry up and take the chickens to boil’

“Son, go and buy a bottle of Whiskey at Aunt Pheang'’s store
for your father”

“Kavao, hurry up and get the water ready. The owner of the
mill and the Captain are paying us a visit

These words were no less than the orders of the village
headman. Everybody hurried about in great confusion. It fit the old
adage that says: “When an elephant enters the field, it is the same
as when the noblemen enter the village!” During each visit, the mill
owner would typically come with some kind of present to give to the

(5) The author makes use of this character (o iliusirate the corruption of the Lao Military
i} The boviriend of Kavac. whose name means " mountain ” \ 1 g
(71 When an elephant enters a nice field. it can cause great devastalion as a result of its size '
and power. One must be equally fearful of nobiiity. who have great power over the lives of
COMIMONEers
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