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Four days after Cyclone Nargis ripped through Burma, I turned on my computer and read: "I am fine and my family is fine too." The e-mail came from my Burmese husband's cousin, let's call her Myat, and traveled from a cyber cafe in Rangoon to my in-box in Los Angeles.

It is difficult to get information from Burma (known to the military government as Myanmar) under ordinary circumstances. A Burmese friend of mine, Wai Phyo, who lives in Vermont, must make arrangements ahead of time to call her parents who live in a village in central Burma. Four villages — almost 3,000 households — share one phone.

The cyclone May 3 wiped out entire villages along the Irrawaddy delta and left Rangoon without electricity or phone service. Getting information has been nearly impossible.

And yet, Myat has managed to get through and send daily e-mails depicting life in Rangoon after the storm.

Her first e-mail continued: "We are trying to seek info for your mom-in-law family." My husband's parents live in a small, simple home in outer Rangoon. They don't have a phone or computer, and we had no way of contacting them.

Burmese friends living abroad had been telling me how angry they were with the ruling junta for not cleaning the streets or providing services such as food and water.

My friends remembered the pro-democracy demonstrations in Burma last fall when soldiers quickly appeared in the streets, eager and ready to beat up protesters and monks. They asked: Where are the soldiers now? Wai Phyo said to me, "Their duty is to protect people, but they just come out to kill people."

Myat's e-mail echoed this anger. People joke, she said, "soldiers are model now because they only strike the pose for photo and they disappear."

She told me food and water prices were skyrocketing. The state news only presented propaganda and lies, she said. Myat stopped watching or reading the news. She wrote: "There is no concrete info and we are only hearing rumors."

The next day, five days after the cyclone, Myat told me that people were forced to leave shelter areas "because they don't like ppl gathering." The Burmese government is so afraid of political unrest that even during a massive humanitarian crisis, its focus is on ensuring that victims do not organize, and relief areas do not become hotbeds for anti-government demonstrations.

The junta has always tried to control gatherings. When I lived in Rangoon in 2003, my sister came to visit and I had to register her with the local authorities. Soccer clubs were banned at universities for fear of political organizing.

Myat requested that I not use her real name. She was "ashamed" to ask to be anonymous, but she was worried that she could easily get caught talking to the press. The junta has thrown Burmese in prison for talking to the outside world.

Later that day she wrote: "Safe drinking waters are urgently in need."

As the effects of the storm continue to spiral out of control and the junta refuses to allow most international organizations to deliver aid and send relief workers to the country, the lack of clean water threatens to kill tens of thousands more than the actual storm. The International Red Cross estimated that the storm has left up to 1.9 million people vulnerable.

And then, a full five days after the storm, my husband and I received this: "ur mom n dad is fine/ their house is ok/ they got water supply from the house in front of them."

We still have not heard about my husband's adult sister.

On day six, as the international press ran stories about the junta confiscating U.N. donations of aid, Myat wrote to say that the government was giving out rice, fuel and charcoal — for a price.

Another cousin told us that the government forbids individuals from donating directly to survivors. Myat wrote: "There were some people coming to the rescue tent and distribute rice. The local authority stopped them and asked to distribute through them and the donors left."

Reading Myat's e-mails is like having a rare window into Rangoon. It is devastating that a people already so poor now has to deal with such disaster.

I am hearing from someone who is educated and relatively well-off and lives in the country's biggest city. I cannot begin to imagine what life is like in the Irrawaddy delta, which was hardest hit by the cyclone.

In the last e-mail I received, Myat wrote: "Now I have to go back to home. It's late and the situation is not good. There are cases of attacked n taking money. I am in a hurry — the net cafe do not have more fuel to run."
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