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The word em refers to
the little brother or little sister in a family;

or the younger of two friends;
or the woman in a couple.

I like to think that the word em is the homonym
of the verb aimer, “to love,” in French,
in the imperative: aime.






A genesis of truth

War, again. In every conflict zone, good steals in and edges its way right into the cracks of evil. Treason complements heroism, love flirts with abandonment. The enemies advance towards one another, all with the same goal: to triumph. In this shared exercise, what is human shows itself to be at once strong, mad, cowardly, great, crude, innocent, ignorant, devout, cruel, courageous . . . That is the reason for war. Again.

I’m going to tell you the truth, some true stories at least, but only partially, incompletely, more or less. Because it’s impossible for me to re-create the blue nuances in the sky just as Rob, the marine, was reading a letter from his lover, while at the same time the rebel, Vinh, was writing to his own love during a brief lull, a moment of deceptive calm. Was it a Mayan and azure blue, or a French and cerulean blue? When Private John discovered the list of insurgents hidden in a pot of manioc flour, how many kilos were there? Had the flour just been milled? What was the temperature of the water when Monsieur Út was thrown into the well before being burned alive by Sergeant Peter’s flame-thrower? Did Monsieur Út weigh half as much as Peter, or two-thirds? Was it the itching of his mosquito bites that so unsettled Peter?

For nights at a time, I tried to imagine Travis’s walk, Hoa’s shyness, Nick’s fear, Tuân’s despair, the bullet wounds of some and the victories of others in the forest,  in the city, in the rain, in the mud. Every night, to the rhythm of ice cubes dropping into their container in the freezer, my research assaulted me with the knowledge that my imagination would never be able to grasp the whole reality. In one testimony, a soldier remembers seeing the enemy running full speed towards a tank,  carrying on his shoulder an M67 rifle, 1.3 metres long and weighing seventeen kilos. Facing that soldier was a man ready to die in order to kill his enemies, ready to kill while dying, ready to let death triumph. How to imagine such selflessness, such unconditional commitment to a cause?

How to contemplate that a woman might carry her two small children into the jungle over hundreds of kilometres, tying the first to a branch in order to protect him from wild animals while she moved off with the second, tied him up in turn, and went back to the first child to repeat the journey with him? Yet this woman described her trek to me in her ninety-two-year-old combatant’s voice. Despite our six hours of conversation, there are still a thousand details I lack. I forgot to ask her where she got the ropes, and if her sons still bear marks on their bodies from being tied up. Who knows if these memories have not been erased to leave behind only one, the taste of wild tubers she chewed into mush to feed to her  children? Who knows . . .

If your heart shudders on reading these stories of foreseeable madness, unimagined love, or everyday heroism, know that the whole truth would very probably have provoked in you either respiratory failure or euphoria. In this book, truth is fragmented, incomplete, unfinished, in both time and space. Then is it still the truth? I’ll let you reply in a way that relates to your own story, your own truth. Meanwhile, I promise you in the words that follow a certain ordering of the emotions, along with feelings whose disarray cannot be denied.





RUBBER

White gold flows from wounds inflicted on rubber trees. For centuries, the Maya, the Aztecs, the peoples of the Amazon, collected this liquid and used it to make shoes, waterproof fabric, and rubber balls. When European explorers discovered this material, they first used it to manufacture elastic that would hold up their garters.  At the dawn of the twentieth century, the demand increased at the meteoric speed with which automobiles multiplied, transforming the landscape. The need then became so great and so demanding that synthetic latex, a material that meets seventy percent of our current needs, had to be produced. Despite all the efforts made in laboratories, only pure latex, whose name of caoutchouc in French means “the tears (caa) of the tree (ochu),” can withstand the acceleration, the pressure, and the thermal range imposed on airplane tires and the joints in a space shuttle. The more humanity succeeds in accelerating its rhythm, the more it requires a latex produced naturally, at the speed of Earth’s rotation around the sun, in accord with lunar eclipses.

Thanks to its elasticity, its resistance, and its impermeability, natural latex swathes our extremities like a second skin in order to protect us from the consequences of desire. During the Franco-Prussian War in 1870 and the following year, the rate of infections contracted sexually by the troops grew from less than four percent to more than seventy-five percent, which later led, during the First World War, to the German government’s giving high priority to the production of condoms to protect its soldiers, even though there was a serious shortage of rubber. 

Certainly, bullets kill, but so, perhaps, does desire.





Alexandre

Alexandre was well acquainted with the discipline he needed to impose on his six thousand ragged Vietnamese coolies. His workers knew better than he did how to plant a hatchet into the trunk of a rubber tree, at an angle of forty-five degrees to the vertical, to make the first tears ooze. They were faster than he was at positioning the coconut shell bowls that would collect the drops of latex accumulating at the bottom of the wound. Alexandre relied on their tenacity, although he knew that his employees took advantage of the night to whisper among themselves and to agree on ways to rebel, first against France, then later against him, and through him against the United States. During the day, he had to negotiate with the American army the number of trees to cut down to allow the trucks, jeeps, and tanks to pass through, in exchange for protection against bombs and the spraying of defoliants.

The coolies knew that the rubber trees were worth more than their lives. And so, they hid under the broad canopy formed by trees still unharmed, whether they were employees, rebels, or both. Alexandre’s distress at the prospect of waking one night to the spectacle of his plantation on fire was concealed beneath his unbleached linen suit. He suppressed his fear of being killed in his sleep by surrounding himself with servants and young women, his con gái.

On days when rubber shares hit a new low or the trucks transporting bales of rubber were ambushed on their way to port, Alexandre roamed through the rows of trees seeking a hand with delicate fingers that might unclench his fist, a compliant tongue that could unblock his gritted teeth, a narrow passage between two legs that would contain his rage. 

While they may have been illiterate and couldn’t dream of travelling beyond Vietnam’s borders, the coolies understood that elsewhere in the world synthetic rubber was making inroads. They experienced the same fears as Alexandre, which spurred a number of them to leave the plantation and forge new paths in the cities, in the large centres where the American presence—soon in the tens of thousands—created new possibilities, new ways of living and dying. Some reinvented themselves as sellers of Spam, sunglasses, or grenades. Those who were able to quickly master the musicality of the English language would become interpreters. As for the most daring, they chose to vanish into tunnels dug beneath the feet of the American soldiers. They died as double agents, between two lines of fire or under four metres of earth, torn apart by bombs or eaten away by the larvae that embedded themselves beneath the skin.

The day when Alexandre realized that the appli ca tion of Agent Orange on the neighbouring forests had poisoned a quarter of his plantation’s trees and that his foreman had had his throat cut in his sleep by a Comm unist resistance commando, he screamed.

He took out his feelings on Mai, who happened to be in his path, somewhere between fury and despair.
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