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I could recognize my pa from far away simply by watching him 
take a single step. He stood about five feet, seven inches tall and had 
short, thick black hair. He walked with his fists clenched and his 

elbows bent sharply as he brought his powerful arms up in time. His 
strides were rigid and purposeful, a gait he had learned when he was a 
soldier in his teens. He held his back ramrod straight and his shoulders 
high and kept his head very still, his dark eyes looking ahead. He had 
been in the army for so long that he marched everywhere. Even when 
not wearing his green officer’s uniform, he marched. He marched when 
he could have relaxed. 

That’s what a lifetime of war does to a man.
I think of him while returning to Cambodia for the first time in 

thirty-two years. I have not been back to my native land since I crossed 
the border into a Thai refugee camp in 1980, fortunate to have sur-
vived a torturous three years, eight months, and ten days in the Khmer 
Rouge’s Killing Fields and a year of homelessness that followed. So 
much has changed in my life since: I’m an American citizen, a college 
graduate, a father, and an officer in the U.S. Secret Service Uniformed 
Division.

I’m traveling to Cambodia with a contingent of fellow Secret Ser-
vice officers and agents on a C-17 military cargo plane. We are going 
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2 |  A REFUGEE’S AMERICAN DRE AM

to protect President Barack Obama, the first American president to visit 
Cambodia. As the enormous plane, which is as big as a warehouse, car-
ries us toward Phnom Penh, my mind is not on the history of this mo-
ment but on the memories of my heart.

My pa had enlisted in the army during World War II, when he was 
only sixteen, a decision that ended his school days. A French colony 
since 1863, Cambodia was under the control of the French Vichy gov-
ernment that led the nation after the Nazi invasion of France. This new 
wartime leadership sought to enlist as many of Cambodia’s young men 
as possible into an expanding military. My pa was poor, like most of 
Cambodia’s people, and needed work. When World War II ended, the 
French government reasserted its rule over the colony. My pa continued 
to serve. He had no other option.

A few years into his service, my pa was forced to take on a new as-
signment. French officers marched him and a group of his fellow Cam-
bodian soldiers to a transport plane and f lew them above the countryside 
near Phnom Penh. They sat along each side of the windowless fuselage, 
unable to see outside. It was the first time he had ever f lown.

The Cambodian soldiers had not been told the purpose of the f light. 
Once in the air, the French sergeants handed out parachutes and ordered 
the Cambodians to strap them onto their backs. My pa and the other 
men put on the parachutes, watching the officers’ instructions. Once 
they were outfitted, a tall sergeant shouted, “Count to five—then pull 
the cord.” He gestured to the parachute strap. “That’s all there is to do. 
Count to five and then pull.”

When the sergeant opened the airplane’s side hatch, humid, warm 
air rushed in as they f lew through thick, rolling clouds. The green of 
the land loomed far below, and the wind roared into their faces. My pa 
resumed his seat and gripped the side, deciding that under no circum-
stances was he going to jump. He would wait until the plane touched 
back on the ground, and hopefully he would never have to f ly again.

“Allez!” yelled the sergeant, who weighed at least fifty pounds more 
and stood six inches taller than most of the Cambodian infantrymen. 
“Allez. Line up!” The soldiers formed a line, but my pa did not move 
from his seat. He clenched his teeth and hung on as the French sergeant 
shoved the first young Cambodian soldier in line out of the open hatch 
and into the sky. “Allez!” the tall officer screamed, his brow furrowed 
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and his brown mustache trembling with anger. “Allez!” The young sol-
dier disappeared, plummeting toward the earth. My pa shivered with 
fear despite the warm air.

He watched as the French sergeant shoved the Cambodian soldiers, 
one after the other, from the airplane. Soon my pa was the last one. The 
sergeant looked to him and gestured to his fellow officer. They grabbed 
my pa by his arms and yanked him to his feet. “Allez! Allez!”

He tried to resist, but he had no chance against these much larger 
men. He knew that they liked to throw punches and slam rif le butts 
into soldiers. He had no way to escape, but fear had overtaken him. He 
couldn’t make himself leap from the plane.

The French officers walked my pa to the open hatch and threw him 
out into the Cambodian sky. He fell headlong, but fortunately, although 
he didn’t count to five, he remembered to pull the cord. (I would not 
be here to tell you his story if he hadn’t.) His parachute unfurled, and he 
righted himself and drifted down feet first, his heart racing as he took in 
the lush landscape bisected by the Mekong River. Cambodia from the 
air was breathtaking, green as far as the eye could see.

It was the most beautiful sight he had ever seen.
He landed safely in a field not too far from a road. He lay there on 

the ground for a while and caught his breath. He took inventory of his 
body and realized he was not hurt. After a while, he stood, gathered up 
the parachute, and found his way back to the army base in Phnom Penh, 
walking many miles to get there by sunset. The aerial view remained 
vivid in his mind with every step.

I think of my pa now as I’m f lying in this huge American military 
transport plane. What must it have been like to be forced into the sky? 
It strikes me that I am wearing a uniform, as he did, and I am carrying 
a weapon, as he did. He had wanted me to get an education, not arm 
myself for battle. I have gotten the education, but I am armed.

After arriving in America at the age of seventeen, I learned English, 
earned high school and college degrees, and completed thousands of 
hours of training to become an excellent marksman, explosives expert, 
master of self-defense, and trainer of protection dogs. I worked hard to 
develop and still strive to maintain and enhance my skills for the Secret 
Service, one of the world’s most elite and highly trained law enforce-
ment agencies. I am on the front lines of protecting America, my new 
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home, and I am proud to do so. Although my pa did not want me to be 
a fighter, I believe that he would be proud of me.

After the French officers forced my pa to jump, he could have run 
away from the army, but instead, he embraced it. He would make many 
more jumps, training as a paratrooper with the expanding airborne bat-
talion schooled by the French. In the late 1940s, he fought with French 
forces against the Khmer Issarak, a group of guerrillas backed by Thai-
land who attempted to overthrow French rule. He jumped from planes 
with his rif le and engaged in many gun battles.

I know his story and Cambodia’s history well, as the small nation’s 
harrowing fate has set my life’s trajectory. After the country became a 
kingdom independent of the French in 1953, rebel groups thrived in 
the mountain jungles, growing their organizations and often attacking 
Cambodian troops. My pa fought for the Royal Cambodian Armed 
Forces in those battles. While Cambodia in the 1950s and 1960s was 
more peaceful than neighboring Vietnam, there was always some fight-
ing, as much of the conf lict spilled over the border. He rose to the rank 
of lieutenant, leading many platoons in battles long forgotten.

When I was born in 1966, he had more than two decades of service 
behind him. While the escalating battles between Cambodian troops 
and the growing Khmer Rouge forces hadn’t reached Battambang City 
in northwestern Cambodia—where he lived with me, my mom, and 
my older sister—my pa was deployed frequently all over the country 
to fight. He was regularly gone for long periods of time, sometimes for 
weeks, other times for many months, leaving my mom to take care of 
us. He would go away and we never knew when he might return. We 
had no telephone and there was no nationwide postal service for him to 
send us a letter. All we could hope for was that he would show up at our 
door. I always looked for him, his rigid walk, hoping he would come 
down the dirt road that led to our simple home.

My mom, who worked as a seamstress and a roller of cigarettes, told 
me that one time before I was born he was away fighting in the jungles 
for so long she thought he was dead. She had given up hope and had 
resigned herself to being a widow. But then one day, he came home. 
Normally clean-cut, he had a long beard, shaggy hair, and a uniform 
covered in mud. She said he looked like a wizard. When he walked up 
to the door, my mom did not recognize him until he spoke. She cried, 
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and then my pa cried. After the crying, she cooked for him. Other men 
in his platoon joined them to celebrate. They pooled what little money 
they had to buy beer, and several of his men slept on the f loor of our 
house that night.

She was glad to have him back, but she knew, as always, he would 
be deployed again.

One reason for his long absences was that traveling to and from the 
battle sites was diff icult. Being a poor country, the military had very 
few personnel carriers, airplanes, or helicopters to move troops. Many 
times when he returned home, he would have walked all or part of  
the journey, often hundreds of miles, journeys that took as long as a 
week. He would hitch rides if he could, sometimes in a farmer’s cart 
pulled by an ox. He often would show up in the middle of the night. I 
would wake up and give him a hug, and my mom would light candles 
and fix him something to eat. We always were so relieved and glad to 
see him.

Once he showed up with a treat. His troops had been surrounded 
for weeks on the top of a mountain. When they ran out of food, a U.S. 
airplane in support of the Cambodian military dropped rations of beef 
stew. He carried those cans hundreds of miles for us. It was delicious, 
unlike anything I had ever eaten.

I cherished my pa’s time at home, but it was always f leeting. The 
platoons he led were very successful, and the army needed him back at 
the front. He was awarded many medals for his bravery in battle over 
the years, including a paratrooper award. He often would show me that 
medal and say, “I got this one for jumping from airplanes.”

To the detriment of his career, he was strong-headed and not good 
at internal politics. He was a man who was never afraid to say what he 
thought was right, even if his superiors disagreed. Many of his friends 
who had enlisted when he did rose to higher ranks, including some who 
became generals, but he never moved above the rank of lieutenant. They 
played politics and climbed up the ladder. He never did because of his 
outspokenness.

His low rank meant that he never made much money. It wasn’t worth 
it to him if it meant pretending to be someone he wasn’t. “Be who you 
are,” he told me. “Don’t be afraid to stand up for what you think is right. 
What’s right is right. People might not like it, but be yourself.”
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in 1974, when the Khmer Rouge was gaining ground across much of 
rural Cambodia but had not yet conquered the cities, my pa was trans-
ferred home to the army base in Battambang City to work in a manage-
rial capacity. It was nice to have him at home and see him more often, 
although I sensed the war was going badly.

I enjoyed riding my bicycle to visit my pa at the army base. It was a 
long ride, about seven or eight miles through heavy city traffic. I was 
only eight, but I had been riding the small, one-speed bike for several 
years. The base was next to a Buddhist temple and not far from a large 
market. It consisted of a three-story office building where the clerks and 
officers worked, and four long and very old dormitory buildings that 
housed soldiers. When I finally arrived at the base, often coated in dust 
from the ride through the city, he would smile and pat me on the head 
and take me around the compound and introduce me to his friends. “I 
fought many a battle with this soldier,” he would say. He also would 
point out soldiers he hadn’t fought with, whispering about who could 
or could not be trusted. It was a time of much suspicion in the army, 
as the Khmer Rouge had spies infiltrating the Cambodian troops. My 
mom later said one of the soldiers in my pa’s platoon turned out to be a 
spy for the Khmer Rouge.

on april 16, 1975, the first day after the Cambodian New Year had 
ended, my mom heard rumors of an invasion. We had no electricity and 
no radio, but she heard news by word of mouth. My pa had been at the 
army base for six days, and we had not heard from him. We knew he 
was deeply involved in the war.

As we often had been, we were on our own.
My mom didn’t tell me what she knew, and I didn’t ask. Much later 

she told me of an argument my pa had gotten into with his superior of-
ficer and the governor of Battambang province regarding the defense of 
the city. The governor and a higher-ranking officer had ordered him to 
bring a f leet of six tanks from the edge of the city into downtown and 
station the tanks around Battambang’s city hall. They wanted to defend 
the government offices. My pa, however, was insistent that the tanks 
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were needed in the peripheral areas to keep the rebel guerillas out of 
the city. He said if they penetrated the city, there would be no point in 
trying to protect only one building.

He argued with them and won. The tanks remained on the outskirts, 
but ultimately, it didn’t matter. The Khmer Rouge troops were winning 
the war and had worn down the weak army supporting the troubled 
Cambodian government. Six tanks were not enough to hold off hordes 
of rebel soldiers.

Soon Khmer Rouge soldiers crowded city streets and took control 
of our community, banging on every door in the circle of seven small 
houses around a common area. It was the first time I saw the ominous 
uniform that became the Khmer Rouge trademark—black pajama-like 
outfits with red-and-white checkered scarves, known as kramas, and san-
dals made of cut rubber tires. They rode down our street in trucks and 
jeeps and a few tanks, hanging from the sides and back, often ten to a 
jeep meant to seat four passengers. Most carried AK-47s, supplied by the 
Chinese, and some fired machine-gun bursts into the air. Others carried 
rocket-propelled grenade launchers. They swarmed in packs around our 
house and the houses of our neighbors. My mom, my older sister Dy, 
and I hovered inside, our curtains pulled over the windows and door. I 
also had a dog, Dino, a little French bulldog, whom I held and petted as 
we waited. “Be very quiet,” my mom said.

The Khmer Rouge soldiers were young, many of them teenagers, 
and a few as young as twelve. We could tell by their posture and the way 
they talked that they were illiterate farm boys. They were thin, their 
faces gaunt, as though they had been starved. Their skin was very dark 
from long exposure to the sun. All had a look of hatred in their eyes. 
Some had been fighting in the jungles for years and had endured many 
battles. We listened as these rebel soldiers shouted at our neighbors. Our 
homes were close, and we could hear everything. They were very rude, 
screaming at even the elderly, forgoing the traditional respect Cambo-
dians paid to seniors.

We were frozen with fear as we heard them climb up our steps. They 
pulled open the curtain that served as our door. Five rif le-wielding sol-
diers stepped inside, looking around, crowding our one-room home. 
My mom had taken down a black-and-white photo of my pa in his army 
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uniform and hidden it under her clothes. She knew they were looking 
for anyone who had been in the army or the police. I wrapped my arms 
around my dog Dino, pulling him against me.

The soldiers’ faces and eyes were expressionless. One soldier, rif le 
hanging from his shoulder with the barrel pointing at us, stared angrily 
at my mom. He stepped toward her. “Are there any men here?”

“No,” she said.
“Are you sure?”
“Yes. You can see. This is all we have.”
“Where is your husband?”
“He went to work.”
They looked around a little more, tracking dirt on our f loor, glaring 

at me and my dog and my sister, but they didn’t ask us anything else. 
They left to go interrogate more neighbors and search for men.

We breathed a sigh of relief, but we knew that trouble was far from 
over. Thoughts raced through my mind about where my pa might be 
and what these young rebels would do to him. I slept very little that 
night.

The next morning, I set out on my bicycle in search of my pa. Mom 
didn’t want me to leave the house, but I lied and told her I would be 
right back, leaving Dino behind with her. He was not happy, but as 
always, he obeyed when I told him to stay. “Come back quickly,” my 
mom said.

I rode my bike into the heart of the city. The streets were bustling 
with the rebel soldiers, their trucks, and a few tanks. The usual traffic 
was gone, and the market and all other businesses were closed. Many 
cars and trucks had been abandoned in the streets. I saw businesses that 
had been ransacked. Smoke rose from homes around town, and I saw the 
smoldering remains of a car that had exploded and burned. The smell of 
gasoline hung heavily in the air.

I continued through the city, making the long ride to the army base. 
I passed many Khmer Rouge soldiers along the way. They were going 
door to door in packs, brandishing their AK-47s. They didn’t pay atten-
tion to me, a boy furiously riding a small bicycle.

I arrived at the army base and stood across the street from the cluster 
of buildings. No one was there except for a few Khmer Rouge soldiers. 
I was afraid to speak to the rebels, but some women and children who 
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had come to the base to look for fathers and husbands and sons were 
gathered on the street. I overheard a woman say that all of the Cambo-
dian government’s soldiers were being held prisoner in the city’s schools.

I immediately started riding toward the schools I knew in Battam-
bang City, hoping I could find my pa. I had roamed with friends all over 
the city, scavenging for plastic and aluminum that we sold for pennies. 
I knew the streets well.

I began stopping at schools closest to the army base. One school was 
locked up and vacant, but at others I saw many men in army uniforms 
on the school grounds and big groups of Khmer Rouge soldiers guarding 
them. I could see through the windows that there was much commotion 
inside. I looked hard at the faces I could see, but I didn’t find my pa or 
any of his friends. I was careful to avoid attracting the attention of the 
Khmer Rouge soldiers who patrolled with their AK-47s.

I rode my bike as fast as I could from school to school, hoping to 
find him, hoping that he was OK. I must have covered at least fifteen or 
twenty miles that day, driven by worry about my pa. It was hot, nearly 
100 degrees Fahrenheit, but it didn’t deter me. Sweaty and covered in 
dust, I was determined to find him.

I searched all day. By late afternoon, I was losing hope. I knew of 
more schools, however, and continued my trek.

Near the end of the day, I visited Salar Sor Huer, the school where I 
had attended first grade. My pa had made special arrangements for me 
to start my education early there. I had very fond memories of the place 
where I had started to learn, but it was no longer a school when I got 
there.

My old school had become a prison.
Khmer Rouge soldiers were everywhere, all in matching black uni-

forms and checkered red-and-white scarves and rubber sandals, each 
with an AK-47. I also saw many soldiers from the Cambodian govern-
ment’s army, sitting outside in front of the school. They were unarmed 
and held their heads down. I scanned the faces in the crowd, desperately 
searching each one until finally, I recognized some men from my pa’s 
army base. They were not tied up, but the armed Khmer Rouge soldiers 
stood close by.

I walked up to Sreang, one of my pa’s best friends, who was sitting 
on the ground outside. Sreang had been to our house many times. He 
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recognized me. I had never seen anyone look so hopeless. “Have you 
seen my pa?” I asked.

He moved as though it pained him to raise his head. He glanced 
over to see if any Khmer Rouge soldiers were watching him. When he 
saw they weren’t, he pointed toward the main door. “Inside,” he said. “I 
think he’s near the first classroom.”

I knew the building’s layout well. I went in the front door, walking 
past the Khmer Rouge soldiers who were there. They were arguing with 
each other, yelling and gesturing angrily with their rif les. They didn’t 
see me—or at least they acted like they didn’t see me.

I went down the hallway, stunned at what was happening to what 
had once been my school. This was where I had started to read and 
learned that two plus two equals four. I had loved my first-grade teacher, 
Teacher Peo, as we called him, who had instilled in me a passion for 
learning. But there were no teachers and students. Instead, I saw men 
from my pa’s army base sitting dejectedly on the f loor.

At the end of the hallway, across from the classroom that had been 
Teacher Peo’s room, I found my pa.

He was in a doorway that led to the back of the schoolyard. He sat 
on a step, wearing green shorts and no shirt. He was leaning forward, a 
green handkerchief tied around his head. He held his head in his hands 
and was looking down at his feet.

“Pa!” I said and started to run to him.
He raised his head. As soon as he saw me, he started to cry. I had 

never seen him cry before.
He put his arms around me. “Sokomasath,” he said, using my full 

birth name. “My son.”
He got control of his tears. “How did you find me?”
“I heard they took all the soldiers to the schools.”
“Where’s your mom? Is she here?”
“No. Mom is home.”
“Tell your mom not to worry. I’m OK.”
I nodded. He said he was OK, but he was not convincing.
I asked, “Have you had anything to eat?”
“No. They haven’t fed us anything. I do not think they will.”
“Do you want me to bring you something to eat?”
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“Yes, but wait until the morning,” he said. “I want you to be careful 
and not stay too long. Do not draw the attention of these rebels.”

He looked around to see if the Khmer Rouge soldiers were watch-
ing us. He said, “Remember, tell your mom I will be OK. Tell her not 
to worry.”

I rode my bike home, arriving in the twilight. I had been gone all 
day and my mom was very upset. I told her I had found Pa and where 
he was and what he had said.

She cried but didn’t say much more.
As soon as the sun rose the next day, my mom made rice soup and 

fried fish for him to eat. She tightly wrapped the fish and a bowl with 
a lid in a cloth. I carried it under one arm while steering my bike with 
the other.

The Khmer Rouge soldiers at the school seemed unorganized, argu-
ing with one another. Again they ignored me. I went inside. I found him 
sitting in the same spot. He hugged me and thanked me for the food. He 
gave me a 500-riel bill. It seemed like a fortune because I had never han-
dled paper money, but it was worth no more than an American dollar, 
and although we didn’t yet know it, under the Khmer Rouge it would 
be worthless. He said to bring him something else to eat later in the day.

Again he encouraged me not to stay too long. He spoke softly. “Stay 
away from these young rebels. They are dangerous.” He gave me a hug, 
patting me on the back of the head as he pulled me tight. “You should 
go. Be careful, my son.”

I walked slowly out of the school, turning to look back at him sev-
eral times as I went down the hall. He leaned forward a little, his eyes 
watering, and smiled warmly at me. I didn’t want to leave him, but I 
knew I had to go.

I rode my bicycle back home, the streets not as busy in the early 
morning.

I gave my mom the money he had given me and told her about seeing 
him. She said she would make more fish and rice for him at lunchtime. 
I waited inside the house with my dog Dino, petting him and counting 
the minutes until I could go see my pa again. We could hear increas-
ing traffic going past our house and the voices and footsteps of Khmer 
Rouge soldiers on the road. Occasional gunshots rang out, and we could 
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sometimes hear distant screams. My mother forbade me from going out-
side until it was time for me to deliver the food.

Shortly after noon, I returned with his meal.
I was shocked to find the school abandoned. The Khmer Rouge reb-

els and the soldiers whom they had held captive were all gone.
I walked the hallway of my old school, tears pouring from my eyes. 

There wasn’t a soul inside.
I went to the spot where my pa had been sitting.
His green army uniform and some of his clothes were laying on the 

f loor. I considered picking them up, but I did not. Maybe he would be 
back. I was petrified with fear and didn’t know what to do.

I lingered for a bit, crying quietly, before I got control of myself. I 
went outside where I saw a woman who lived across the street from the 
school standing in her doorway, watching me. I didn’t know her name, 
but I had seen her before. I approached her house, walking my bike over 
slowly. “Excuse me,” I said. “Where did the soldiers go who were here? 
The Cambodian soldiers?” 

“The rebels took them all away in trucks.”
“Where?”
“I do not know. I heard they were going to be taken to work on 

farms.”
“Do you know where?”
“No. They said nothing.”
I rode my bike home, pedaling more slowly this time.
The Khmer Rouge soldiers were everywhere that afternoon, even 

more than had been there the day before. I could see them with their 
rif les in doorways, yelling at people inside their homes.

All the residents I saw were cowering, peeking out of windows and 
doors. More abandoned cars and trucks were on the streets. Some homes 
and businesses had been trashed. I heard gunshots and people inside 
houses and businesses screaming and crying. It sounded like some were 
being shot. I kept my head down and tried to hurry on my way when I 
heard the rif les firing. I could hear the thump of what must have been 
bullets hitting f lesh and bone. The smoke around the city had increased.

Many children were out wandering alone, much as I was, looking 
for their parents. I saw a little girl, not more than five or six, walking 
by herself and crying. I wanted to help her, but I had nothing to offer.
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This is not right, I said to myself. This is not right.
I kept pedaling toward our home.
My mom saw me coming and ran out the door and down the steps 

to meet me when I arrived. “How is he?”
“Pa’s gone,” I said.
“Get inside,” she said and started to cry.
I told her and my sister what the woman had said about soldiers being 

taken to the farms.
My mom lay down on her mat on the f loor and cried for a long time.
I was upset my pa was gone, but working on a farm didn’t sound so 

bad to me. It meant he was still alive. I thought they would keep him 
for a while and then they would let him come home.

But I was wrong. I didn’t yet understand the murderous ways of the 
Khmer Rouge. I didn’t know the horrors they held in store for me, my 
mother, and my sister.

I had seen my pa for the last time.

i don’t say anything about these memories of my pa to the other Se-
cret Service officers who are traveling to Cambodia on the C-17 with 
me. The Secret Service Uniformed Division has about 1,300 officers, 
most of whom I don’t know very well. I am the only native Cambodian. 
We are focused on our jobs and rarely learn each other’s personal details.

I have an easygoing attitude and spend many idle moments casually 
chatting and making small talk with my fellow officers. I often joke a 
lot and make my coworkers laugh, so they are surprised when they learn 
about this side of me. When a fellow officer learns my background, he 
says, “Did you live through the Killing Fields?”

“Yes,” I say. “I lived through it.”
“What was that like?”
“I saw many killed. I almost starved. But I escaped to refugee camps 

in Thailand and eventually made it to the U.S.”
I tell him about washing dishes in a Chinese restaurant for $3.15 an 

hour in Maryland, learning English, and going to college before finding 
my way to the Secret Service.

He nods. “That’s an amazing story.” He shakes my hand.
It’s not easy—no, perhaps impossible—to describe the holocaust I 

endured. I don’t point out that approximately two million people, about 
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14 |  A REFUGEE’S AMERICAN DRE AM

a quarter of Cambodia’s population at the time, were killed or died of 
starvation and disease under the Khmer Rouge’s reign.

And I could never bring myself to tell him about seeing my pa for 
the last time. Nor could I tell him about the time I saw decaying bodies 
stacked in an open mass grave and how I searched among them for my 
pa’s dog tags.

my apprehension builds as the plane’s altitude drops and we prepare 
to land. I have no windows, but I can picture the lush landscape, the broad 
and muddy rivers, the vast rice paddies, and the red dirt roads of the coun-
tryside. I can see the productive coconut tree behind our house that my 
grandmother had planted years before I was born. I am really going back 
home. The trip, including stops, has taken almost twenty-four hours. I’ve 
had much time to ref lect. I hide my emotions, not showing or saying that 
I have anxiety about returning. I am an officer of the U.S. Secret Service. 
I have an important job to do. I cannot let others know my fear.

One traveling with me, however, can sense my anxiety. I cannot 
hide it from him behind jokes or my serious business face. He knows me 
too well. He is the only one who can read my mind.

My dog Reik.
He is a highly trained Belgian Malinois, a breed some mistake for a 

German shepherd, although the Belgian Malinois are smaller. An expert 
in the detection of explosives, Reik’s sense of smell is a hundred thousand 
times stronger than a human’s. I’ve gone through extensive training with 
him and give him commands in Khmer and English, making him the 
only protection dog in the Secret Service that is bilingual. On the C-17, 
he f lies in a kennel, sleeping for much of the f light. When he wakes, I 
pet him on the head. “Angkouy. Sit,” I say. “Chhke da la-or. Good dog.”

Reik and I have traveled to forty-nine states and more than a dozen 
countries. Once when we were traveling overseas with a vice president, 
Reik and I alerted the local police to a suspicious backpack. I can’t give 
you more details due to the top-secret nature of my position, but we 
might have helped avert a terrorist bombing that could have had global 
implications. It could have been a worldwide news story, but we pre-
vented the possibility. We are good at what we do.

Reik knows me as well as anyone and can sense that I have much  
on my mind as the C-17 descends. He looks in my eyes, and he knows. 
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He can smell my emotions, the memories I have, and my fear about re-
turning.

I pet Reik on the head and I think about my first dog, Dino. I re-
member seeing Dino open his eyes for the first time and look at me 
when I was seven years old. A French bulldog with an expressive black-
and-white face, he always looked at me with love and warmth. When 
Dino was killed a few years later, I was struggling to stay alive in the 
Killing Fields.

I clung to Dino and cherished his love. He was the last strand of my 
normal life before the Khmer Rouge took everything away.

I thought I would never recover from Dino’s death.
But I did recover.
I’ve recovered from so much it is hard even for me to imagine. 
Although I don’t discuss my past with my coworkers, I have tried 

to tell some of my American friends and my American-born children 
about what I went through in the Killing Fields, but it feels impossible to 
convey the agony through which we lived, the fear and the hunger and 
pain and terror. I didn’t have a stable home for eight years, from the age 
of nine until I was seventeen. When we were on the run in the jungle, I 
sometimes slept standing up because of monsoon f looding. I was always 
hungry and resorted to hunting and eating rats to survive, much at the 
risk of being shot and killed for doing so. I ate bugs and leaves and almost 
anything I could find that was digestible, and some things that weren’t, 
which made me very sick. I almost starved to death. At my first physical 
examination after coming to the United States in 1983, I weighed eighty-
nine pounds. Today, I weigh 175 pounds and can bench-press almost 
three hundred pounds.

This life I live now in the Washington, D.C., suburbs and working 
for the Secret Service includes walking the f loors and patrolling the 
grounds of the White House, protecting the president and all the office 
stands for. I am living my American dream.

I have not, however, forgotten the misery of the Killing Fields. It 
happened not that long ago in a country many Americans cannot find 
on a map. I want to share these hard memories that I have carried with 
me all my life, but I also want to tell of the new life I have found. I am 
not writing this book to make money, but if it does, all proceeds will 
go to help families in Cambodia. I have established a fund to help those 
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in need in my native land. I am where I am because people helped me. 
I want to give back.

I also want to tell you of my return home. Although I work hard 
while I am in Cambodia with President Obama, I find time after my 
shifts to reunite with long-lost family, including some of whom I thought 
had been dead for decades. And I remember those who are gone.

There are so many.

the c-17 touches down shortly after noon in Phnom Penh. My 
heart is thumping as I take Reik from his kennel and the hatch on the 
plane opens and we begin to disembark. I’m stepping out under a Cam-
bodian sky for the first time in more than three decades. The sunlight is 
bright and it’s hot, as it almost always is in Cambodia. I look out and see 
palm trees and the skyline of the city. It’s dusty and humid, and it smells.

I smile. This is Cambodia!
I look around, and for a moment I forget what year it is. I don’t move, 

but a wave of fear sweeps over me. Is anybody going to shoot at me now?
The memory is overwhelming: I am a child shortly before the Khmer 

Rouge wins the civil war, before they take my pa away. I am playing 
with other kids, all of us without shirts and shoes. There is a war going 
on, but we enjoy ourselves in spite of it. We swim gleefully in the warm 
Sangke River and run in the fields and make up games of hockey in 
the mud with bamboo sticks. We stop when we hear bombs and gun-
shots. When the fighting is nearby, we lie face-down on the ground 
until the explosions and gunfire fade. We always resume our games, 
until the Khmer Rouge takes over in April 1975 and all games stop.

This memory is so strong for me, it’s as if I have gone back in time. 
After a moment, I realize that this is not the seventies. The war is over. 
The Killing Fields are just a memory. My pa is long gone, yet he is with 
me on every step of this trip.

My eyes begin to water, but I don’t have time to cry. I have to make 
sure the president and his staff will be safe when they arrive.

Duty always comes first. It did for my pa, and it does for me now.
I make eye contact with Reik. He knows that we have a job to do, 

and we will do it well. Failure, as we often say in the Secret Service, is 
not an option.

We are here to protect the president.
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