
1

Pouv 1

Home

I stepped outside and looked around the countryside. This is 
my home, I thought with a smile. The men and water buffalo 
were already working in the rice fields. For the forty other 

families in my village, Kraing-Ampil, the day had started at the 
crack of dawn. Some houses were small; some were large. My 
five sisters and my mother, whom we called Mae, and my father, 
whom we called Aupouk, had lived in a large house for as long 
as I could remember. 

“Good morning, Aupouk.” 
I walked to where he was 
pounding and sweating over 
an ox cart he was building. 

“Good morning, my young-
est child. Soon you will be 
going to school like your sis-
ters,” he replied, smiling.

“But you are my teacher. 
I can learn everything from 
you that I need to know,” I 
said, watching intently as he 
added a piece to the cart. He 
was the smartest man I knew. 

“Sat Pouv, education is a 
very important thing. If you 
do not have that, anyone can Little Pouv in Cambodia.
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tell you what to think. To be able to think wisely is a great gift. 
At six, you cannot understand this yet. But one day you will. 
Now let me finish this ox cart, and then maybe I will teach you 
again.” He grinned down at me and brushed my cheek with his 
calloused hand. I wanted to talk more, but I knew our conversa-
tion was finished for now.

“Sat Pouv, where are you, daughter?” Mae called.
“Coming, Mae,” I shouted and ran to the other side of the 

house. Mae was sitting at the loom. I put my arms around her 
neck and watched her long slender fingers working the material 
in and out of the loom. I often spent hours watching in fascina-
tion as silk turned into lovely pieces of material. 

“Daughter, fold the finished pieces for me and place them into 
the basket so I can dye them later.” She kissed me on the cheek. 
“Buddha has blessed me in giving me a daughter like you after 
ten years of sadness.” 

I knew Mae was remembering the three babies who had died 
before I was born. I never counted them in the number of my 
siblings, because I had never met them. Sister Oine, Sister Anhn, 
Sister Ouit, Sister Mao, and Sister Oune were the only siblings I 
knew. 

“Now go play until I make our food,” Mae said as her fingers 
stopped spinning and she adjusted the krama on her head. Aup-
ouk and Mae were people of few words, but I was not like them. 

I walked down the path to my friend’s house.
“Sat Pouv, Sat Pouv, look at what my aupouk and mae got for 

me when they went to Phnom Penh,” my friend called out in a 
sing-songy voice as she skipped toward me. Her black hair was 
flying around her, and a smile stretched across her face. In her 
arms lay the most beautiful doll I had ever seen; she had curly 
hair and wore French silks. 

“May I touch her?” I asked in awe.
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“Only if you are very careful,” she warned. 
I brushed the doll’s smooth china face with my finger and then 

stroked her hair and the soft skirts. 
“My aupouk says that I should be nice to you because your 

family is not rich enough to buy a French doll like mine,” my 
friend gloated. 

“My family isn’t poor,” I retorted. “We have a big house and 
three hired boys to work in the rice fields.”

“Then why don’t you have a doll?” she asked. 
I stopped to think. “Well, who wants a French doll anyway! I 

will actually go to France and study there like all the important 
and smart Cambodians do,” I said, putting my hands on my hips. 

My friend wrinkled her nose in disgust. “My aupouk says the 
Cambodians who go to school in France only turn out to be 
Communists.” 

“That’s not always true. Anyway, I don’t care what your aupouk 
says. Mine is smarter than yours.” I turned angrily and hurried 
home. 

Moodily I helped set out food for dinner and sat at the wooden 
platform to eat with Aupouk, Mae, and Sister Oune. I pushed my 
food around on my plate and let my bottom lip stick out. 

“Sister six, did you argue again with your friend?” Oune 
laughed as she poked my arm with her chopstick.

“She made fun of me because I don’t have a French doll and 
we don’t have enough money to buy one,” I replied with a pout, 
crossing my arms. 

Mae shook her head. “Daughter, sometimes your wild spirit 
is not good. Buddha wants us all to live in peace and harmony.”

“All over a stupid French doll.” Oune laughed and rolled her 
eyes. Aupouk smiled on as he watched his women jabber.

I cleaned up the dishes and went to my room earlier than 
usual. Lying in my bed, I could see the wind dancing through 
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the banana trees. I could not keep frowning as the stars winked 
at me. I smiled as a new thought presented itself. Maybe if I pray 
really hard when I go to the temple, Buddha will give me a French 
doll. My brain pondered this pleasing prospect until it grew 
fuzzy and sleepy.

The next morning, I slipped on my skirt and blouse and 
splashed water on my face. “Sister Oune, it’s Dhamma Day, the 
Buddhist holiday. You don’t want to be late,” I called loudly as I 
yanked Oune awake and then ran to the kitchen where Mae was 
filling bowls with mangoes and rice. 

“Sat Pouv, let’s tie a pocket in your krama to carry the bananas 
in,” Mae said as she helped me tie my scarf properly. 

I picked up a banana and looked at it. “Mae,” I asked, “where 
does fruit come from? Look at it. It’s colorful and tastes so sweet; 
who made it?”

Mae took the banana from my hand and placed it back in the 
krama. “Hush, child. It just grows like it always has for years. We 
don’t ask questions like that because it is not important.” 

“But,” I started, and was immediately hushed with a wave of 
Mae’s hand. I gazed at the fruit. Things don’t just make them-
selves. Mae makes kramas, and Aupouk makes ox carts. There has 
to be an answer, and I will find it, I thought. 

Soon we joined the rest of the villagers on the walk to the tem-
ple. Everyone carried baskets of fruit and food to offer to Buddha 
and the priests. 

“I see sisters one, two, three, and four,” I called excitedly as I 
ran ahead to walk with them and their husbands. It was fun to 
see my little nieces and nephews again. We laughed and skipped 
along, enjoying a day with the whole family present. 

When we finally reached the temple, the other villages  
were already there. A monotone voice called us all to come 
together. 
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“Shhh,” Sister Oine warned as we crowded inside. The smell 
of fruit and incense was strong. Buddha sat in the middle, big 
and tall. People were sitting cross-legged, chanting prayers with 
their palms placed upward on their knees to help achieve a deep 
sense of meditation. Off to the side, brown-robed monks with 
shaven heads collected the offerings. Aupouk pushed me toward 
one of the monks. I pulled the bananas from my krama pocket 
and handed them to him. He then went and placed our fruit at 
the foot of the statue. I carefully watched Buddha; his eyes didn’t 
blink, his chest didn’t move, and his mouth didn’t even twitch. 
Backing away, I rejoined my family. 

A deep voice called across the congregation, “Follow the eight-
fold path—right view, right intention, right speech, right behav-
ior, right livelihood, right effort, right mindfulness, and right 
meditation—and then one day you will reach nirvana.” I wanted 
to be good like the priest told us to be. I tried, but it was so hard.

 

“Mmmm . . . this smells so good!” Cheering, I danced around 
the kitchen in delight.

“Very nice, Sat Pouv. It is firm and set,” Mae said as she looked 
at the Jell-O that I had just made. “Take it upstairs now to keep it 
away from the animals.” 

Still beaming, I picked up the pan carefully. Just wait till Sister 
Oune sees I made Jell-O just as good as hers. I started climbing 
the stairs. 

“Sat Pouv, watch out for the—!” Mae called. 
But it was too late. I did not know what happened, but some-

how I was lying at the bottom of the steps. Tears streamed down 
my face as I cried, “The Jell-O is ruined.” Blobs of goo were splat-
tered around me.


