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      ROUTE FOUR


      ‘It’s sort of authentic, isn’t it?’ says one of the foreign men, bent slightly over the echoes of dysentery in his gut. He lifts the front of his baggy T-shirt and wipes his face with it. A boy with no shoes and a roughly shaven head has been watching the three tourists since they arrived at the

      station – two skinny and one fat. He sees the grimy money belt strapped to the man’s sunken waist. ‘I mean,’ the skinny man continues, ‘everywhere else in the world it’s 1994 but in Cambodia …’


      ‘Still year zero,’ says the skinny woman in loose cargo pants. The three wander up and down the dusty platform but can’t find the place to buy a ticket. Finally, the boy calls, ‘I’ll show you.’ He takes their money and them to a barred hole in a wall where the sombre face of a woman peers out.


      ‘Kampot?’


      ‘Kampot,’ confirms the skinny man.


      ‘I think another route is better for you,’ she says in English. ‘Kampot is dangerous. You can go to Battambong instead. It’s very beautiful …’


      The fat man leans in. ‘Kampot,’ he says firmly. The woman in the wall smiles reproachfully and writes on their tickets. Route Four: south to Cambodia’s coastline. Where kings went, where singers went, where the Khmer Rouges went, and stayed, still camped up in the Elephant Mountains.


      


      ‘We want to go to Kampot,’ the skinny woman reminds the boy. ‘Does he understand?’


      ‘Kampot,’ the boy agrees. He asks them where they’re from and makes them say ‘hello’ in German, American and Australian before he leads them back to the platform. The train has arrived and sits there like a tortured armadillo, plated and riddled with bullet holes. There are machine-gun nests in its roofs. It pushes two car-sized hulks of metal at its front to absorb the blow of landmines. The fat Australian touches a bullet hole in the train the size of his fingertip as he climbs onboard.


      


      After a short struggle trying to help them with their luggage the boy shrugs and lets them keep it. Small bags: there might be nothing in there, but they won’t give them up so there must be something. Up close, the German woman and the American man are thin as Cambodians and have long scabs down their forearms, from a motorbike accident. The Australian is more muscle than fat and has a thick neck and healthy cheeks. He must be the rich one, the boy concludes. He sees the way the rich man keeps his blue bag between his ankles while the others throw theirs on the spare seats of the carriage.


      


      The boy jumps down to the platform and scuffs his bare feet along it. He was born in Pursat, central west, and has been sleeping at the station since he arrived in Phnom Penh. He was eight then, now he’s twelve.


      ‘I’m going with them,’ he tells a man loading boxes onto the train. The man’s legs and feet are scarred, but strong; his toenails grown back black after being ripped out in the regime. The man shakes his head. ‘Why not?’ the boy asks. ‘Make some money or take it when they’re sleeping.’


      ‘What about respecting property?’ the man reminds him. The boy looks at him with incomprehension. Buddha barely made it through the camps and the little ones don’t know him. ‘Okay, hop on.’ The man finds a stub of pencil in his pocket and stamps his foot, catching a bit of paper as it skates along the platform in a shallow wind. He writes a note to the driver: The boy wants to see the ocean. ‘This is your ticket,’ he tells the boy, who looks at the note upside down and nods at it.


      


      Only a few people pass on the platform and those who do stare uneasily in. Where would three foreigners be going on a train?


      ‘Kampot,’ the boy tells them out the window.


      A gas of excitement bubbles from his stomach and fills his mouth but he pushes it down again. Something sighs underneath them, the breath of a huge beast waking up. It gives a lurch. The boy watches the skinny woman’s backpack roll off the seat and thud to the floor. She snorts and says something in German, rights the bag so that it’s standing closer to the boy, against the aisle seat. The train lurches again but this time it catches and moves off. The platform passes, then ends.


      


      Houses strain through mounds of garbage on the outskirts of the city. The smell of rotting fruit and the smoke from burning rubbish fill the carriage. Naked children with shit-stained bottoms leap up from crouching as the train ambles past. The skinny woman scrambles to find lollies in her backpack but can’t and the children are left behind. As the train picks up pace the air whips in through the windows and dries the foreigners’ sweaty hair into spikes. The woman takes off the filthy scarf snaked around her neck and the rich man rolls up his T-shirt sleeves.


      ‘This is a bit like the outskirts of Cochin before I met you,’ says the skinny man to the woman. ‘And before the dysentery.’


      ‘I’m going to India after this,’ says the rich man and the lady laughs.


      ‘Of course you are.’


      ‘You have to go. It’s dire,’ says the skinny one. ‘You’ve never seen so many people. Sleeping in sewers. People with no legs. It’s way more out of control than here. I was on this bus and we stopped for some petrol, right down in the asshole of the country. There was a boy about his age,’ he points at the boy, ‘sniffing petrol out of a plastic bag and he just smiled up at me with this look of … enlightenment.’ He shrugs. ‘I wondered what he was seeing instead of me. Maybe nirvana? I wanted some of that petrol too, you know?’ The woman and the other man chuckle.


      ‘That reminds me of this bad H we got up in the Golden Triangle,’ says the rich one. ‘I was travelling with this Japanese –’


      ‘Not opium?’ asks the woman. ‘When I was in Laos it was opium.’


      ‘No, it was heroin. But there was something wrong with it. Anyway, I was okay but this Japanese guy –’


      ‘Oh my god,’ the skinny man shouts and points through the open window to where a woman lies dead in a field, already eaten by birds. The rich man glances at the boy and points. The boy nods. He’s seen that before, but it’s more unusual now than it was. His first memories are of a child dying: his older half-sister, starving and then fed something rotten and then the stomach pains finally got her. Her father had died in the camp and then their mother was raped by a cadre and gave birth to the boy. But she just couldn’t love him. In his seventh year he could finally walk far enough to leave her alone. He made it all the way to Phnom Penh. The train passes the dead woman but the foreigners don’t leave her behind.


      ‘How do you think she died?’ the skinny man is saying.


      ‘Starvation, Khmer Rouge, hit by the train … who knows?’ says the skinny woman. ‘The regime ended only fifteen years ago and Vietnam was still fighting here until, what, ’90? ’91? Three years ago.’


      ‘The people in Phnom Penh looked alright …’


      ‘Maybe we’ll see what it’s really like out here,’ says the rich man. They all turn to stare out at what Cambodia is really like.


      ‘That woman doesn’t have a family,’ says the boy after a while.


      ‘How do you know?’


      ‘Because they would have buried her. So her soul can sleep.’


      ‘They didn’t bury those tourists they killed,’ says the woman. ‘Around here somewhere. They were talking about it in Phnom Penh.’


      ‘Damn, was that conversation only yesterday?’ says the skinny man. She nods.


      ‘Unlucky,’ says the rich one.


      


      The train weaves at walking pace through jungle so dense it slides against the carriages and springs in through the open windows. The boy reaches out to break a vine from one of the trees. He twists it into a strong bracelet, ornate with green leaves, and presents it to the skinny woman, who smiles and shakes her head. None of them will buy it. They’re sleepy.


      ‘Cigarette?’ the rich man asks, one eye open. The boy thinks, then sets off to the other end of the train to the driver’s booth. When he returns with three cigarettes and a half stub of one, the foreigners are asleep. The boy stands swaying in the aisle. Their money is hidden in their pockets and protected by hands locked at their crotches, fingers interlaced. Their breathing is peaceful. They’re rocked by the train, which has picked up speed again now that the jungle has cleared. The boy looks at the skinny woman’s bag. Its zips are open at the top like a thirsty mouth. Inside it’s black and full. He crouches and feels the rough material with one finger, watching the foreigners. He touches the metal zipper.


      ‘Oh dude, you found some,’ says the rich one, stretching for the cigarettes. The boy curls his fingers away from the bag and stands, holding the cigarettes out of reach.


      ‘Three dollars,’ the boy says. ‘This little one is free.’ The rich one laughs so loudly he wakes the woman. The other man is still slumped against the window, his mouth wide in sleep.


      ‘He wants three bucks for three shitty cigarettes,’ the rich one tells the woman. ‘You could buy a whole packet in Oz for that.’


      ‘No Oz here,’ the boy says. ‘No shops either.’


      ‘The boy has a point. Get over it,’ says the woman, laughing. The rich man shakes his head and grins. He lifts his shirt to unzip the money belt and brings out a one-dollar note. The boy hesitates. There’s more in that belt. The rich one shrugs and goes to put it back but the boy throws the cigarettes and makes a grab for the note. He takes it back to his seat and straightens it between the tips of his fingers, studying its green lines. The rich man gives the woman one bent cigarette and sticks the other into the skinny man’s open mouth.


      ‘Mofo!’ The skinny one grins and shifts to hang his arm over the woman’s hard shoulders. She produces matches from the pocket of her cargo pants and they light up and sit back, smoking and watching the leaves slide by.


      


      It’s hot in the carriage. When the train pauses at Kampong Trach station, the three climb the external ladder to the collapsing machine-gun nest in the train’s roof. The skinny man is unsteady and the boy tries to hold his bag.


      ‘Thanks, dude,’ says the man and reaches down with a long arm to take it back. The boy follows him, straddling the roof and clinging to it with his knees and feet. When the train pulls slowly out of the station he could kick out with his leg, knock the bag and scramble down after it and into the jungle. It would only be a day or so’s walk back to Phnom Penh. The skinny man rests his hands on the bag and rolls a joint thicker than his fingers, smiling into it with his skull face and holding it close to his chest so that buds won’t blow away.


      Down below, more passengers are boarding the train. Soldiers holding their AKs like babies. Three women laden with baskets of fruit and homemade pork buns. An armed man in faded black and a checked red scarf, like a flag, knotted at his neck. You still see Khmer Rouges outside of Phnom Penh, especially in the south where the Elephant Mountains protect them, and in the west where Thailand protects them. The boy wants the foreigners to see but they’re watching like they watch everything: shining fevered eyes that suck it all in like plugholes, swirling and unfocused.


      


      The train grunts out of the station and that’s where the town ends. The boy crouches bird-like on the roof, watching for his chance. The woman lights the joint in the shade of her hands and breathes in a lungful. They pass it around. The train enters the jungle again. Green leaves big as paddles flatten against the metal to make a tunnel. The stench of growth plumes around them. To the right the mountains loom. The rich man take his hand off his blue bag to suck the life out of the joint and throw the roach over the edge, where it disappears into the foliage below. The boy readies but the man’s hand returns to the bag and brings out a ball. He pretends to chuck it at the boy and then holds it up, raising his eyebrows. The boy sits back, nods. He can try the bags in Kampot.


      ‘Don’t lose it,’ the skinny man says.


      ‘It’s all good.’ The rich man smiles as the boy darts his arm out and catches the ball before it sails into the jungle. The man is good too. The boy watches how easy he is with the ball and the air and how easily he smiles. The man spins it a little and throws it higher and the boy lets out a short scream – a rare one, it only comes in joy or terror. The man laughs and the boy returns the ball hard and crooked in protest. The man catches it with his fingertips. Then an explosion rips down the train and blows the ball from his hand.


      


      The front carriage lifts off the tracks in the blast. The foreigners are hurled against the side of the machine-gun turret and the boy is nearly thrown from the roof. The blue bag falls into the jungle.


      ‘Oh shit, shit, shit,’ one of the foreigners says. They press down low but they can still see everything and everything can see them. The pterodactyl sound of AK47s comes from the derailed train and bullets shower the forest. The fire is returned, two-fold. Black-clad men with red scarves emerge from the undergrowth, firing into the carriages. One cadre gets shot from the train and the foreigners see him fall, dead. The rest make it to the carriages and climb up the sides to the doors and windows. A woman cries out. Another shot and she is silent. The cadres drag people down, taking money, food, shoes. A man pleads with them. They shoot him in the head and he drops like a bag to the ground. Another man runs to him and they fire at his foot. He falls and is kicked in the mouth. The cadres push the other passengers into a group and make them wait on their knees. One of the men climbs onto the roof and shouts down to his cadres in Khmer.


      ‘Foreigners!’


      The foreigners crouch in the machine-gun nest, their hands up in the air. More cadres, their uniforms in rags, climb up to look at them. The boy watches them take the bags. Money, a portable disc player, passports. They find the ganja and snort.


      ‘Stop fucking around. Bring them down here,’ yells a man from below. The foreigners don’t understand but they see that he’s better dressed than the others – older, fed, in charge. The men raise their guns at the foreigners, who cower. The woman covers her face. The guns twitch impatiently.


      ‘They want you to get off the train,’ whispers the boy. The two men and the woman climb down the side while their bags fall faster through the air beside them and hit the ground first. At the bottom there are more soldiers with guns. On the roof, the boy is grabbed by his shirt and hair and pushed towards the edge. He screams for the second time that day. The man holding him splutters with laughter.


      ‘You’ll never make a cadre,’ he tells him. ‘You have to be tougher than that.’ He orders him off the train too and the boy scrambles down the ladder to join the other passengers kneeling on the ground. The foreigners are taken a little way off. It would be safer with them; the rich man would protect the boy and take him to his country. The boy shakes his head, furious, and tears splinter his eyes. He remembers seeing a white man for the first time in Phnom Penh. The country had been filled with Vietnamese men and women his entire life but this whiteness was different.


      ‘He looks like a pig,’ the boy said to one of the old men at the station, dead now, as they watched the white man walk past. The old man didn’t laugh.


      ‘That pig can make your life happier and more miserable than you could ever imagine,’ said the old man. ‘Stay away from him.’ The old man turned his back while the boy watched the white man walk down the street until he was a pale blur.


      


      The leader of the cadres stops in front of the boy and looks down at him. His face is worn.


      ‘We could use this one …’


      ‘Nah, he’s chicken shit.’


      ‘You sure? Looks tough to me.’


      ‘He’s spent too much time with foreigners. He’s a little capitalist spy.’ The leader peers at the boy then snorts and flicks his hand. The other man raises his gun and shoots the boy in the head. The bullet smashes through the side of his skull and he hits the ground. Warm liquid pools around him. He’s warm. He can see the foreigners’ knees in sharp focus across the dirt and rocks. He can’t move his eyeballs. Their bodies are a blur and their faces distant. They’re very still. The Khmer Rouges stand around with their guns lowered to the foreigners’ stomachs, talking. The boy is cold. He hears the leader say, ‘Alright, we’ll take them up to the colonel.’ The cadres tilt their guns upwards. The skinny man stumbles. The woman and the rich man help him to his feet and the cadres push them into the jungle.

    

  


  
    
      


      THE REAL CAMBODIA


      I always wanted a girl. There were places, shops almost, where you could get a girl at any time of the day and they even remembered your name. But I wanted a girl that I didn’t have to pay. I asked a guy about it. Svensen, from work. He looked at me like I was crazy, but Svensen spent too much time up in Ratanakiri before Phnom Penh and has that squinty eye. When you first talk to him it’s hard to work out whether you’re the crazy one or he is.


      ‘Are you crazy?’ he asked me. ‘You can get a girl anywhere. Thida, Peach, that other girl … in HR …’


      ‘I don’t know her name,’ I said.


      ‘HR girl,’ Svensen supplied. ‘They all want you. You know why?’


      I couldn’t even imagine.


      ‘Because you’re a big white guy and you have money.’


      I patted my jeans pockets.


      ‘I don’t really have much at all. Back home …’


      ‘Back home you’re some whacko Aussie hippy, a no one, I can tell. But back home you’ve got health care, a car, right? You can rent a flat that doesn’t have rats in it. You can afford this drink here and mine and one for your girl, am I right?’


      I nodded. But he was wrong. There was something funny about the girls at the office. They never sat still – they were always going to the toilet or eating something. Or they looked perfectly fine but they’d speak to you after a meeting one day and then hate you by the photocopier the next. How could you have a drink with a girl like that?


      ‘Just go to the First Friday party, point your dick and some hot twenty-something will land on it and be your girlfriend,’ said Svensen. Happy hour had come and gone and his squinty eye narrowed to nothing.


      


      I went to the First Friday party without him. It wasn’t hard to imagine that Svensen might be an impairment. There were so many girls there, heaps more than boys, and because there was a pool a lot of them were wearing bikinis. They were all talking about the last party, when some local guys in the street outside had been having a good time firing their guns into the air and a bullet had hit a roof, ricocheted into the party and landed in some girl’s foot. Half of us laughed and the other half looked around for bullet holes. My eyes landed on a girl called Alison. She was wearing a loose see-through shirt thing over her bikini and clutching her feet to protect them from the story. I went and sat by her and touched her face – it was warm. She laughed at me and became my girlfriend. Alison had an accent that she said was ‘all Minnesota’ but everyone thought she was Cambodian because most of her grandparents were Japanese. She was on a scholarship and I got paid plenty as an Aussie volunteer so we went around together and had some really nice times.


      


      About three months after I met Alison, the boss of the project emailed to say the Siem Reap office needed some help. Siem Reap means ‘kill Thailand’ and I couldn’t wait to get up there. Alison couldn’t come. She had to stay in Phnom Penh to watch some Khmer Rouge court case and she was surprisingly shitty about it.


      ‘Your project isn’t time-dependent,’ she told me. ‘Ask them to change it to next week.’ I didn’t and she frowned and cried.


      


      The best thing about the trip to Siem Reap was that I could choose how I got there so I went by boat. You can go right up the guts of Cambodia by boat in the wet season and the lake is like an ocean – all horizons and waves. Every now and then a floating village appeared and people stared from the bobbing huts. At the dock at the other end a really happy man was waiting for me. Dara was perhaps the happiest man I’d ever met and when I told him I had a day spare to look around the temples he became even happier.


      ‘The real Cambodia! The great kingdom of Angkor! You’ve made me extremely happy, Mr Luke.’ Dara said things like that all the time. After a few days with him, I was happy too and Alison’s unhappy seemed more than six hours away. She sent me some text messages but I was pretty busy looking at all the things Dara was doing up there and after a few days my phone fell silent.


      My job was to build Dara’s capacity in the area of accounts payable for our organisation. But Dara seemed at capacity and my specialty back home had been camping-store retail, so I just looked at his neat figures and let his joyous outbursts flick around me. On the fifth day, Dara took me to see the temples.


      


      ‘You’ve never seen a wonder of the world until you’ve seen a wonder of the world,’ Dara joked, insisting that 5 a.m. was the only time to see Angkor Wat. Svensen’s travel advice had been to go to a beer hall and look for ‘extra love’ but I stayed in and was up waiting for Dara outside the hotel in the weird false dawn that glowered on the horizon. He arrived on a motorbike and gave me his helmet to wear. It smelled like scalp. I hugged him from behind, felt the soft paunch above his waistband as he started the bike and we took off. Dara had two jobs. In the day he worked as an accountant for the environmental organisation I was with. At night he helped his brother with a mobile phone business at the night market. A man with a little bit of money. Enough for a drink for him and his girlfriend and a flat without rats. I lifted the helmet visor.


      ‘Do you have a girlfriend?’ I shouted.


      ‘A wife!’ he yelled back, grinning into the wind. ‘And four kids.’ He smiled wider and I realised where I’d gone wrong. I’d been talking to Svensen, when I should have been talking to Dara.


      ‘Think I could get a wife and four kids?’ I joked, but for once Dara nodded seriously.


      


      We pulled up just as it became light enough to see the mist on the moat around the temple. It would have been Arthurian if it wasn’t so Jungle Book. As we passed through the towering stone gates into the complex, Dara told me all about the two carved serpents that guarded Angkor Wat.


      ‘They are called Naga, the snakes that protect and defend …’ I charged on ahead, springing up the stairs like an apprentice monk. Inside, Angkor Wat was cool and gloomy. I slid my hand along the ancient stone walls and wandered into a courtyard filled with carvings. A girl was there. She wasn’t alone – she was with friends, but standing a little apart. I lost her behind a pillar and then she was there again, just as the sun came up over the Wat. It caught her and her smile deepened. I walked towards her. I was close. Her friends stood to the side. They smiled and I knew they liked me. I reached out to touch her face. It was cool. Her breasts were amazing.


      ‘Here you are, Mr Luke,’ Dara said breathlessly. I started and turned. I’d say his smile was almost cross.


      ‘Dara,’ I said, a little bashfully, ‘this is …’ I turned back to ask her name.


      ‘Ah, you’ve found Apsara,’ Dara said.


      ‘You know her?’


      Dara chuckled.


      ‘Everyone knows Apsara.’ Dara rolled her ‘r’ and I felt a tug of jealousy.


      ‘Ap-sah-rrah,’ I tested.


      ‘They are so beautiful,’ he said, walking up and down the line of girls like a casting agent. I was surprised by his familiarity and wondered about his home life. ‘Dancers,’ he told me. I glanced at the girl.


      ‘You’re a dancer?’ I asked her. She didn’t respond. ‘Do you think she understands me, Dara?’


      ‘I think the Apsara understands every man.’


      


      A monk arrived and set up a little mat on the ground and laid out some bits of string and a book on it. Dara went to speak with him. I could see Dara’s mouth almost stretched to his ears with smiling, very polite. After a moment he beckoned me over. I went reluctantly and felt her watching me so I lengthened my gait, lifted my head high.


      ‘He will read your fortune and maybe grant your wishes,’ Dara told me, delighted. I looked back at Apsara, who laughed silently at me with her friends. It made me laugh too and I plonked down on the mat with the monk. My body felt heavy and light at once, like I’d gone swimming in my shoes. The monk gave me the book. It had a little leadless pencil attached to it by a string. He spoke and Dara told me to put the book on my head, poke the pencil between its pages and think about my greatest desire. Desire. I swam around in it. Her cheeks and her closed-mouth smile. Her hips. Those tits. Apsara. I put the book on my head and plunged the pencil between its pages. The monk took it from me, looked at the writing inside and murmured. Apsara fell into shadow and I couldn’t see her face.


      ‘Do not give up on taking the indirect road: do not take the direct one; take the road tracked by your ancestors,’ Dara translated my fortune. I hurried over and whispered the monk’s prophecy to Apsara.


      ‘What does it mean?’ I asked but she wasn’t speaking to me anymore and just stared ahead with a cold smile. ‘I’ll be back,’ I promised, ‘I’ll miss you, I …’ things that she had probably heard before from other guys like me stomping all over the national treasure.


      


      When I got back to Phnom Penh, Alison cooked me a great dinner and had sex with me for an hour. It was pretty nice. I thought about Apsara while Alison lay with her head on my chest telling me all her plans for us. I was still thinking about Apsara long after she fell asleep. She busted me putting my pants on in the not quite dark of her room. Her voice was sleepy and sexy and made me pause with my fly undone, debating whether or not to hop back into bed, but then she realised I was leaving and her voice woke up. It pushed me out into the hot streets and towards the indirect roads, but I still found it impossible to get lost. I imagined Apsara dancing through the laneways. Running out of a restaurant towards me. Waving from the balcony of an apartment above. I saw the strange pallor of her skin – that cool smoothness – her empty laughing eyes, ready to be filled. I wanted to be brave for her. To wander down the rat-riddled alleys, past boys on motorbikes smoking in the dark, but something self-protective drew me to the well-lit areas, the English-spangled bars. Finally I took the most indirect road I could. I called Svensen.


      


      He was still awake.


      ‘Oi oi oi you crazy bastard!’ he shouted. It was so late on Sunday night it was officially Monday and Svensen was shitfaced. Somewhere in the ‘series of experiences’ he called his life in Cambodia, he had picked up adequate-enough Khmer to direct a motorbike taxi-driver over my phone to a bar he was keeping in business across the river. I located Svensen on the sloping verandah that seemed destined to tip patrons into the wishful waters of the Tonle Sap.


      ‘I know what you need,’ Svensen told me after I’d bought us a few beers and a couple of shots and we were slapping contentedly at the mosquitoes that droned up from the mud below. ‘I know what you need. Money. Money’s what you need.’


      ‘What for?


      ‘What was that prophecy? Better take that road not that one?’


      I laughed. ‘No, it was … direct yourself or you’ll take the indirect … wait … it was take the indirect road like your dad did, something like that.’


      ‘So now then, what road did your daddy take?’ Svensen lit a cigarette and blew the smoke up into his narrowed eye. I shrugged. I hadn’t seen my dad since I was eleven, when he drained the bank account, gambled the money and left a note for Mum that said, Sorry, babe. I told Svensen as much.


      ‘Booyah!’ said Svensen.


      


      Svensen insisted on stopping at a few beer halls on the way ‘for luck,’ so by the time we arrived at the casino it was nearing 3 a.m. and we were inebriated to the max. Huge snakes guarded the entrance just like at Angkor Wat, but I touched them on the way in and they were made of fibreglass. Unfortunately Svensen didn’t have any money so I withdrew a large portion of my fortnight’s wage and exchanged it for gambling chips. A surprising amount of people were still playing at the felt-covered green tables, their eyes fixed on the next flick of cards. My mum had instilled in me a fear of gambling that outweighed crime, drugs and unprotected sex and I froze in the middle of the room, glancing from one table to the next. Before I could really freak out, Svensen commandeered a woman in a lovely traditional skirt and top and lots of makeup. She brought us several shots each, which we downed at the poker table, then the roulette wheel and then, with the last few chips, at blackjack.


      


      When all the chips were gone, I remembered that they were money and made it to the toilet just in time to throw up my last meal until payday. It smelled of stomach acid and iodine. I lay with my cheek on the cool floor, staring at a stray pubic hair, grateful that Apsara couldn’t see me. When I staggered out, she was standing by a giant rock near the female toilets. She looked different, filled out I suppose, but I put that down to some good city eating.


      ‘Apsara, you found me,’ I said. I smelled of spew, but she didn’t seem to notice and went on smiling as I leaned towards her and gently kissed her lips. Some off-duty bar staff walked past and whispered to each other, laughing.


      ‘Do you know them?’ I asked her, wiping the strange lip dust she was wearing off my mouth. The supermarkets in Phnom Penh were as full of whitening powders, paling creams and magic lightening tinctures as they were bronzing creams in Melbourne. I wanted to sponge it all off her. To see her teeth, make her laugh. ‘So, do you come here often?’ I tried my best stud impression, leaning on the rock next to her, but it wasn’t as solid as it looked and crumbled hollowly under my weight. It knocked Apsara over and I wondered if she was drunk too. As I put her back onto her feet, Svensen came stumbling out of the high rollers room, sweating profusely.


      ‘Gotta go,’ he said urgently and glanced over his shoulder at two well-dressed guards in polite pursuit.


      ‘Svensen, I’d like you to meet Apsara,’ I said, untangling myself from the rock.


      ‘Hot,’ he said and grabbed my arm. He dragged me through the epic doors and into a breeze that carried the smell of swamp and landfill. Tuk tuk drivers shouted to us and one of them, to my joy, was Dara. I ran towards him but it turned out he was just another smiling man.


      ‘Do you know Dara?’ I asked, panting. The man took his cap off and scratched his head, grinning at the other drivers.


      ‘Show me Dara,’ he said finally, and got out a carefully laminated map of Phnom Penh.


      ‘Dara isn’t on any of these roads,’ I insisted, ‘he’s …’ The man smiled his big Dara smile. Then I started running. Svensen hooted behind me. I charged back up those stairs and burst through the doors – a messenger returned from the battlefields of Siam. The only guard left had fallen asleep in his chair and didn’t hear me say to Apsara, ‘I told you I’d come back for you.’


      It was seriously like something out of a movie.


      


      ‘Is she heavy?’ Svensen asked. His blond hair had been flipped into a crest by the wind coming off the river, making him look even crazier. I shook my head: she was perfect. Her skin was warmer than I remembered from the temple. Svensen nodded in wonder, then reached over to give a clinical knock at her knee (who knows what he did with himself in his life before Cambodia). ‘You stole a statue, dude!’ he yelled with admiration. I glanced at Apsara, who just smiled benevolently, as though she knew everything – and maybe she did.


      ‘He’s crazy,’ I whispered to her and her smile deepened. We dropped Svensen off at The Bar That Never Closes, the hotel he’d been living in for three years. He miraculously found some US dollars to pay the driver and wanted us to come in for more drinks, but the sun was coming up over the Tonle Sap and the roads were moving with market traffic. The Dara look-alike driver took us on to my apartment. He smiled and offered to carry Apsara up the stairs but I was having none of that and sent him on his way.


      


      When I got her up there, I stood her in the middle of the lounge room and she stared at me for a long time without blinking so I turned her towards the wall.

    

  


  
    
      


      HOLIDAY, I LOVE YOU


      A woman fainted right by Sokha. Said ‘Oh’ and let go the fabric she’d been pushing through a machine so that it slipped and hung there from the metal tooth by a thread. Sokha craned her neck down the line for Vanna and saw that she was still bent over her machine, sucking at her lower lip in concentration. But there were people fainting everywhere and it wasn’t even a Sunday so they had to miss out on a whole afternoon’s wage while the factory was cleaned. They milled in the heat of the lunch area, too late for lunch and too early for the trucks to arrive and take them home. When Mr Polin and the other union reps started arguing with Mr Long, the women could hear them right through the cobwebby windows of the manager’s office on the ground floor.


      


      It was as though someone had packed the sky into a box over Phnom Penh. During the rainy season the city flooded, spat at Sokha and Vanna through the ceiling of the room they shared with Vanna’s two cousins. Winds ripped dust from the road into their eyes as they caught trucks to the factory and home again. Now in the bowels of the dry season, with monsoon a rumour about to be true, the sun pummelled the scarves they wore over their long hair. On the factory floor, trillions of particles of thread danced above their heads in the light beams that slanted through the high, dusty windows of the factory on Veng Sreng Street.


      


      Gathered outside, the young women – most of them still teenagers – were deafening. The Vietnamese noodle vendors found them easily, but their voices were nothing compared to the sound of the machines. A few workers from the sewing line behind Sokha and Vanna chipped in and shared a plate. Sokha got a whiff of fried garlic and her stomach felt faint, but Vanna was hungry so they pooled their money. There wasn’t enough.


      ‘We ate already,’ Sokha lied to the woman who offered them a forkful of noodles from the styrofoam carton she was sharing with five others.


      ‘It’s nice to have the afternoon off anyway, right?’ said Vanna. She swung her legs from the picnic table bench and stared at the food.


      ‘It would be nice if we were getting paid,’ Sokha replied. She flicked her eyes over the throng and hissed, ‘You know I think some of those girls who “fainted” are just lazy?’ A few tables over, Rattana was laughing with a friend when only half an hour ago she’d been practically dead. Vanna stopped swinging her legs and shifted uncomfortably. Sokha felt for her friend’s hand and squeezed it remorsefully, remembering how dizzy she’d felt that morning too. Everything was yellow. Last month it was black T-shirts. Now it was yellow.


      


      Tivi and Channari had been over talking with another sewing line but now they shuffled in on either side of Sokha and Vanna.


      ‘It’s the water making us faint,’ announced Tivi, who worked the machine two up from Sokha’s. ‘The people from the other factory want to poison us to get the bonuses.’ They all lived for bonuses. Their hands cramped at night for bonuses – the extra yellow T-shirts they pushed out.


      ‘I saw a girl I’ve never seen before – or since – near the factory with a massive bag. Must have been the poison,’ Channari confirmed.


      ‘It might have been a sacrifice,’ said a new woman, Thida, who was standing at the edge of the group. She was from way up north and probably did know about that.


      ‘Like a spell?’ asked Vanna, dropping Sokha’s damp hand and wiping her palm on her jeans. Thida nodded. She told them about a woman who put a spell on her cheating husband so that his skin peeled off in transparent sheets and his wife used it as paper to write her appeals. Vanna’s lower lip gaped.


      ‘That’s stupid,’ said Sokha and felt Vanna squirm beside her. ‘I mean all that stuff about poisoning here. You know what I heard?’ They leaned in and formed a circle. ‘I heard the factory’s unsafe. There’s not enough air in it and that’s why we’re all falling like birds.’ The women slumped back, disappointed. ‘The union rep, Mr Polin, told me,’ Sokha insisted.


      ‘Sokha is his very favourite,’ Vanna added. ‘She’ll be Union Team Leader one day.’ Sokha shook her head and a lock of split black hair fell from her ponytail into her eyes.


      ‘Yeah but Mum says it’s too dangerous. She’s worried I’ll get shot.’ Everyone nodded: the last union leader was shot. ‘But anyway, you know what else Mr Polin said? That we’re getting a holiday soon. It’s true, for Khmer New Year, everyone in the factory is getting a Saturday.’


      ‘A Saturday? How do you know that?’ Tivi asked.


      ‘I saw Mr Polin this morning on my way in. He submitted the request. Two days ago.’


      ‘Then we’ll have Saturday and Sunday. We can go home,’ said Vanna. ‘Our parents will be so glad to see us they won’t mind about the money, right?’ The girls looked over at the silent factory. It paid five dollars more a month than some of the other ones and, apart from the heat and the fainting, conditions were good.


      


      Even though it wasn’t the day for it, the women who’d been at the factory a few years opened the health room. The union had organised it with some foreign organisation. It was a cupboard really, but it had been decked out with squat plastic chairs and the walls were lined with pamphlets and books, mostly cartoons, showing how to put a condom on and what to say to a boy who asked you to go eat corn. Sokha moved towards it but Vanna held her shoulder and breathed in her ear, ‘If you go in, it means you need the information.’


      The women in the room were reading and laughing but those on the outside watched each other carefully. Sokha saw another young woman from her province – their mothers shopped at the same market.


      ‘There’s nothing wrong in it. Mr Polin helped set it up,’ said Sokha. He’d waited for her at the gate and told her that she could be one of the Health Team Leaders and help the other women.


      ‘My mum would feed me to the chickens,’ she’d answered. A line of ants filed into a crack in the concrete by her feet. She couldn’t look at him while he talked about condoms. He’d changed the subject to the union and the extra day off.


      ‘Your mum’s right to warn you,’ he’d said. She’d looked up and saw how his brow divided into deep lines in the sun. He was old. It didn’t matter. ‘It can be dangerous,’ he’d said.


      ‘I’m not scared.’


      ‘Aren’t you? I am!’ He’d laughed quickly. ‘People don’t want the holiday to happen, Sokha.’


      ‘Can they stop it?’


      ‘If they kill me.’ He’d smiled. She’d watched him walk away towards the office.


      ‘We should get a few of those sex pamphlets for your cousins,’ Sokha said now and Vanna squawked with laughter.


      


      The trucks had come. Sokha, Vanna and Tivi managed to get a spot near each other in the back of a gutted van with thirty or so other women.


      ‘You know what I saw?’ asked Tivi. ‘I saw the price for the yellow T-shirts. Yes, I did, with my own eyes. I was in Mr Long’s office because that not very nice girl – what’s her name? With the mouth? – anyway, she was busy and he wanted me to take an order list to reception …’


      ‘He trusts you now,’ said Vanna. Tivi nodded.


      ‘… and on his desk was the retail price for the yellow T-shirts. The numbers were in English but I can read them now. Only 5000 riel!’


      ‘What? We could afford that!’ said Vanna. ‘Nice T-shirts. A bit big –’


      ‘Are you sure it was in riel?’ asked Sokha. She could see Vanna giving her the look that said don’t shoot down the dreams from the sky, but she ignored it. Tivi looked up at the roof of the van to think, then shook her head. ‘And was there a dot in the numbers?’ Tivi nodded slowly, yes, 50 dot 00. ‘That means the T-shirts are 50 US dollars, not 5000 riel. Which is one dollar.’


      ‘Each? But that’s our month’s pay …’ Tivi broke off to stare at the orange columns of dirt that whipped up behind the truck’s wheels.


      


      Vanna’s cousins had been in Phnom Penh a year longer. They had regular boyfriends and bought photocopied romance novels from the newsstands. They weren’t home yet and Sokha still felt sick so she and Vanna went to a stall on the near side of the market. Usually they walked all the way around the edge to a vegetable seller from Sokha’s province. She gave them a good deal in exchange for details of their lives and what they did at night.


      ‘Mum will find someone good for me, a good boy from the province,’ Sokha always told her. Both she and the vegetable seller knew that the only marriageable boy in their village was Chorn, who drank and was boring with it. But the woman smiled and brought out a pork roll for Sokha and Vanna to share. Virgin roll, they called it. It was a good walk after being crunched over the machine. The buzz from the factory entered Sokha’s fingers and rattled up her spine to her skull until her thoughts were just thread pushed through needle and woven into yellow. Other days, she would pump out more T-shirts than anyone and their sewing line would get a bonus. Then Vanna bought a whole fish and cooked it with green Kampot pepper. They sang ‘Holiday, I love you’ and wheeled around on the balcony with their fingers bent backwards over the tops of their hands like Apsara dancers.


      


      The morning glory was expensive at the other stall. Sokha would have argued but an older man interrupted and haggled for them. He reminded Sokha of Mr Polin, who was tall and would always take a stand for the women. The seller shoved the morning glory into a bag while Sokha and Vanna thanked the man. He had a wonderful smile and when he walked away his back was straight as a book. The market seller snatched their money and glared at them.


      ‘Prostitutes,’ she said.


      


      That night, while they ate, they listened to Vanna’s cousins talk about their boyfriends. Over dinner the boyfriends were polite, good-looking, rich and loyal, though not very smart. In their beds, however, in the tiny airless room that they padlocked at night, the cousins whispered and giggled about what they’d done and where they’d gone. Sokha and Vanna heard about the field just five minutes from the factories and the new jeans stained on the long grass.


      ‘Lovers’ grass,’ the cousins whispered.


      


      There was a noise. Sokha woke to it and tried to listen but her heart beat too loud over the roaring silence. The sheet was twisted, soaked with sweat, and Vanna’s hot foot rested heavy on her leg. She untangled herself and felt for the key hanging on a string to open the padlock. Outside a hot wind knocked rubbish down the street and dried the wet hair plastered to her face. She thought of Mr Polin. Like a father, she thought, though she had none. Like an uncle, though she had some already. Like a brother, the way he joked with her sometimes – Sokha had two small sisters. He was like how she imagined a husband would be – tall and careful with his words. Mr Polin had a wife and two children. Her stomach lurched. She crouched to vomit between the bars of the balcony but nothing came out. If she was sick, properly sick, she couldn’t work or pay the rent and her time in Phnom Penh would be over. She’d have to go back to the province and there’d be nothing again. She and her mum and her sisters would have nothing. The dusty highway outside of Pursat where the bus stopped. Her mum waiting to flag it down in the cap and checkered scarf that she wore whether she was in the fields or not. The long shortcut into the village, then to the edge where the two-roomed wooden house near the temple still stood despite a flood – you could see the muddy watermark on the walls. The struggling vegetables in the garden. Her smallest sister in the dust. Now Sokha sent half her monthly wage home in an envelope. Her mum wrote careful letters back about buying clothes for the girls, new sleeping mats, chickens. Her characters were wonky from the grain of the rough wooden table she wrote on. The longing for it all ripped at Sokha’s insides even as she stood on the clean concrete balcony in unstained clothes, food in her guts. In one and a half months it would be New Year, the end of the dry season, and there would be a holiday. They would get to go home. No buses would run at night but there was one at dawn and Sokha would be on it and in Pursat by ten. Her sisters would be taller, she had to prepare herself for that, and her mum would be older – six months could change anyone. Even her dad, who had left before he could drink away his house and daughters, would have come back. He would tell her she didn’t have to work so hard anymore – he would take care of it.


      


      Sokha still felt sick in the morning.


      ‘Should we borrow some money? Go to the pharmacy at the market before work?’ asked Vanna.


      ‘We’ll need all our money for the bus. We’re going home for New Year, remember?’ Sokha could smell river-fish soup cooking over a fire and Vanna saw the holiday flash over her friend’s wan features and dreamed it, too. Southern dreams of Kampot: pepper squid, the tanned face of her brother, the thick river, ocean at its mouth.


      ‘How do you have time to go home?’ one of Vanna’s cousins asked.


      ‘Union holiday,’ Sokha told them.


      The cousin turned to the other, ‘They’re so lucky. Why don’t we get a holiday? We should get a job at their factory.’


      ‘Except our boyfriends are so dumb they wouldn’t know where to find us,’ said the other and they laughed into each other’s necks.


      


      The truck came and Sokha got a spot clinging to the back with the wind on her face as they rumbled towards the factory. It was still quarantined when they arrived but the metal gates were open. Half the factory workers were gathered in the lunch area again.


      ‘If the factory’s not running should we just stay on the truck? Go home?’ called Vanna.


      ‘Yeah, we’ll be stuck here all day doing nothing otherwise,’ said Tivi.


      ‘I want to see what’s going on.’ Sokha jumped off and shouted over her shoulder, ‘Mr Polin’s probably announcing the holiday.’ Vanna and Tivi scrambled out behind her. More trucks arrived and the women were pushed from behind as they piled through the gates. There was a festive feel, water festival or New Year, the smiling crowd pressed close together to hear a long speech. Tivi fell behind. They could hear her laughing, calling out that she’d find them afterwards. Closer to the front the mood shifted and the faces around them were grim. They stopped near the women who ran the health room, unable to move any further. The Health Leader wiped one eye and then the other with the heel of her hand.


      ‘Are they closing the factory?’ Vanna asked no one. Mr Long emerged from his office and stood on the concrete landing outside. He was a lean man, perpetually bent, perpetually tired. But now he looked alert – a street cat ready to leap out of the path of a truck. He gazed for a moment through low lids at the thousand-strong crowd of women, then cleared his throat. It grew quieter and Sokha and Vanna could hear the conversations around them.


      ‘Right outside his house,’ said a woman next to Vanna, ‘in front of his wife and two children.’


      ‘I heard it was in an alley, and he was totally alone,’ said another.


      Ants came up through the cracks in the concrete and crawled up Sokha’s legs, darting across her skin like needles, up her back, over her eyes.


      ‘A robbery?’ asked the woman as Sokha hit the cement.


      ‘They didn’t take anything. It was about a holiday. Something about a holiday.’

    

  


  
    
      


      THE EXPATRIATE


      I hail a motodop.


      He’s like, ‘Four dollars.’


      And I say, ‘No, I live here, it’s two and a half.’


      And he asks, ‘There and back?’


      I’m supposed to smile so I do. I say, ‘Yes, bong, I do this all the time.’


      And I walk away. He calls me back, of course. It’s a Thursday; who else is he going to take to the airport? And he says, ‘Three dollars.’


      And I say, ‘No, two and a half, that’s fair.’


      And he starts going on and on about petrol and his whole family till I’m just about to lose it and finally he says, ‘Okay, two and a half.’


      It’s almost peak hour and everything looks like bushfire, like nicotine. The motodop starts up. His motorbike breathes a cloud and the sun disappears behind it. Everything’s noisy and yellow. It’s like being at a bar but without the mojitos. Just tyre to tyre with a thousand motorbikes. Makes me sick. The whole thing.


      


      I spent the entire morning at the travel agency. It’s an airless box with faded old pictures on the walls of places you wouldn’t even want to fly to: Bali, Hawaii, Koh Samui … And some song wailing tonelessly in Khmer on the TV. People are supposed to have no money here but there’s always a TV.


      I said to the travel agent, ‘Don’t even bother. I’ll just go there. I’ll go all the way out to the Lucky Air office at the airport because it’ll be quicker than this.’


      I’m meeting Tully and everyone at Bar Long Time tonight and need time to get ready. The travel agent smiled at me like she meant it. You’re angry and they smile at you. I got up to leave and the plastic chair I’d been stuck to left welts on the backs of my legs. Up on the mezzanine an old man was stripping off behind a screen. Struggling to pull his white singlet over his gut. You spend your entire life trying to cover up here and then you go to the travel agent and have to watch an old man stumbling around above your head in nothing but a pair of undersized jocks.


      


      It’s so frigging hot. I’m even happy it’s one of those old motos with the seats on the back, so at least I don’t have to press against the driver. They don’t sweat. Even my nose is sweating under my fakey Pradas. I could die right here from sweating. This Swedish girl died the other day because someone tried to steal her backpack while she was on a moto. Wasn’t wearing a helmet. After she came off they went back to get her bag and left her there, dead.


      I said to Tully, ‘Look, I’m not promising to wear a helmet now but I’ll totally forgo the backpack and just use my tote bag if I have to.’


      


      I told work I was too sick to come in. The land-rights report can wait. I wanted to get a Brazilian then book this ticket because Mum’s going on and on about how she’s alone and it won’t be Easter without me. But Rom wasn’t at the waxing salon, even though I expressly asked for her, and I got this other girl. She took the hair off alright but half the wax is still on there. It’s the most uncomfortable thing possible. We start passing people three and four to a motorbike and then I see a family of six: Dad driving, son between his legs, oldest daughter, Mum holding a baby, then behind her a tiny kid with her little kid legs dangling, her tiny bum hanging over the back. The only thing keeping her on is that she’s got a good grip on Mum’s shirt. They’re all smiling. I get my phone out. They stare at me like I’m crazy. I start taking a photo for Tully but the motodop is apologising over his shoulder (I ignore him), then he turns off the highway and I’m yelling, ‘No, go that way, the airport’s that way.’


      And he’s saying, ‘Sorry, sorry.’


      He’s probably one of those hicks who come up from Kampong Cham or wherever for Khmer New Year, their heads full of vampires and voodoo, and decide to be motodops for the day. They don’t know shit about the Penh. He stops at a shed selling petrol from glass Coke bottles and asks me to get off while he fills up.


      I say, ‘Maybe you could have told me this before I got on. I’m in a hurry, you know.’


      And he says, ‘Sorry, sorry, lady.’


      You’d think they’d use something other than Coke bottles. What if some kid, the little kid on the motorbike, what if she drank one by mistake?


      


      ‘Hi,’ I say to the woman at the Lucky Air counter in the airport, ‘I wanted to change a flight but your website isn’t working and I can’t get through on the phone and the travel agent can’t seem to help me.’


      ‘Yes,’ smiles the woman, ‘the website isn’t working.’


      No shit, I think.


      ‘Can I change my ticket here, please?’


      I should ask her to waive the change fee too. Just pay the difference in the fare because of all the hassle, having to pay the motodop to come all the way out here and everything. The airport’s busy, people crouching everywhere. Families mostly. You’d think they’d give them some seats. If I ran Cambodia, the first thing I’d do would be to put in some seats to stop all this crouching. That and public toilets. Seriously. Everyone freaks out if I wear a boobylicious top but I’ve seen more strangers’ cocks in the last six months than in my entire lifetime. Tully texted me the other day because there was a guy pissing right across the road from the café where she was eating breakfast and it totally put her off her muffin.


      The Lucky Air woman asks me to check the details. I haven’t been charged a fee and the fare difference is only forty US dollars and I think, Sweet. Our weekly pay is 250 bucks and Tully says that’s double what most Cambodians get in a month, but I say we still have to live our lives. So the woman books the ticket and I go to the ATM and get out a hundred so I have some cash for Bar Long Time tonight.


      When I get back to the counter her smile is gone and she starts apologising, ‘Sorry, sorry.’


      There’s sweat dribbling down the backs of my knees and I don’t know what the hell she’s talking about. Then she says, ‘I’m sorry, madam, but I made a mistake. There is a change fee and also the fare is more and now you have to pay 130 dollars.’


      ‘One hundred and thirty dollars?’ I yell. You’re not supposed to yell in Cambodia. ‘What do you mean?’


      ‘Oh, I’m sorry, madam,’ she says again. She’s lucky there’s glass between us, I swear. ‘I made a mistake; it is 130 dollars.’


      ‘What. Do. You. Mean?’


      ‘I forgot the change fee, and … I … read the wrong currency. I’m sorry, madam.’


      I fold my arms.


      ‘I wouldn’t have changed the ticket if it was that much,’ I say. ‘Just give me my original ticket back.’


      ‘Oh, I’m sorry, madam,’ she says, ‘but it is changed already. Please pay 130 dollars.’


      ‘You made the mistake,’ I yell. ‘Lucky Air can pay it.’


      She glances behind her. The door to an office is open. I can feel the air-con pumping out of that room and see a man in a suit hunched over a pile of manila folders. The woman stretches out one arm and shuts the door.


      ‘Please, madam …’ she tries again.


      I look at her pale pink shirt, probably nylon. I’d be dripping in that. Her jewellery is all new but cheap, really cheap – I see that shit all the time at the markets. One hundred and thirty dollars. I think about how much that is to her and start to cry right there at the counter. I hope the woman thinks it’s sweat but she sees right through it because Cambodians just don’t cry in shops. I can’t stop looking at her shirt and her tacky, shit-cheap earrings. I grab my bag and walk back to the ATM and slam my card in and withdraw another fifty. The balance flashes up on the screen and there’s practically nothing left, after rent and food and bills, for going anywhere or doing anything for the next week at least. The wax glues my undies to my crotch and tugs at the leftover hair and I suppose I cry some more. I wouldn’t give my dad the pleasure of Skyping him and asking for money to go out tonight. I go back to the woman and shove 150 towards her.


      ‘Here,’ I say, ‘130 dollars.’


      I’m still polite. God, you have to be.


      The woman says, ‘No no, madam, it’s okay, you just pay 100 and I’ll pay the thirty, okay? Okay, madam?’ Her stupid little earrings wink at me.


      ‘No,’ I blubber. ‘No, you can’t afford it.’


      She’s probably only twenty or something but who can tell here, until someone gets married and goes to fat?


      ‘It’s okay, madam, you pay 100 and I pay thirty because it is my mistake,’ she says, ‘and also because you’re upset, you’re very upset,’ she says, and I am. I pass her the hundred and the other fifty stays hot in my fingers and she smiles at me and then I’m out in the weird waiting calm of the airport, looking across the tarmac.


      


      ‘Same place,’ I say to the motodop.


      I’m glad I have my Pradas. I sit on the big wide seat and we pull into the traffic and move steadily along the highway back to Phnom Penh. There’s dust everywhere but it’s a tiny bit cooler. I could almost go to sleep. We slow down at the lights beside one of those big dirt trucks. The lights change and as the truck starts to move forward there’s this crunch – a plastic takeaway container under a shoe, but bigger. The truck doesn’t stop. It keeps going and as it rolls away, something appears underneath it. The wheel of a motorbike lying sideways on the ground. Then a bare leg. Then the half-crushed body of the motorbike, another leg, a helmeted head. An arm sticks out and a cheap diamante bracelet around a woman’s wrist winks in the sunlight. She’s dead, I think. She’s dead. But then her leg moves, her arm. No one else moves. It’s like we’re dead. Finally a woman shifts underneath the motorbike and wipes at her shirt. The intersection moves again. The motodop ploughs into it, crossing lanes of traffic with his eyes fixed on the woman behind him.


      ‘Look where you’re going, bong!’ I yell, but I can’t take my eyes off her either.


      


      ‘I need some cigarettes,’ I say.


      The motodop says, ‘Cigarettes?’ and pulls over. ‘I’ll get them cheaper for you.’


      I give him the money. My cheeks are stiff with salt. He comes back and hands me a packet. He waits as I rip it open and take out two for him but he shakes his head.


      He smiles, says, ‘No thanks, lady.’


      I try to put one in my mouth but I drop it. I light it on the fifth try. He hands me my change and I guess he was right, it was about fifty cents cheaper that way.

    

  


  
    
      


      BREAKFAST


      It was the twilight of the dry season and there weren’t many guests. Those who were left were French and after breakfast they played cards under the eaves of La Villa until the tropical winds won over the sea breezes and drove them back to their rooms. Once there they lay down fully clothed, barely managing to push the shoes from their heels – because they were still tired from the heat, or drunk from the night before – and fell to sleep on beds that Bopha had just made up. Outside the town smelled of smoke, but it wasn’t from the war. The casino on the hill had burnt down and the quenched flames filled the air with an acrid stench.


      


      Bopha carried a bundle of sheets, underclothes and sweat-stained dresses down the stairs. Every item smelled distinctly of each guest. Nearest her nose was a pillowcase baring the squashed-flower scent of Monique, one of the long-term residents. Bopha tried not to breath it in, but by the time she reached the tiled floor of the dining room she was half Monique, half Bopha and she stumbled a little, as she’d seen the Frenchwoman do, towards one of the round wooden tables, where she landed with the bundle. There was no one in the dining room. Her brother Vichet had cleared the tables from breakfast and swept the stage of dust. Bopha climbed onto it. The boards were scarred from the drum kit and the varnish around the microphone stand was worn thin where one of the owners, Tola, had sung for two years in French and high heels. All the chairs faced the stage – the tables arranged not for food, but for music. Bopha toed a chip of varnish. She touched the mic stand; you were supposed to hold it like a rose. Her fingernails were torn and dirty.


      ‘Have you asked him?’ Vichet said from the kitchen door. Bopha snatched her fingers away and put them on her hips.


      ‘No.’


      ‘Why don’t you ask him?’ He sauntered closer.


      ‘Because Tola’s in labour, glass-head.’


      ‘Like this?’


      Vichet puffed out his cheeks.


      ‘You look constipated,’ she told him.


      ‘Yeah but does she?’ he said and Bopha laughed, embarrassed. ‘You should ask him while his wife’s ugly,’ Vichet continued. ‘He’ll be distracted.’


      Bopha came down off the stage and gathered the bundle of washing.


      ‘You know he’ll just say no.’


      ‘Is the bar open?’ Monique called out from the door of her suite on the landing. Simone was behind her, dressed, as was Monique, entirely in gingham. Bopha watched the material float around them as they came down the stairs.


      ‘Of course, madame,’ Vichet called back. ‘Ask him,’ he hissed at Bopha and gave her a little push. She waddled out with the dirty washing as though she was the pregnant one.


      


      ‘I just love a country where the bar is always open,’ Monique said to Simone as they passed Vichet. ‘And I love a hunk of a waiter.’


      ‘You’ve gone native,’ Simone whispered. ‘Or you’re bored.’


      ‘Of course I’m bored.’ There had been no entertainment at La Villa the night before and it was becoming apparent there would be nothing for the evening to come, either. They sat at a linen-covered table on the terrace, waiting for Vichet to take their orders and skimming month-old French newspapers that headlined the war in Vietnam. The garden around them was green but the leaves that didn’t face the sea were stiff with dust. Out on the road an open truck sped past with Khmer soldiers jammed onto benches in the back. One of them pointed up at the hotel.


      ‘What do you think of this Concord aeroplane?’ asked Monique after a while, tapping the paper.


      ‘Same as last week: nothing. What do you think?’


      ‘Well, if it flies, we can get home quicker than the ship.’


      ‘If it flies, it won’t be from Phnom Penh …’ At the crunch of dried mud they both looked up. ‘Well, how is she?’ called Simone to the swaying vines that showed the doctor coming back through the garden from the house.


      ‘Baby’s born,’ Dr Munroe called back, wiping his eyes on a large handkerchief. ‘My shoes are ruined, though. This dust.’


      ‘Ask him if she can sing,’ hissed Monique. Simone frowned and dabbed at a flake of soot that had landed on the white tablecloth.


      ‘Feeling okay then, is she? And the little one?’


      ‘What? Oh yes, fine, fine. Lucky I was there, though. That midwife could have lost them both.’


      ‘She’ll get pretty sick of looking after it – hey!’ Monique yelped when Simone pinched her on the arm. ‘Well, she’s an artist. I don’t care if she is Cambodian, she acts and sounds French and she needs to express herself.’ Dr Munroe caught a flash of Vichet rounding the corner of La Villa and hooted to get his attention but Vichet disappeared into the dining room. ‘Oh, I wish we could just go to the casino.’ Monique propped her chin in her palm.


      ‘Well, they will burn everything,’ advised Dr Munroe. ‘The Vietnamese, the Cambodians, all bent on destruction. I swear I could hear the bombs over the border last night.’


      ‘Wouldn’t that be the Americans?’ Simone retorted.


      ‘The Americans didn’t burn down your casino, dear.’ Dr Munroe lifted Simone’s hand, then dropped it to wave at Vichet. ‘Yoo-hoo!’ he hollered and the waiter made his way over the grass.


      ‘Who did burn it down?’ Simone asked, but Vichet was at the table.


      ‘An old-fashioned, use limes if you must,’ Dr Munroe ordered. ‘And for the ladies?’


      ‘Piña coladas but made with milk. Evaporated milk, not coconut. Does he understand?’


      ‘And clean my shoes and fetch my other ones, would you?’


      Vichet took the orders and the doctor’s shoes into the kitchen.


      ‘It’s bad luck to sing in a kitchen, child,’ the midwife was telling Bopha over her soup.


      ‘What did the doctor say?’ Bopha asked Vichet before he’d had time to set the shoes on the floor.


      ‘That the midwife deserves a reward for staying up all night. Keep singing.’


      ‘If your poor mother was here, she’d tell you it’s bad luck,’ the midwife continued. Vichet slopped some wine into a cup and set it on the table by the soup. The midwife grinned into it toothily.


      ‘What did he say?’ Bopha asked him.


      ‘He said, “Get me some dead snails and rotten cheese, tout de suite!”’ yelled Vichet. Bopha folded her arms. ‘I don’t know, Bopha. Don’t flip out, she’s not going to sing tonight. She just gave birth to a giant baby. Have you seen the size of it?’


      ‘Head like a durian,’ the midwife agreed.


      ‘Who’s going to entertain?’ asked Bopha.


      Vichet shrugged.


      ‘The band can just play. We’ll do an acoustic set. Hendrix with no words sort of a thing.’ He tensed his hands like tarantulas and played his crotch until the midwife choked on her wine. Bopha sniffed and stared out the window to the spirit house in the garden. With babies being born and the casino burning down, it would be full of ghosts. ‘You should just go right up and ask him,’ Vichet told her, reaching for the whiskey to make the doctor’s drink. ‘He’ll probably say yes.’


      


      ‘No,’ Hugo said to Bopha. ‘Now piss off.’


      Inside the owner’s house, his wife Tola and the new baby had slumped into sleep and Hugo was taking the chance to chain-smoke outside by the east wall. From there, he could see Vichet serving drinks to Simone, Monique and Dr Munroe on the terrace and down the grassy slope to the road and the foreshore of the beach. Bopha lingered at his elbow. Her round, schoolgirlish face and bright eyes left a moment’s impression on Hugo, like the blue-grey shadow after a light is switched off, but when he looked away she was forgotten. She cleared her throat and began to sing very softly.


      ‘They come into your arms, to butcher your sons, your wives …’


      It was a lullaby version of the French national anthem. Hugo spluttered, coughing up smoke.


      ‘I’ll get you a drink,’ she told him but he raised a menacing hand and she skipped away.


      


      ‘Is it on? Why isn’t it on?’ Bopha came panting into the kitchen. Vichet’s fingers rested on the switch of the silent transistor radio.


      ‘What did he say? You look confused.’


      ‘Turn it on.’


      ‘I will once you tell me.’


      Bopha paused.


      ‘I may have made him laugh.’


      ‘Really?’


      She shrugged. Vichet flicked on the radio. It was a rough, staticy pick-up of the BBC. ‘… number of North Vietnamese bases in Cambodia. US President Nixon …’ Vichet crouched and tuned the dial with his long fingers, twisting the antenna until it pointed northeast, where Hanoi Hannah fired American anti-war songs at the GIs and the music exploded through the radio sets of eastern Cambodia.


      ‘You’ll have to go back and ask him again,’ he said with one ear to the speaker. ‘Those frogs outside won’t care, but the casino guests? They won’t stand for a band without a singer.’ The snow cleared to a patch of bright cymbal and Vichet started drumming the air. ‘… two, three.’


      ‘Darling!’ It was ‘Reach Out.’ The voices of The Four Tops seemed to climb inside their ears and wrap around their tongues. The midwife had fallen asleep on the bench beside the table. She woke and sat up, gaping at the young people for a moment before struggling to stand. They moved respectfully aside and watched her turn up the volume.


      ‘Celebrate! Celebrate you and me!’ the midwife sang over the tune.


      ‘I thought it was bad luck to sing in kitchens?’


      ‘Not for me. I’m old and my marriage has failed already.’


      ‘Grandmother, listen to this.’ Bopha re-tuned the dial to Radio Phnom Penh. A haunting note, smooth as moonlight, came through the speakers. The midwife frowned.


      ‘That’s a Khmer man,’ she said and leaned closer. ‘Singing French songs.’


      ‘It’s the golden voice: Sinn Sisamouth, singing American songs.’


      The midwife frowned and chewed her cheeks.


      ‘Well, Grandmother, what do you think?’ asked Vichet. The midwife made a growl in her throat.


      ‘I told my husband we needed a transistor. We’re missing out on everything.’


      


      Hugo narrowed his eyes against the cigarette smoke and watched Vichet and Bopha come through the garden with the bottle he’d ordered. The ice cubes crackled in the glass. Vichet set it on the ground and added two fingers of whiskey.


      ‘What’s happening with the casino?’ Hugo asked. Vichet handed him the drink.


      ‘It burnt down.’


      ‘You think I’m an idiot?’


      ‘No, but of course you mean … where are the weekend guests?’


      ‘Well, where are they?’ Hugo spread his fingers as though the guests might land on them.


      ‘Some of them have gone back to Phnom Penh and others are at the Kep Shangri-La.’


      ‘Why the fuck are they staying at a Chinese hotel?’ The whiskey slopped dangerously up the side of the glass.


      ‘They’re a party, a set,’ said Vichet. ‘They want to be together and there’s not enough room here.’


      ‘It’s because those lazy French whores take up all my space and order fucking milk piña coladas!’ Hugo screamed towards the hotel. Monique, Simone and Dr Monroe heard their host’s incomprehensible ranting and looked around for Vichet to get them another drink.


      ‘But …’


      ‘But what?’


      ‘There’s no entertainment at the Kep Shangri-La. So of course they’re coming here tonight for their meal.’ Hugo pursed his lips. Vichet continued. ‘The band will play, as usual, and Madame Tola –’


      ‘Will not be singing tonight or any other fucking night for the next six months she tells me now.’


      ‘Of course not. She has the baby. And no one will ever replace her style, her elegance, her –’


      ‘I am going to rip your fucking head off and feed it to the lions in the jungle.’


      Vichet swallowed. ‘Perhaps, at this late notice, it would be useful to get someone local, someone who knows all the songs and, well, someone like my younger sister Bopha for example.’


      ‘And, well, someone like my younger sister Bopha for example,’ Hugo mimicked.


      ‘Perhaps you’ve heard her sing, sir?’


      ‘She never shuts up.’ Hugo snorted, narrowing his eyes. ‘Fifteen years of independence and you already think you run this country. If it wasn’t for us you’d be digging holes with the Viet Cong.’ Flecks of whiskey spattered out of Hugo’s mouth and onto Vichet’s shirt. Vichet nodded rapidly.


      ‘Indeed, as a French protectorate we were very grateful to –’


      Hugo grabbed him by the shirt collar.


      ‘She sings tonight only. She sings in English or French. She sings what I tell her. She misses one note and she’s gone from here – she doesn’t clean one bed pan or wash one petticoat, she doesn’t have a job, understand?’ Vichet nodded. Hugo let him go. ‘You understand?’ He turned on Bopha.


      ‘I understand. Thank you.’


      A cat started mewing from inside the house. The sound grew until Hugo realised it was his baby.


      


      Vichet found Bopha in the bamboo hut at the end of the garden. Their dad would be back with a haul of fish on the dusk tide. Bopha had their dead mother’s wedding dress on and was studying a photo of their mother wearing it; in the picture, her face was a mixture of hope and worry. Bopha tried both expressions.


      ‘How do I look?’ she asked Vichet when he poked his head into the gloom and saw the sequins winking in the dark.


      ‘Constipated. You’re needed up at the house. She wants you,’ he told her.


      ‘Stupid. Wait for me.’ She went into the other room to put on the black skirt and white shirt Hugo liked them to wear. At the door she pulled on her heavy shoes and tied the laces. She and Vichet navigated around the slowly drying swamp at the bottom of the garden. A fighter jet screamed high overhead. Bopha looked up at the white tear it left in the sky. ‘What are the songs?’


      ‘“Hey Jude,” “If You’re Going to San Francisco,” “Boum-Badaboum,” “A Whiter Shade of Pale,” “Bravo pour le clown” …’


      ‘It’s too difficult!’


      ‘Skip it.’


      ‘He’ll scale me.’


      ‘He’ll be so busy with the gambling in the cellar he won’t even hear half our set. Also “Wooly Bully”, “Rain and Tears”, “La vie en rose” – you finish on that.’


      They parted at the steps leading up to the house and Bopha heard Vichet call, ‘And I think we can pull off “Reach Out”’ as she ducked into the corridor. Tola was in the bedroom, staring at the baby in her arms. It was large and red but made a peaceful sucking sound. A nanny had been hired from Kampot and Tola gingerly handed her the child and shooed her outside. She picked up a wooden hairbrush from the side table and ran it through her sharp black bob.


      ‘So, you’re singing tonight,’ Tola said in French. She spoke it always, even to the staff. ‘I know you can sing, I’ve heard you.’


      ‘I make too much noise.’


      ‘If you didn’t you wouldn’t be singing tonight. Do you want to or is Hugo making you?’


      ‘I want to.’


      Tola raised her eyebrows.


      ‘And is he setting up a fan-tan table in the cellar?’ Bopha smiled at the ground with embarrassment. Tola smiled too. She fluffed her hair and put the brush down. ‘May Hugo go off and fight in that war and come back with a limp that slows him down. That’d be nice, wouldn’t it? A little limp? Though I suppose he’d find a way to make money even from that.’ Bopha smiled again. The tiles were patterned with fat blue flowers that sent out tendrils that reached towards but never quite found each other. ‘Stand straighter. Why do you have such dark skin?’ Bopha looked up. Tola’s eyes were like black ponds. ‘What will you wear?’


      ‘My mother’s …’ Bopha took a breath and slumped again. ‘I don’t really know.’


      ‘Best not to look too Khmer, though we can’t really help that, can we? Open my wardrobe, would you? You’ll probably fit into some of my dresses from before this.’ Tola gestured at her voluptuous body.


      ‘You have put on a lot of weight,’ Bopha offered.


      Tola sighed and waved her towards the wardrobe. Bopha opened the heavy wooden doors where she hung Tola’s clothes every day. At one end were the dresses Tola had worn during pregnancy, gowns like small tents that widened from the neck. At the other, hung with citronella grass, were the ones she’d worn onstage.


      ‘Take out a few. Yes, those. Bring them here.’ Tola sorted them briskly, tossing most to one side. Bopha watched a long silk, green as the Gulf of Thailand, slide to the floor. ‘This one,’ said Tola with a small smile and handed Bopha a stiff yellow dress with more collar than skirt. ‘You can change behind the wardrobe door.’


      Bopha put it on and emerged covering her crotch.


      ‘It’s too short, madame.’


      Tola laughed. ‘Oh, you absolutely must wear that!’


      ‘But I mean, it’s too short.’


      ‘That is just …’ Tola threw herself back into the cushions and laughed until Bopha had to fetch her a handkerchief to wipe her eyes.


      


      La Villa was filling with guests. They arrived in cars and motorbikes that cracked the rocks as they came up the long driveway. Bopha stood out the front in the shadow of the banyan tree and watched them arrive. Mr Shuo, the owner of the Kep Shangri-La, strolled past her, accompanied by three women. French expatriates walked up from the beach with their sand-caked shoes swinging from their fingers, calling ‘Come on, I’m starving’ through the hot dark. Off-duty soldiers in faded khaki headed straight for the cellar. Two policemen in tight uniforms stumbled up the path. Bopha pressed herself further into the tree’s shadow but they saw her.


      ‘You’re more beautiful than even …’ One of them proclaimed and both the policemen giggled boozily. ‘Even the moon. Even the moon isn’t as beautiful as you.’


      Bopha touched her face. ‘I’m too brown to be the moon.’


      ‘From this far away the moon is silver and white, but up close … you know the Americans? They’ve been taking photos of it – really, I saw it in a magazine at my brother’s house. You know what? Brown. Up close the moon is just like you.’ He entered the shadows and stood close. She nodded. The moon lit the wide yard around the villa and the other policeman gestured to the door.


      ‘Please,’ he said and she walked in.


      


      ‘Fortunate enough to meet an elderly farmer …’ said Monique to Simone from the table they were sharing with Dr Munroe directly in front of the stage. Vichet was pouring their champagne.


      ‘Farmer whom I would marry …’ continued Simone. There was a pause. They both turned to Dr Munroe.


      ‘What? Oh, a farmer would be quite suitable, I’m sure.’


      ‘No, doctor, it’s daisy chain. The word game. You have to say “marry.”’


      ‘Marry? What?’


      ‘Marry me or I’ll die,’ Vichet suggested.


      ‘And he’s smart, too,’ said Monique. Vichet bowed and asked if they needed anything else. The women shook their heads.


      ‘Then I’ll go and prepare my instrument for the show.’ They watched his tight sharkskin-print trousers walk away.


      ‘I’d like to help him prepare his instrumen –’


      ‘Die of happiness,’ interrupted Simone, ‘over the suitability of the marriage … Dr Munroe?’


      ‘What? Oh, sure, very suitable.’ He craned his neck to watch a young woman in a yellow mini-dress enter through the front door, flanked by two policemen.


      ‘Do we know her?’ asked Monique. Vichet was signalling at the young woman from across the room.


      ‘Maybe that’s his girlfriend,’ Simone suggested. Monique downed her champagne and wiggled the empty bottle for another but she was served by Sros, the night waitress. Vichet mimed something to Bopha from the stage.


      ‘What?’ Bopha mouthed back. The microphone crackled.


      ‘Testing one, two, you look like a rock star, three, testing.’


      The Khmer-speaking guests laughed appreciatively but Bopha sensed someone moving towards her. It was Hugo. She wove swiftly between the tables and climbed the steps to the stage, pressing her dress flat against her thighs.


      Roth, the thin guitarist, whistled. ‘Your sister’s outta sight!’ he murmured, and grabbed the microphone to say something in French about a singing sensation. Bopha spun to face the crowd. Hugo was back at his post by the door, cigarette smoke rising around his face. The tables were full and the waiters were serving people on the terrace and at the bar.


      ‘Oh,’ said Bopha, amplified. On the drum kit, Vichet began the cha cha cha that opens ‘Hey Jude’. Bopha stood at the microphone, her knees bent as though waiting to jump onto the back of a motorbike. But the words were gone.


      ‘I don’t know how to be,’ she hissed to her brother with her hand over the microphone.


      ‘Just … do it like Madame Tola does.’


      ‘Have you ever seen Tola wear this dress?’


      Vichet glanced nervously at his sister’s legs.


      ‘No, baby, I would remember that dress,’ Roth answered for him. ‘You could try being Sinn Sisamouth. A lady version.’ Roth had brought Sinn Sisamouth’s latest album down from Phnom Penh. The singer stared out from a purple oval frame. He looked as though he was thinking of someone sweet. Bopha and Vichet’s father had a sweet round face. He would be in bed already in the bamboo hut. He always called Bopha ‘Sky lark’.


      ‘That’s the look,’ said Vichet. ‘I’m counting you in … two, three …’


      Bopha straightened and stared over the audience. She opened her mouth. Some of the guests started laughing.


      ‘She’s singing “Hey Jude” in Khmer!’ one called, but Bopha’s voice seemed to hold her and wouldn’t let go, even when Hugo threw his cigarette down and stalked towards the stage. The kitchen door was crowded with hotel staff. A steak charred somewhere behind them. The soldiers down in the cellar stopped gambling and came upstairs to look. The laughter faded. Bopha’s hands remembered a dance they’d learnt in school and they wrapped around the air with each word. Her tongue rolled the r’s and flattened the vowels of the song. Her voice was so high, it sounded instrumental. When the guitar riffed, her hands continued their arching egret dance and she shook her hip so that Tola’s dress flicked out and back again.


      ‘Naah naah naah nah-nah-nah naah.’


      The song finished. Hugo was two feet away. He stared up with bright black eyes – like Cambodian eyes, but angry.


      ‘Do you think I’m fired?’ Bopha hissed. Her voice shook.


      ‘No chance, babe,’ said Roth.


      In the audience, Monique looked drunkenly up at Hugo. ‘Who knew The Beatles could sound so Cambodian? Get her to sing another.’


      Dr Munroe reached out and grabbed Hugo by the arm. ‘Genius, Hugo, my friend. Genius! You’ll make a killing off her!’


      The clapping grew until it was a storm and drowned Dr Munroe’s voice. ‘More! More!’ people shouted in two languages. Hugo saw teeth, bodies pushing for the stage, the waiters running to fetch and serve drinks.


      ‘Hugo, darling, could we get a waiter over here?’ yelled Simone. Hugo waved his arm and the night waitress rushed over.


      ‘A killing!’ Dr Munroe ordered two bottles of Bordeaux. Hugo nodded at the band to continue. Bopha wiped her wet cheeks and took a breath that hushed the sweaty crowd.


      


      Outside, the hotelier Mr Shuo was blowing smoke rings at the moon.


      ‘The world is changing,’ he said to the sky, in French.


      ‘Cambodia doesn’t change,’ said Hugo around his cigarette. He patted his pockets but Mr Shuo handed him a box of matches with Kep Shangri-La written on the front.


      ‘It’s changing. Not just your music in there, either. You won’t know Cambodia in ten years time.’


      ‘Horse shit. It’s not Vietnam. Or China.’


      ‘But it’s involved now.’


      ‘Cambodia won’t be any different in ’79 from now. We’ll be older, that’s all.’


      ‘You think you’ll still be here in a decade?’


      ‘Of course.’ Hugo glared at the ocean. ‘Why would I live any place else?’


      


      Bopha was moving her hips to Roth’s gritty guitar when Hugo pushed his way back inside.


      ‘A man is looking at me, there must be something wrong with him, he’s old, he’s a gentleman, I love no one else but him …’ she sang slowly in Khmer. She’d heard The Golden Voice, Ros Sereysothea, sing it on the radio and slowed the song to match. Those who weren’t dancing leaned forward, sucking in each note.


      The bartender waved desperately at Hugo.


      ‘I’m sorry, sir, but you told me to tell you when we were down to spirits.’


      ‘Yes?’


      ‘We don’t even have soda to mix.’


      ‘If you give them shots they’ll be too sick to come back tomorrow.’ Hugo frowned at his patrons. ‘We’ll have to end it.’


      ‘Will we take them outside and lock the doors, sir? Like Khmer New Year?’


      ‘No, they’ll burn down the hotel. Do we have any coconuts? Pineapples?’


      ‘Yes.’


      ‘Make piña coladas, one each, on the house.’


      ‘But sir? Sir?’


      Hugo made his way towards the stage. The tables had been shoved to one side to make a dance floor. A Chinese woman and one of the policemen were locked together, swaying. A young soldier was teaching three others the twist. Simone and Dr Munroe circled each other in silent sweaty courtship. Monique pawed at Hugo’s arm.


      ‘Get that drummer for me, Hugo darling, I want –’


      ‘Fuck off, would you?’ Hugo signalled to Roth, who leaned towards him to listen, his fingers still clenching and unclenching the strings of his guitar. ‘Enough of this. You’re playing “La vie en rose.”’ Roth nodded. Hugo waited by the stage until they finished their song and he saw Roth strumming the opening bars of the ballad, then went to check on the gamblers. Bopha’s French was nervous through the microphone. She peered at the audience. They sang too, over the top of her, with hands on their hearts. It was as though the song was the national anthem. As though it meant their entire country, and it did – it was all some of them wanted. That and all the food and wine from France brought to their tables.


      


      At dawn someone was playing the khloy. The melancholic sound of the wooden flute floated down from one of the houses in the hills, carrying on the sea wind. Hugo and Vichet lifted Monique from her dead slump over a table and carried her up to her suite.


      ‘She’s nicer like that,’ Vichet said as they came back down the stairs. Hugo snorted and clapped him on the shoulder. In the dining room, Bopha’s knees buckled and she steadied herself with the broom. She’d changed back into the white shirt and black skirt but her hair was up and her makeup looked garish in the lemon-butter morning light.


      ‘Do it later. There won’t be any breakfast guests until noon,’ Hugo told her.


      ‘No breakfast?’


      ‘Why waste good eggs on drunks?’ Bopha smiled and closed her eyes. ‘What does your father the fisherman think about this singing?’ he asked her.


      She blinked. ‘Our mother used to sing, sir. He says I could be like Pan Ron if I keep practising.’


      ‘Who the fuck is Pan Ron?’


      ‘Oh. She’s one of the greatest singers in Cambodia. She –’


      ‘I don’t care who she is. You’re doing it again tonight. Not for as long, but they’ll be back. Okay?’


      Bopha leaned the broom against a table. ‘Will the King of Cambodia be here?’


      ‘What? No. Why would he?’


      ‘He’s making another film, I heard anyway.’


      ‘Jesus. Go to sleep.’ Hugo watched her leave.


      Vichet was smoking under the banyan tree. He crushed the cigarette under his shiny shoe and the siblings made their way slowly around the swamp to the hut at the end of the garden. Two hundred and forty kilometres away, a B52 flew into the country and dropped its bombs. Operation Breakfast had begun.

    

  


  
    
      


      A THOUSAND COBS OF CORN


      I’ve listened to the night change every hour. At dusk men walk with their baby sons through the streets, their songs like dust on the air. Soon after, mothers cry, ‘Don’t play so near the string!’ and order their children inside. Then the animals take over. The cows call no, no and the dogs circle each other in the dark. My kids were asleep hours ago. Number One is in ashes at the temple. I sway my legs to bring some air to the bed.


      


      The green coveralls hang on a nail from the wall. Once I found a black scorpion on my dress there – his polished tail dripping, so he’d seen me first. If I were bitten I couldn’t go in the morning. My neighbour would come with dust on her face, tell me I’d lost my job, and what a shame! That much money in a month. A thousand cobs of corn.


      


      How many hours left? My legs ache. As I shift them a girl enters the room and stands in the mosquito net by the bed. Its material folds through her. She smiles a little. Her hair is too short around her face where I cut it that way for the nits. I see she has her legs again. I want to ask where she found them but who could ask her daughter that? Better to smile and hope she can see my teeth in the dark. It’s always she who visits, never my old husband, and though I’ve been to see the monks, she always returns.


      


      Where am I? I ask her. On a hard bed until morning. My second husband snores. My second child coughs. It’s quiet. But still the sound of explosion booms through me. My first husband was alive when I got to him. He’d been working alongside my daughter, pulling corn for the owner. That land has red signs on it now. A skull and crossed bones, scarlet string. All the way down to our houses and back up over the hill.


      


      You will see explosions, they warned us. We were crouched under the tree in our new green coveralls, eight women from the village. My neighbour squeezed my hand; I remembered she was clutching my daughter’s hand the same way when I got to the field, as though she could save either of us. My son coughs again. Who’ll make him soup if he’s sick tomorrow? My girl with her too-short hair is translucent. She smiles again – it’s all she can do.


      


      The landmines are presents left behind the year before I was born. Khmer Rouge bombs, Vietnamese bombs, American. Like the countries that made them, they’re all different. This one is just for maiming, they explained, and this one scatters to kill and this one … Which bomb killed my daughter and my husband? This peg is for showing you’ve found a mine, they continued, this peg is to show it’s safe. We’ll wear our green coveralls and over this we’ll wear lead vests and helmets – our dust and our detectors. Just our legs will go free. It will be hot but that’s better, they said. In the rainy season, mines slide under the mud. Landmines are travellers. They shift like worms and you have to find them again. Old ones rise to the surface and ones marked as found sink and disappear. You could end up with one next to your house, they warned, where your children play. We have to work quickly.


      


      Quickly. The night moves like mud. But not slowly enough. My oldest boy coughs and gets up. The red string will be invisible in the dark. My ears strain to hear him: down the steps and across the yard, over by the corn where I’ve taught him it’s safe. Except when the rains start. He urinates in spurts and then crosses the yard again. The door creaks open and closes. He settles.


      


      It’s already tomorrow. With dawn comes noise, drowning out the long blast that only I seem to hear. The birds wake. The lizards sway back to their hiding places in the beams. The rooster scratches and eyes the horizon. My daughter fades from beside the bed. There’s just a mosquito net and, beyond that, my sleeping children lit slowly by the day: Two, Three and Four. Two stops coughing. My husband shifts closer to me in his sleep, his breath blowing garlic and booze. It’s no job for a woman, he told me yesterday. Will you do it then? I asked and we both looked at his hands, which have shaken since he was a boy soldier. His watery eyes blinked out the light. I told my son to go and ask the neighbours for beer.


      


      I’ll get up, wash my hair, make breakfast. I’ll have my boy get ready for school, then pull on my coveralls and wait for my neighbour to walk with me over the hill. We’ll pass the farm with the dying corn and the red signs dropping like blood. I shift myself to the edge of the bed and my leg buckles and cramps. I wait for something to tell me I’ve slept through the day. For the men singing through the dimming streets, the cows lowing mournfully home.


      Through the wall the neighbour strikes a match, then calls to her husband that it’s morning.

    

  


  
    
      


      TAXI


      It was late when they got to 69ers. The restaurants on either side were caged and padlocked, motorbikes brought inside. 69ers, though, was far from closed. Adam tried to say something to Tristan and Doug about 69ers being the 7-Eleven of bars but it was lost in the noise and the cold smoky air that burst out when they pushed on the dark doors. A high-pitched chorus of ‘hellohowareyou’ drew them inside. At first women were about all they could see but as their eyes adjusted to the dim, they became aware of others. The stillness of men’s bodies at the centre of each clump of females. Guys like them.


      Women were grasping at Tristan’s arms, pulling him forward. Adam followed close behind.


      ‘Lets go to the sports bar,’ he yelled at Tristan’s back. Doug was already at the bar with three women, grinning wildly from one to the other. Tristan struggled a hand free to find a cigarette and popped it into the corner of his mouth. Adam squashed his fingers into his jeans pocket for a lighter but by the time he’d got it out, several women were jostling to give Tristan a light. Others leaned over the bar to order rounds of drinks, collecting four at a time with muscular hands that splayed from their narrow arms. The doors opened again and Adam was shoved against the bar. He got close enough to Tristan to pull up a seat beside him. ‘Let’s go to that sports bar.’


      


      A woman edged up close and stared at Adam with a lopsided smile. She was drunk or strange. She put a hand on his thigh.


      ‘What?’ he barked and she jumped away.


      ‘Just chillax, mate,’ Tristan said and ordered whiskeys and then tequila slammers were a dollar and he called Doug over from the group of three that surrounded him.


      ‘Hey, why are they called taxi girls?’ Doug yelled, a residue of salt on his lips. Adam and Tristan shook their heads, grinning. ‘Because they’re for hire and you can ride them all night long! Guy in the dunny told me that.’ He snorted and went to rejoin his group. Tristan raised his eyebrows at Adam.


      ‘Yeah … we’d better keep an eye on Dougie tonight,’ he said. One woman pushed closer to Tristan and wrapped her arms around him possessively. The others fell away. She was taller, with a ponytail, and her singlet pulled tight. Tristan looked down at her a moment before draping a large arm around her waist and shrugging at Adam. A girl like that wouldn’t talk to you back home, Adam thought dimly, and here was Tristan with his arms around her. Adam ordered cigars and lit them, passing one to Tristan. They hunched over the bar. Tristan’s date laid her head on his shoulder and waited, one finger hooked in a belt loop at the back of his jeans.


      ‘It’s not that I don’t love Amanda,’ Tristan said to Adam, breathing out a thick smoke that smelled slightly sweet – like shit. ‘It’s just that she’s the only one who wants to be in this relationship. I tell her I need a bit of a break and she goes mental. What am I supposed to do?’


      He turned to his date. It was too dark to see her eyes but a smile filled her face. ‘What am I supposed to do?’ he asked her. She whispered in his ear and he laughed, his head thrown back, like a hero. ‘This girl’s gonna freak when she sees my jock rot,’ he confided to Adam out the side of his mouth and Adam snorted with laughter as Tristan scratched his balls. The woman smiled at them and ordered a round of beers. ‘It’s not as if I wouldn’t marry Amanda,’ Tristan continued. Tristan’s date whispered in his ear again but Tristan didn’t respond so she did a neat twist in his arms to watch the rest of the bar. ‘I would. Just not yet. I’ve got some things I want to do in my life first, you know?’


      ‘You should just tell Amanda to fuck off if she doesn’t like it.’


      ‘Nah, you’ve gotta be gentle with them.’ Tristan turned back to his date, who was ready with another whisper. It worked: he laughed again. They kissed wetly. Adam hiccuped and gulped his beer but it was already flat.


      


      ‘Where’s your girl?’ Tristan asked him. More women had come to stare at Adam but he didn’t like it when they pawed at him so they drifted away. It was almost two now and the music was louder, the bar packed. A group of men, footy types, had arrived and were dancing with two women each, ordering rounds of shots. One guy holding a whole bottle of vodka had a woman hoisted over his shoulder. He staggered in circles with her and the bottle. The woman’s face swung close to Adam’s – laughing, almost hysterical, eyes darting desperately. Adam tried to explain to Tristan that the women here seemed immune to him, but Tristan couldn’t hear him over the din.


      ‘Asian chicks don’t like me,’ he finally shouted.


      ‘You think the girls like you any better at home?’ Tristan laughed his laugh again. Some half-chewed nuts lay on his tongue. Tristan’s date laughed too and Adam glared at her. ‘Just kidding, mate,’ Tristan said. ‘Don’t be so rough and you’ll be right. Look at poor Dougie.’


      They both glanced at Doug, who had placed an experimental hand on one girl’s breast. She gazed up at him with a half smile. Doug turned to his friends in delight and Adam gave him a thumbs up. Doug’s divorce was a bloody mess, he thought. His mind drifted briefly back over the ocean towards Bianca, wondering if it was too soon to email her again and if she would write back this time. Playing hard to get, Tristan had told him. Adam shifted on the stool and it rocked unsteadily. He gazed into his empty glass. Doug leaned across the bar, knocking the oily peanuts over as he spoke to Tristan.


      ‘We’re … ah … heading off,’ Tristan advised Adam. ‘Dougie really needs this girl tonight.’


      ‘Where you going?’ Adam asked stupidly but Tristan was distracted by his date, who was undoing the buckle of his belt and doing it back up again.


      ‘Wherever this little thing wants to take me,’ he replied eventually. Adam tugged his phone from his pocket and peered at the time. He pressed some random buttons and watched the screen flick as he tried to remember how to get back to the hotel.


      Tristan grabbed at a woman limping past in too-high heels and planted her firmly in front of Adam. ‘You with him, okay?’ Tristan told her and she nodded automatically. ‘Take her,’ Tristan coaxed Adam. ‘She likes you. I can tell.’ Adam blinked and gingerly raised his arms, like a child to an unknown aunt. She slid expertly beneath them, pulling his hands down around her waist. Her hair was silky on his neck and smelled of cigarettes and shampoo. It felt magic. ‘You be right from here or do you want me to take her home for you as well?’ Tristan asked. Doug barked with laughter as they went out the door. Adam didn’t care. His date was soft and a bit rounder than Tristan’s date. But, Adam reassured himself, still petite. In her high heels, and with him sitting on the bar stool, she almost reached his shoulder.


      ‘What’s your name? Where are you from? Do you like me?’ she whispered in quick succession. Adam barely had time to answer before she leaned over the bar to order him another drink.


      ‘Are all these girls your friends?’ Adam asked when she was back beside him. She laughed knowingly. ‘What’s your name?’ he asked but couldn’t understand what she said. He felt her small hand on his cock.


      ‘Do you like me?’ she asked again. They were swaying along to ‘Under the Bridge’, the same music Adam and Tristan used to listen to on similar, but less successful, nights out at uni.


      ‘I do like you,’ he slurred. ‘I really do.’


      ‘What?’


      ‘I like you,’ he repeated. She murmured something and pressed closer, outlining his penis – he had an erection now – with a long, thickly painted nail. A short distance away, Adam saw another man, older, place a woman’s hand over the bulge of his jeans. He looked away.


      ‘You want to go to another bar?’ he asked her.


      ‘You want to take me home?’ She pressed his cock again.


      ‘Very much,’ he said.


      ‘What?’


      ‘Yes.’


      Another woman appeared and stood near him. She was even prettier. Adam couldn’t believe his luck. He moved to bring her closer. She laughed efficiently and pushed something into his gut. The bill. Tristan must have paid for his drinks but Doug’s line of whiskeys was still there. At the bottom, two amounts of five dollars. Adam gazed at it unsteadily as the women spoke to each other.


      ‘The bar fine,’ the cashier explained. ‘The tax.’


      ‘What’d I do?’ Adam asked. ‘Drink too much? We did drink a lot,’ he confided in his date and she hugged him tighter. ‘What’s it for?’


      ‘Bar fine. You’re taking the girl,’ the cashier said, ‘and your friend took the other girl, so you need to pay the fine to the bar.’


      ‘Oh, it’s like insurance? Don’t worry, I’ll look after her!’ He ventured a hand down to the woman’s bum and gave it a hesitant squeeze. She laughed. The cashier pressed the paper towards him.


      ‘Would you like to stay for more drinks, sir? I can keep your bill and the bill of your friend behind the bar until you’re ready to leave and –’


      ‘How much is it?’ Adam interrupted. ‘I can’t see in this bloody light.’


      


      Out in the night the streets were quiet. They walked past lines of cyclos parked along the footpath, cradling the sleeping bodies of old men. Tristan would have crept close and snuck a look at their faces, just to see. Probably did it when he left the bar.


      Adam fumbled for his date’s hand and linked his fingers with hers. The streetlights hung in battered moons over their heads. Around the corner a ring of women stared into a fire that sparked and spat in the gutter. One leapt up, circled the flames and jumped through, once, twice, and once more.


      ‘Hey, cool!’ Adam said and went to do it too, but his date tugged him away.


      ‘Don’t. It’s their tradition. For luck …’ But Adam didn’t understand. She put her fingers under his shirt and ran a fingernail down his back. He grinned and grabbed her upper thigh.


      ‘I know what you want!’ he said. They passed the fire and found themselves in another dark street, this one lined with caged doors. A group of men crouched on a corner beside tuk tuks. Dogs quarrelled nearby.


      ‘What’s your name again?’ Adam asked her.


      ‘My name’s Sopea.’


      ‘Sofia?’ Adam repeated. ‘That’s, like, Italian.’ There was no response for a few high-heeled steps but then she let out a sudden hoarse shout of laughter, different from the laugh she had used in the bar, and the men on the corner glanced up from their game.


      ‘Not Italian! Cambodian!’ she shouted and the gambling men murmured and grinned. ‘I’m Cambodian,’ she repeated, but Adam had started singing.


      ‘Sofia, I just met a girl called Sofia. Sofia, Sofia, Sofia …’


      ‘You sing about me? I’ll sing about you!’ Sopea shouted, but she didn’t. They had reached the Happy Days Hotel and Guesthouse.


      


      In the stairwell of the hotel he pushed her clumsily against the wall and kissed her hard. She laughed gently into his mouth. Then he kissed her softly, like Tristan had told him girls loved it. She laughed the same way so he did it hard again. In the bright light she looked younger, Adam thought – her makeup too big for her face.


      ‘You really like me, don’t you?’ he said after he’d pinched her nipple through her sequined shirt and she didn’t move his hand away. She laughed again. It occurred to him that she was drunk and he put a protective arm around her, guiding her upstairs. Lucky he was taking her home with him, out of that bar.


      The room was purple. Heart-shaped purple pillows on the two beds. Adam picked up the laminated menu from the bedside table and looked through it, his eyes resting on ‘condoms,’ listed after ‘coffee with milk.’


      ‘Have you been here before?’ he asked Sopea. She sat down on his lap and put her tongue in his ear but he didn’t like that so jerked his head away. ‘Have you?’ he repeated. ‘Have you been to this hotel?’


      ‘You like this hotel?’ Sopea asked him. Adam glanced around, as though surprised to find himself there.


      ‘I guess.’


      ‘Do you like me?’


      ‘Of course I like you!’ He kissed her roughly again.


      ‘You want to have sex with me?’ Sopea asked against his mouth.


      ‘Aw khun,’ he thanked her in Khmer – the only words he knew. Sopea pulled back and hooted and fell from his lap.


      ‘You speak Cambodian!’ she yelled and crawled away from him, over the low bed. Her sexy smile was gone. Cross-legged, skirt cutting into her thighs, she spoke rapidly in Khmer. Adam shook his head to show that he didn’t understand and reached to pull her closer. Her laugh hooted out again. She attempted English. ‘Because my family is so poor …’ She gesticulated wildly when she couldn’t find the words. ‘So poor. They live in Kampong Chhnang province and I need to make money for them in Phnom Penh. Sure. I thought maybe a factory or restaurant but then my friend’s uncle told me there was work in a good bar –’


      ‘Do you want to fuck now?’ Adam said. Sopea looked ungainly, almost boyish, on the bed. His mind flashed to Tristan’s date. He wondered if they’d had sex yet. Or if they were having sex right now. Sopea nodded and slipped over the shiny quilt to the telephone. Her voice was furious and nasal when she spoke into the receiver.


      ‘I just feel like I can be really honest with you,’ Adam explained when she’d finished.


      ‘You like me?’ she asked. She was back on his lap, voice gentle, face arranged, giggling like she had in the bar, soft and promising. Teeth perfect. ‘Wait,’ she whispered in his ear as he tried to pull off her top. In a few moments there was a knock at the door and a very young man, a boy, handed Adam three condoms from a tray and left. Adam closed the door and Sopea took off her sequined top and tight black skirt and stood beside them in lacy underwear. Red on the top and black on the bottom. A small gold chain snaked around the stretch marks on her stomach. Her feet were raw and she rubbed one against her ankle. Adam stared awkwardly at her crotch. She came forward and cupped her hand under his cock through the jeans. He closed his eyes.


      ‘You like me. You like me,’ she said, leading him towards the bed by his balls.


      ‘I like you,’ he answered automatically, his eyes still closed.


      ‘I like you,’ she repeated and Adam felt a surge of triumph. He grabbed Sopea by the hair and mashed his mouth into hers and when she responded with her tongue he tilted his head back and laughed like a hero. She undid his belt but she was too slow and so Adam took over, ripping his jeans down and then her underpants. She stopped him to put the condom on with her mouth – a neat trick, not one that his other girlfriends had known. Adam pulled her up again. Sex was quick and hard. He knelt on the floor, pulled her to the edge of the bed and was coming before he knew it with his customary final grunt that chicks loved. He fell on top of her. The sweat dripped from his face and into her eyes and mouth. She stayed still while he panted on her shoulder.


      ‘Big penis,’ she whispered finally when he didn’t move.


      ‘What?’


      ‘You. Big penis,’ she repeated. Adam heaved himself up to look at the fading erection anchored limply to her stomach by the condom. ‘Mmm,’ Sopea said as though she’d eaten something wonderful, ‘very good.’ Adam thought he might cry.


      


      That night he told her how hard it was for him growing up in Bendigo; how one night Tristan had dared him to sneak into the pool and he’d almost drowned; how angry he felt when his mum went to work in the city and left him with dad. Sopea kept falling asleep but Adam woke her again and again, the light bulb glaring above them, until he passed out too.


      In the morning they had sex again. He asked if it would be alright if she lay on her back while he pushed her head into the mattress, and showed her how. She said okay and laughed her soft laugh against his hand as he came, laughing and grunting, his head thrown back. He got up to have a shower. When he came out in a towel he opened the small, unplugged fridge and found a bottle of warm water. The air was thick. He switched on the air-conditioner; it made a grinding noise and half a dozen mosquitoes flew out but after a moment the room crisped slightly.


      ‘What time is it?’ he asked Sopea. One side of her face was red from his hand.


      ‘Time?’ she asked.


      ‘Never mind.’ Adam found his phone on the floor. There were no messages. It was almost eleven. He looked at her sitting on the edge of the bed in her underwear. Her eyes were big and dark, still ringed with mascara. She trusts me, Adam thought, and sat down beside her. ‘I want to see you again,’ he told her gently.


      ‘See me again?’ Sopea asked.


      ‘We could go out to dinner,’ he suggested. ‘You could wear a nice dress.’ Sopea shook her head to show she didn’t understand. ‘I want to see you tonight,’ he repeated loudly.


      ‘Yes,’ she said. ‘Okay. You’ll come to the bar?’


      ‘Or we could meet somewhere else.’


      ‘You need to come to the bar.’


      ‘What’s wrong? I thought you’d be happy.’


      ‘I’m happy. Big penis,’ she laughed. Adam glanced between his legs then raised his eyebrows.


      ‘Yeah, well, there’s more where that came from,’ he said. ‘Guess you don’t get many guys like me around here.’


      ‘Yes, I like you.’


      ‘You do, don’t you?’ She was just as pretty as any other woman in this country, he decided. ‘We should go, though,’ he sighed, waving his phone at her. ‘My mates are looking for me.’


      ‘What?’


      ‘Let’s go.’


      ‘Okay.’ Sopea smiled. ‘You can pay me now?’


      ‘What?’


      ‘You can pay me twenty-five dollars now?’ Adam stared at her. ‘You took me home and so … you can pay me twenty-five dollars now?’ Sopea said, carefully.


      ‘What? As well as the hotel? And we only got here at 3 a.m.!’


      Sopea smiled. ‘We can have sex again,’ she offered.


      ‘Yeah right, more for you,’ Adam muttered and pushed himself up from the bed to find his wallet in the pocket of his jeans. It wasn’t there. He shook them and glared at Sopea. She was sitting innocently on the bed, legs fanned to one side. ‘Where the hell is my wallet?’ he demanded. She pointed to the floor. It was with his lighter and the receipt from 69ers. He counted the money inside but wasn’t sure how much had been there in the first place. He handed her a twenty and a ten. ‘Change?’ he demanded. She shook her head and smiled again.


      ‘Tonight,’ she said, ‘it’s cheaper for you.’


      ‘I just want to go home.’


      ‘What?’


      ‘Just go,’ Adam sighed. ‘I tried to make this real. For you.’


      They kissed and he didn’t feel a thing.


      


      ‘You did well,’ Tristan said approvingly. ‘My girl wanted forty. She was hot, though. Ambitious.’ They were on the balcony of their hotel looking down at the road.


      ‘Still, I don’t think I’ll be back tonight,’ Adam said and took a swig of Tristan’s water. It sweated cool drops over his fingers. Doug was still passed out naked on one of the beds inside.


      ‘Might as well.’ Tristan reached for the water and took a giant gulp that dribbled down his chin. ‘She said she’d be cheaper. You said it was good.’ Down in the street the horn of a motorbike bleated past.


      ‘It’s a good bit of money for them, when you think about it,’ Tristan added after a while. ‘Better than a T-shirt factory or something and half the work. I know what I’d do.’


      Tristan grinned at Adam, who grinned back. Adam suggested they let Doug sleep it off and go get breakfast. Somewhere good. With bacon and sausages, the lot.

    

  


  
    
      


      TELL ME WHERE TO RUN


      ‘What about Kim, my grandson?’ asks Grandma when Stah-cee arrives with a Cambodian man in a suit.


      ‘This year at Suffer the Little Children, our focus is on vulnerable orphan girls,’ says Stah-cee. Kim is crouched in the gloomy corner, chewing on the knot of the book basket strap to loosen it and make it better. He pulls at the knot with his teeth and listens to the Cambodian man translate what Stah-cee says about sending his sister Sandy to school. Grandma listens too but doesn’t get it. Not because she’s stupid. Grandma went to school and learnt French. She fooled all of the Khmer Rouge and pretended she couldn’t read and by the time she came out of the work farm with three kids and no husband, she really couldn’t read anymore. It gives her pain to see all those letters in a row.


      ‘They don’t want boys like me,’ Kim tells Grandma now, ‘just girls like Sandy.’ The Cambodian man opens his mouth to disagree, then shuts it again. He dips his head and smiles. Grandma moves on to the next thing.


      ‘How much money do we get then?’


      Stah-cee grins and narrows her eyes. If it weren’t that Stah-cee is fat and orange and Grandma is skinny and black, when Stah-cee talks about money she and Grandma could be sisters.


      ‘A uniform, a personal hygiene kit, school books, pens, a bribe for the teacher and,’ (Kim’s grandma waits, almost licks her lips for this) ‘a small wage to cover the loss of income by sending her to school.’


      ‘We pay our rent with those books Sandy sells,’ Grandma reminds everyone. They listen to the wheeze in her chest and to the tin shed creak around them in a blow of wind.


      ‘If she went to school she could get a better job. You could see a doctor,’ the Cambodian man tells her.


      Grandma snorts and tries Stah-cee again. ‘What about Kim?’


      ‘At Suffer the Little Children this year, we have a focus on girls who –’ Grandma puts up her hand and peers at Kim. Night has fallen and they’ve put candles out for the guests. Kim has the basket of twenty books on the floor between his knees and is still trying to get the knots undone.


      ‘Stupid boy,’ Grandma hisses at him. Kim lets the strap fall from his mouth. ‘How can I trust you to sell all those books? They won’t even take you to school.’ The Cambodian man laughs abruptly in embarrassment. Stah-cee grins at them all.


      


      In the morning, Sandy gets up and pulls on the new clothes that Stah-cee got her – a white shirt and a blue skirt and underpants, shoes sitting outside a little bit big. Kim used to stay in bed until he heard Grandma trudge up the stairs with other people’s washing, but now he gets up too. Puts on his old clothes for his new job. Stah-cee, Stah-cee. He must have been saying it out loud because Sandy hits him with her plastic hairbrush and then keeps tying a knot in her hair.


      ‘That’s not how you say it,’ Sandy says.


      ‘How do you say it, then?’


      Sandy pauses for a while, concentrating on her hair.


      ‘I’m not sure,’ she admits finally.


      ‘Is Stah-cee your mum now?’ Kim asks, jogging round and round to make himself dizzy. He likes to do that in the mornings.


      ‘Don’t be stupid,’ she says, but again doesn’t sound sure. ‘But she loves me and she doesn’t love you.’ She’s sure about that. He is too. He stops turning and waits for the world to catch up.


      


      Out in the street, a woman wants to buy Kim’s books. Her voice is a car horn.


      ‘Look, Ed. Eeeeed!’ she honks. Ed is asleep while he’s walking. The day has turned him red like a tomato and he’s about to burst in the heat. ‘Someone has set this child up in his own little small business. Whadayacallit? Micro-credit. Ed, look, he’s got all the books on the Cambodian Holocaust and, oh! Here’s a book on how to learn Ku-mar. You want to learn Ku-mar, don’t you, Ed? Is that how you say it? Ku-mar?’


      ‘This is a very good book.’ Kim points with his lips. The strap bites his back and his arms are full of the basket. ‘And so is this one, and this one is the best.’


      ‘Uh-huh, uh-huh.’ The woman’s head bobs. ‘Well, what do you think, Ed?’


      ‘How much are they?’ grunts Ed, staring off at the horizon. Kim looks too and wonders how fast he could run there.


      ‘Oh yeah, how much are they, these three?’


      ‘Fourteen dollars,’ Kim answers. His leg twitches. He needs to wait.


      ‘Fourteen, fourteen.’ The woman digs in her bag. It flaps around like her arm skin until she finds a shiny wallet.


      ‘Haggle,’ hisses Ed.


      ‘Oh, right.’ The woman straightens. ‘I’ll give you twelve –’


      ‘Ten,’ says Ed.


      ‘Ten, I’ll give you ten.’


      ‘For these three only thirteen, that’s one dollar off,’ Kim says. ‘They’re good books.’


      ‘Ed?’


      ‘Bloody hell, Lorna, I thought we were getting something to eat.’


      ‘No, I’m sorry, ten is my final –’


      ‘Twelve … twelve and I’ll give you a map of Phnom Penh, no extra cost.’


      ‘Oh Ed, a map! We need one of those.’


      ‘It’s a bloody free map you can get anywhere!’


      ‘But he’s such a good little businessman and he needs the money to … what will you use the money for, hon?’ asks the woman.


      ‘Olympics school.’


      ‘There, he needs the money for school. Here now there’s ten and … two, that’s twelve, and you give me those books – Ed, you’ll be so happy when you learn Ku-mar and can talk to this boy! – and the map. Okay, bye bye! Ed, look in this book, will you? Find out how to say bye bye …’


      


      Late at night Kim and Sandy eat grilled fish on rice, sitting on a mat on the floor of their kitchen. They can hear Grandma coughing outside while she washes the clothes. Kim has the book basket by his leg and gets a sliver of fish skin on the cover of one of tourist guides.


      ‘You’re not even supposed to have them in the kitchen,’ Sandy whispers.


      ‘They’re my books, I can do what I want.’ He watches her wipe the oil from the cover with a tissue.


      ‘They’re not your books. They’re the book man’s and you get a little bit of money for each one you sell.’


      ‘So?’


      ‘So, no one’s going to buy a fishy book, you germ. Wreck one and you pay for the whole thing.’


      ‘What’s your problem?’


      ‘I’m tired. Sell this one at night and maybe they won’t notice.’ She tucks the book under the others.


      ‘You’re lazy,’ Kim tells her, twirling his fork like a drummer. ‘If I was at school –’


      ‘If I was at school, if I sold the books,’ Sandy mimics him. ‘You always just want what I’ve got.’


      ‘If I was at school,’ he continues, with a rat-a-tat on his plate, ‘I’d be the greatest athlete and top of the class and they’d send me to Italy. Are you top of the class?’ Sandy doesn’t answer. ‘You couldn’t be,’ Kim continues, ‘you’re a girl.’


      ‘Stah-cee says girls are as smart as boys. She says often they’re smarter.’


      ‘How could that be when girls’ heads are smaller?’ he asks her and they race to get out the string and it seems that, yes, Sandy’s head is a little bit smaller. She goes off sulking and helps Grandma rub underwear in hot soapy water. Kim peers at them through a hole in their tin house. He sees that Grandma likes Sandy best. Sandy looks like their mum but he’s more like their dad and so it’s all his fault, his fault, his fault: the rhythm of his feet as he runs down the steep, concrete stairwell that weaves in and out of the building to the street, where he kicks a can against a wall. He can hardly remember his dad who went to work in the border towns and came back a skeleton with no money, just the sex disease that he gave to their mum. When they were both dead Grandma went to sit in the temple for a year. In that time Kim got so hungry he stopped growing so Grandma gathered her mind up and came back to raise him and Sandy. When Kim tilts his head, he can see their house: a shed built on top of the block of flats – not supposed to be there so Grandma does the landlord’s filthy washing for free. She uses the money from selling books for rent and to pay the landlord’s police bribes so they won’t get kicked out. It’s good there at the shed. There’s plenty of room for washing and Kim can train for the Olympics and look down over the snaking mess of power lines to the street where everything happens.


      


      This happens: it’s day and Kim lifts the basket of books off his neck, just for a moment, and leaves them by the wall of a restaurant to go and look at one of the motodop taxi drivers who has fallen off his bike. He isn’t hurt. The men erupt into laughter – the tuk tuk drivers, the old man cyclo drivers with legs like rubber bands, the other kids who sell books. Women come out of the shops and laugh too. The tourists have missed it and look even more confused than before. Kim laughs with the men. One lets him sit on his motorbike and Kim re-enacts the scene, making the man who fell off drunk and a bit crazy. More laughter. Then the tourists want the tuk tuk drivers to take them to the killing fields, to the markets, to the hotel. Kim needs to sell them books before they go. He goes back to where he left them. There’s a space on the brown concrete by the cracked wall of the restaurant. The books are gone.


      


      ‘Where are my books?’ he asks the women who work in the restaurant. ‘Where are my books?’ he asks the girls and boys outside, who clutch their book baskets to their guts. ‘Where are my books?’ he asks the tourists sweating at the tables. He starts to cry. He wants to punch someone in the face. He does. Another boy whose basket is full, brimming with books. They push each other hard, with red cheeks. They’re going to kill each other. A man holds them apart easily, one hand on each. He laughs and glances at the other men, who laugh too. The little boys are fighting! When they stop laughing, they tell Kim a stranger must have stolen his basket. No one here would do that. Calm down, it’s your bad mistake for leaving them. Kim’s stomach aches. He sees a rotting banana, black and sweating in the sun. He wants to eat it. He wants to die. He wants Grandma’s dry hand against his hot cheek, like she did when he was small and starving. Wants her to slap him until his mistake goes away. He tries to run and staggers down the street – the beautiful street with the cool restaurants and the beer and the colourful lanterns on strings – past Sophon and Chaya who sit on blankets with acid-eaten faces watching over their babies; past Koy sitting in the cart without his legs (but with books); past the spot where his grandma and her friend will sit on wobbly deck chairs tonight in the breezes coming from the Tonle Sap, waiting for the children to bring the money from the books. He moves so lightly without the basket. He could run to Vietnam and be there by morning. He’s so light that he nearly falls over and when he does he vomits next to a doorway, until a woman comes out and screams at him to stop. Kim crawls away. He uses some water from a dripping pipe to clean his face. He slumps in the shade of a cool wall. He thinks: I will never become an Olympic athlete in Italy. I promise as long as Grandma never finds out about the books I will never run again. He doesn’t know how his bargain is possible: Grandma knows everything. He stands up and feels way too tired to run anyway.


      


      Back at his apartment block the concrete stairs glow in the reddening sun. Inside the shed it’s dark. He calls out to his sister who rushes from the other room to quiet him, her face drawn on. Grandma knows about the basket, Kim thinks. The vomit stings his throat.


      ‘Grandma’s sick,’ Sandy tells him. She doesn’t notice the books are gone.


      ‘Grandma’s always sick.’


      ‘She won’t wake up. She was on the ground when they came to find out where their washing was.’ Kim looks for Grandma but over by the dark door to the bedroom is the gambler’s wife with her son and her sister. She holds her washing in a messy bundle, not neat like Grandma would. Kim greets her with a sampeah, his hands pressed together at his chin. She nods.


      ‘I need you to stay with Grandma while I go to Aunt’s house to see if she has money for the hospital,’ Sandy tells him. How does she know to do that? She looks taller. The school has made her grown up. Kim nods and his eyes hurt.


      ‘I … didn’t sell any books today,’ he calls after her. Sandy gives him a small smile.


      ‘Don’t worry. Grandma won’t find out. Tomorrow.’ She disappears down the steep staircase. The woman with the washing hands it to her sister and takes her purse out to pay the money she owes.


      ‘It’s too much,’ Kim tells her. ‘I don’t have change.’ The woman glances at her sister who turns her head away to study Grandpa’s picture on the wall.


      ‘Keep it,’ she whispers. ‘Your grandma works so hard!’ Kim looks at the note in his hand – it’s not enough to replace the books.


      


      Kim is alone. He stands at the door to the bedroom and peers through the dim to Grandma’s body under the blanket. A little bird’s body. Her chest isn’t moving. He creeps forward and sits down by the mat to watch for it. He’s so light without his basket his body hardly needs breath at all. He gives his breath to her. All of it. But her chest doesn’t move. He says, ‘I’ll run as fast as you want, Grandma, I’ll run anywhere. I’ll run to Italy. Just tell me. You just have to tell me where to run.’

    

  


  
    
      


      COMING UP


      I’m pleased with the allied health project so far. I said as much to my counterpart Phila over the phone and he said in his quiet voice that he was pleased too. We agreed that the community consultation process, the fieldwork and the final outcomes equalled those modelled in Phnom Penh and Siem Reap. We hung up and it rang again.


      ‘Yes, Phila?’ I said, but was Kathleen. She told me she needed a holiday, wanted to come over here. I knew she wouldn’t. When I got back from a meeting with the Ministry of Health there was an email. Kathleen had attached a picture she’d found of Yeak Loam Lake. It was taken from the west side, through a knotted tree, the sun slippery on the water, the pier stretched over it.


      ‘I want to see this, Katie-Kate,’ she’d written. I asked who she was bringing and she wrote back that she and Tony had ‘come asunder’.


      


      I finished the pay-realignment explanation for the field staff and left it on Veasna’s desk to translate, then I called Phila.


      ‘I thought I should inform you that my mother might visit. Her name is Kathleen. She’s from Australia.’ I could hear him smile.


      ‘That’s a very special thing, Kate. Your mother.’ After we hung up I started making notes for a quarterly progress report. I assumed Phila went back to his cousin’s house in Phnom Penh, where he was based for a week offering his expertise on a new landmine project. Up here in Banlung he lives in single men’s housing. I’ve seen it from the road: a square horseshoe of blue rooms facing a concrete yard. Phila wears a white shirt in the mornings and a blue one after lunch. He smells very strongly of soap. When he smiles, it’s as though he’s practising. I could imagine someone like Kathleen’s Tony outside those flats on a broken plastic chair, smoking alone. But not Phila.


      


      It was the cool season and some tourists had reached new heights of disrespect by going around wearing blankets they’d bought off the hotels. They cut holes right through the middle of them and wore them as ponchos. ‘Bring a jumper,’ I wrote to Kathleen.


      Phila was scheduled to return from Phnom Penh with logistical supplies: office paper, a desktop computer and some new jerry cans. I asked if he could fit my mother too.


      ‘After you’ve picked her up from the airport and met the other safety requirements of travelling with her, please don’t trouble yourself,’ I wrote to him. ‘I’ve advised her not to bother you and to bring some audio books and headphones.’


      Phila put her in the front seat next to him and by the time they were twelve hours up Highway Seven, Kathleen had him figured. Or that’s what she told me, anyway.


      ‘Just a country boy,’ she yelled over the top of the fruit sellers crouching over their produce in the domed market. She’d seen the building from the car and wanted to go in. The meat section was a fierce-smelling, open-air fly pit. I thought it would put her right off but she seemed to take to Cambodia the way she took to motorbikes in the ’70s and scrapbooking in the 2000s. She wanted to get right inside, where sequined formal dresses lined the dim halls. I hadn’t seen Kathleen in eleven months – since Christmas with Tony. She seemed shorter. Her cheeks were sunken, the lines over her upper lip more defined. Her dark button eyes shone feverishly.


      ‘Phila grew up in Phnom Penh. Or just outside it,’ I told her after she’d haggled over two tops, one fuchsia, one lemon meringue.


      ‘Yeah, but he’s a country boy at heart, Katie-Kate,’ she insisted. ‘What else would he be doing out here? He’s not married.’


      


      Phila helped move our things over to the hotel in town, where I had rented a room for Kathleen and me.


      ‘Three singles out on the town!’ said Kathleen, and Phila, who has an asthmatic laugh, gasped like there was no air. I usually lived in a place around the corner from the market – a street of stilted houses that overshadowed squat wooden brothels – but my house had recently developed a bat problem. At first I had enjoyed the company of their path over the high roof at night, the chirp of their sonar scanning the walls. But lately they’d become territorial and would swoop me on the landing. The field staff at the office – village women and men – told me that if I gave them a week they’d sort it out. Phila said this meant the whole village would be eating bat that long weekend.


      


      Since it was a holiday, Phila offered to drive Kathleen and me around. I would have declined straight away but Kathleen had expressed an interest in renting a motorbike and I didn’t want to relive my childhood. I approached Phila’s desk on Friday morning, after he’d finished with a long call to Phnom Penh about the landmines project. He was staring straight ahead with his hands folded on the desk. There was a mist of sweat at his temples.


      ‘I’m sorry to interrupt, Phila.’ He glanced up at me with surprise then gestured to a seat. ‘I’d like to talk to you about the weekend, but I’m aware that it’s an inappropriate subject during work hours, so it can wait until lunch.’


      ‘Please.’ He smiled and sat back in his chair. Phila had a piece of wood or bone where his front tooth must once have been. I’d never asked him about it.


      ‘Please don’t drive us if you’re busy. I’d appreciate your honesty. Kathleen and I can happily find other ways, or we’re content to read at the hotel, too.’ I frowned at the heat in my face.


      ‘I’m looking forward to spending my holiday with you, Kate. And your lovely mother,’ he said.


      


      It was warm and we spent the whole of Saturday morning on the east side of the lake. Kathleen wore her yellow T-shirt over her bathers and only asked a few times if she could take it off. In the distance we could see a big family sitting on the pier, but they weren’t swimming. For lunch we bought smoky grilled fish cooked over barrel fires and Kathleen and I lay on our towels reading while Phila stared out over the water.


      Kathleen was reading a biography of Patsy Cline and I had Heart of Darkness on my lap. I couldn’t get past the first lines of chapter three. I was thinking about my old supervisor at university, who had advised me about work–life balance. ‘You seem like a young woman who would prefer work to life and I don’t blame you,’ she had told me. She had met Kathleen and was duly unimpressed by her, which drew a huge amount of respect from me. ‘Just remember that other people need life.’


      In the late afternoon we walked slowly back around the lake, along the packed-earth path under the arch of trees.


      ‘Katie, look at the way that tree is shaped up there. It’s like a woman’s face looking down at us, isn’t it?’ said Kathleen. In six months I hadn’t noticed that and told her so. She looked pleased. But when I got to the car, I realised I was alone. In the distance, Phila and Kathleen were talking with the Tampuen family who were sitting out on the pier.


      


      I made my way back down the stairs that had been carved into the hillside. Phila lifted his chin towards me in acknowledgement. His collar jutted at an angle and there was a space about the size of a cheek between his collarbone and shoulder. He turned back and rapidly translated whatever Kathleen was saying to an old woman wrapped in a sarong.


      ‘Ask them what her name was,’ Kathleen said.


      ‘Kathleen?’


      ‘Oh Kate, Katie, good, you’ll know what to do. They’ve,’ she leaned towards me and whispered, ‘they’ve lost a girl.’ I could see her blue floral bikini through her wet T-shirt.


      ‘Well, they’ll find her.’ I handed her my towel.


      ‘No, Katie, she’s gone … to a better place.’


      ‘In the lake? We were swimming in the lake.’ I glanced at Phila. He nodded and looked away. ‘Phila, would you mind translating f … for me?’


      ‘Of course he doesn’t mind. I’ve –’


      ‘Please can you tell them that they have our deepest sympathy and that we sincerely apologise ff … for …’ I focused on my words, ‘for being here. During this time.’ Phila said it and the old woman nodded sharply and turned away. I did too. Kathleen jogged beside me up the stairs.


      ‘We’ll need dry clothes and blankets. I mean, how cold could it get out here? It wouldn’t be like camping up the Murray. We used to go camping up the Murray River when Kate was a girl,’ she called to Phila.


      ‘Sorry, Kathleen, I missed the point of this story?’ I said. I could see that she was turning her own handle, winding up.


      ‘Cutlery, glasses, I was quite the organiser. That’s where you get it from. Insect repellent! Have to have insect repellent. No buts.’ She mock-glared.


      We’d almost reached the top. I was panting a little. A stream of water dripped down my back from my hair. I got a clear image of the girl turning in the secret currents of the lake.


      ‘What for?’ I asked Kathleen.


      ‘To bring back here,’ she said, and laughed. ‘It’ll be just like camping.’


      I smiled.


      ‘We’re not coming back. We’re going to the hotel and I would like to take you to the resort for dinner. It’s very interesting – a refurbished French Colonial –’


      Kathleen flapped my words away with her hands. ‘We can see that tomorrow. Tonight we’re staying with this poor family until their daughter comes up.’


      ‘We’re not.’ I started walking again. ‘I think you’ll really enjoy this place. Their curried fish amok is …’ Kathleen stopped on the stairs. Phila smiled anxiously from behind her shoulder, holding her towel and book.


      ‘I’m not going,’ said Kathleen. Her hands were clasped piously over the towel around her waist and her brown leather bag was tucked under her arm. ‘I’m not going.’


      ‘You just want us to leave you here?’ Kathleen shrugged and looked off into the thick snags of jungle. The sun moved behind a ridge of clouds and a shadow fell over her face. ‘I know what you’re doing,’ I said. I would have told her that her morbid fascination with dead bodies was a form of atrocity tourism but Phila was there. ‘Alright, hop in the car and we’ll see.’


      She shook her head and turned to Phila with a smile. ‘Phil,’ she said, rummaging around in her bag and bringing out a damp wad of US notes, ‘if I gave you a list do you think you could get us a couple of –?’


      ‘He’s the Regional Coordinator for Health Projects!’ I was speaking quite loudly.


      ‘Of course, of course I can,’ Phila told Kathleen.


      


      ‘When your father was dying, people came to sit with me,’ Kathleen said.


      ‘He wasn’t dying, he just came off his bike. He was drunk.’


      We were carrying the last of the supplies down from the car. Phila had spent two and a quarter hours gathering Kathleen’s requests and bringing them back while I waited with her at the darkening lake. Pale clouds iced the sky, leaving no stars or moon. I’d followed him to the car park on his way out and said that I hoped this wouldn’t impact on our, what I considered to be good, working relationship, and that he wouldn’t think this indicative of Australia’s attitudes towards Cambodian people. He’d smiled and said that we should talk more simply when we were on holiday. I’d said I was just sorry, sorry about Kathleen.


      ‘How would you know if he was drunk or not? You were off at Natasha’s,’ Kathleen told me.


      ‘I believe I was five.’


      ‘Well, people, adults, came to sit with me and I came to understand the importance of it. I learnt from that, see.’ We set down a striped bag holding pillows and blankets and a box that rattled like cutlery and turned to watch Phila come down the stairs with the food. ‘Phil’s nice, isn’t he?’


      ‘His name is Phil-a; “-a”.’


      ‘Phil-a. Sounds like a girl’s name. I almost dated a Phil once.’ She turned to me but I was studying the weave of the plastic mat that the family had placed on the pier. It was a peacock with his train of eyes spread in courtship, fading with the day. Kathleen found a spot over his right foot and plonked onto it, cross-legged. ‘He’s as lonely as you, that man,’ she reflected and wriggled her hips to settle. ‘Wants a woman in his life.’ I shook my head at her. ‘What?’ she said. ‘What?’


      ‘A large part of my time over the last month has been spent researching and preparing to go to a Tampuen village.’ I glanced down at the old woman who sat watching the lake.


      ‘Sounds like you’re ready to go, then. Do you think we should cover that … what is it, chicken? It’s out in the weather.’


      ‘I’m saying you can’t just walk in and be with people. Especially at a time like this. There are special rituals, practices. It’s disrespectful.’


      ‘Sit down would you, darl? You’re making this lady nervous.’ The old woman’s neck was craned back to take in my height. I crouched but couldn’t manage a flat-footed squat so I fanned my legs out to the side like the younger women.


      


      Night fell as though it was sucked into the water and held there. The family lit candle stumps and Phila came to join us. Kathleen patted the mat beside her.


      ‘I was just telling Katie that people came to sit with me when her father was dying.’


      Phila craned past her to look at me. ‘You didn’t tell me that your father had died.’


      ‘That’s because he hasn’t.’


      ‘Tell them, Phil, tell them that my husband was dying and people came to sit with me, just like this.’ Phila told the family that people had sat with my mother. The old woman with bloody betel teeth spoke.


      ‘Her husband died too,’ Phila said. The old woman shifted to make a space. ‘She wants you to sit next to her.’ Kathleen beamed, as though she’d been picked for a game show, and tiptoed her way over the peacock to settle by the old woman. I saw them holding hands. There was a gap on the mat between Phila and me.


      ‘Phil?’ called Kathleen.


      ‘Yes, Kathleen?’


      ‘Did you bring the …?’ she laughed.


      ‘Oh! Oh yes.’ Phila reached to a bag behind him and opened the zipper. I heard the clunk of wine bottles.


      ‘Phil and I understand one another.’


      ‘It’s Phil-a.’


      ‘Phil-a, Phil-a, pour me a drink-ah!’ Kathleen laughed and offered one to the old woman. ‘Give Katie one too, it might help her mood.’ The wine slopped into the plastic cups Phila had brought. ‘She wasn’t a grumpy child at all until her dad … then she started to stutter. She was a shocker. I had to take on extra shifts to iron that one out at speech therapy.’


      ‘It would be awful to lose a parent.’ Phila looked over at me.


      ‘I th … think …’ I began, my voice breaking and rippling outward. ‘Perhaps we should be a bit more respectful. Culturally sensitive. These people have actually lost someone.’


      ‘Oh yeah,’ Kathleen turned energetically to the old woman, their fingers still entwined like roots. ‘Can she tell us more about her granddaughter?’ The woman told Phila that her granddaughter Savoun had fallen in love with a married man when she was supposed to go with Thorn – she indicated a teenage boy who nodded at us gravely – and when the married man wouldn’t have her she turned to the lake. That’s how Phila translated it. That she turned to the lake for help. Now she was out there, two days under and with one more to go until her body rose up and they could meet her again.


      ‘Terrible,’ said Kathleen. ‘My husband had affairs. Tell her, Phil. Phil-a, sorry.’ Phila told the old woman, who thumped her chest emphatically.


      ‘Her husband did too.’


      ‘We’re practically sisters! Except you’re quite a bit older.’ Phila spoke to the woman.


      ‘She’s fifty-six.’


      ‘I’m fifty-five! Oh god, Kate, I thought she was eighty.’


      ‘People don’t have the same benefits as we do.’ I swallowed my wine. ‘On the global poverty index Cambodia may rate more highly than other developing nations, but –’


      ‘But at least you’ve got grandchildren. Tell her, Phil. Ask her how many she has.’ Phila asked her.


      ‘She had seven,’ said Phila. Kathleen shook her head and was quiet a moment. I looked out at where the lake would be. With the clouds covering the moon it was as though we were all underwater.


      ‘Now Phil, are you speaking Cambodian to this woman?’ Kathleen started up again.


      ‘Khmer? No, she’s ethnic minority. She speaks a very different language. Tampuen.’ I could see Kathleen mouthing the word in the candlelight then shaking her head and smiling. ‘I speak that language and two others,’ Phila continued. ‘English and Lao. And I’m learning French.’


      ‘You were good at languages, Kate. Katie speaks Japanese.’


      ‘I have a few basic sentences,’ I told Phila. ‘And I was in Phnom Penh two whole years before here and I still can’t speak Khmer.’


      ‘You need to marry a Cambodian man, and have some Cambodian children, then you’ll speak Khmer,’ said Phila but I couldn’t see his face. I could only hear Kathleen laughing with the old woman like it was Christmas.


      


      A car shone its lonely beams over us. I rose on unsteady feet. It would be the park rangers and I would need to explain what we were doing with a family that we didn’t know at the lake. I hoped they would understand that I took complete responsibility. More relatives, young and old men who smelled like sweat and smoke, made their way down the stairs and past me onto the pier. The candles caught their bodies hauling small barrels filled, Phila told me as I sat down again, with rice wine. We all shuffled around. I could feel the heat from Phila’s arm, just centimetres from mine.


      ‘Oh goodie,’ said Kathleen and opened another bottle of red. ‘Now it’s a part –’ she glanced at me, ‘a wake.’


      ‘Do you like Cambodia?’ Phila asked her, holding out his glass for another drink. She refilled mine without asking.


      ‘Oh yeah! It’s like Jakarta.’


      ‘You’ve never been to Jakarta,’ I hissed.


      ‘No but Andrea has. Andrea loved it.’


      ‘Is Cambodia better than Jakarta?’ Phila persisted.


      ‘I’m sure it’s better than Jakarta. The people at the airport, the sellers at the market, you, you’re very convivial. That means friendly. Are you Muslim?’


      ‘Me? No, Buddhist.’


      ‘Buddhist! How lovely! Do you know how to do tea ceremony?’


      ‘Tea? You want tea?’


      Kathleen screeched with laughter.


      ‘No, no I said tea ceremony … isn’t he funny?’


      


      There was a gap in the clouds. The moon burst through it and struck the lake. In the places where the light didn’t fall, under the pier, under our armpits, in the hollows of our eyes, it was pitch. Around the mats, the family bellowed with sore laughter. I would have liked it if Kathleen had come to sit by me.


      ‘I dated a man once who would pick me up with his mother driving because he’d lost his licence for being drunk.’


      ‘In our village, we know if a boy wants to marry a girl because he comes out of her hut the next morning,’ said the old woman and they cackled together, rocking side to side while Phila grinned into his translation. Thorn, the boy who was supposed to marry the girl in the lake, said something and the old woman yelled at him. The rest of the family fell silent. ‘He says he spent the night in her granddaughter’s hut but the old women told him that’s a lie – except she said something stronger than that,’ added Phila. We all turned to stare out, scanning for detail in the surface of the silvery lake.


      ‘I need to pee,’ said Kathleen. ‘Come to the ladies’ with me, Katie?’ Kathleen reached out her hands to me and giggled.


      Away from the candles it seemed colder. Kathleen looped an arm through mine and we picked our way slowly away from the voices. The gap in the clouds passed and we were dipped in darkness again.


      ‘Will this do?’ I could feel a tree ahead and the smooth earth of the path underfoot. I heard Kathleen unzip her trousers and rustle as she squatted.


      ‘Aren’t you peeing?’ she asked. I looked around in desperate search for detail, blue and red specks twirling over my eyeballs. I stepped sideways and unzipped my jeans. I could smell Kathleen.


      ‘Phew,’ she gasped. ‘That’s better. That Phil is quite a guy.’


      ‘You hardly know him.’


      ‘I know he can sing very nicely. And that he only has eight toes. Two were blown off, can you believe it?’


      ‘How do you know that?’


      ‘Told me.’


      ‘Why?’


      ‘He was on a train that got hijacked by the Khmer Rouge of all things. In the ’90s! His brother died and Phil lost two of his toes and some teeth. He’s lucky he survived.’


      ‘Phila? That Phila?’ I whispered.


      ‘Oh yeah, Kate. There’s a lot of things you don’t know. That man needs a woman to –’


      ‘Oh, leave him alone,’ I said. Kathleen laughed.


      ‘Katie-Kate, whaddya mean?’


      ‘What I said.’ I wiggled my buttocks and felt the flesh move, then I stood and zipped. Kathleen laughed again.


      ‘Darl, are you jealous?’ I turned away but Kathleen shot out a hand and found me in the pitch. ‘Katie you must know –’


      ‘All I know is you’re flir … f-f- …’ I gulped. ‘There’s this poor girl out there floating around and all you can do is think about your v …v … genitals.’


      ‘You’re wrong, Katie. She’s not floating at all. She’s coming up.’ I gave her a push to get her off my arm and she stumbled and shrieked.


      ‘I stepped in the pee!’ she shouted after me, laughing. ‘My leg’s covered in pee! Kate? Katie? Come back. Help Mummy, Katie. Kate.’


      


      Some of the family were asleep on the mats or in hammocks strung from the rails of the pier when Kathleen found her way back. She was breathless and the pants that brushed against my arm as she felt her way to the mat were damp. Phila saw her from the circle of men he was sitting with. They were talking in low voices around a couple of candles and pointing out to the lake.


      ‘It’s dangerous out there in the dark. You shouldn’t go walking at night, Kathleen,’ he told her. ‘I was worried about you.’


      ‘Oh thank you, Phil. I was thinking. About Tony actually. My boyfriend. Tony.’


      ‘I thought you were single.’ Phila’s voice was high with surprise.


      ‘Well, I meant single as in not married again.’


      ‘You haven’t spoken about Tony.’


      ‘That’s because when I start. He’s … what’s Tony like, Kate?’


      ‘Tony?’ I found my voice in the dark. ‘He’s … well, his full name is Antony. He mows – he’s a gardener.’


      ‘And he’d like a boat.’


      ‘Would he?’ I asked.


      ‘Oh yeah he was always … he’s always saying he’d like a boat. Just to go out in, you know?’


      ‘I know he likes cricket. Boxing Day, remember?’


      Kathleen laughed like she was far away.


      ‘He hardly talked to us at all. He’s a quiet sort of a guy, Phil.’


      ‘Like Kate,’ said Phila. Kathleen’s hand brushed mine.


      ‘Like Katie-Kate.’

    

  


  
    
      


      VAMPIRES FROM CAMBODIA, SUSAN FROM AUSTRALIA


      It was an egg but what was an egg doing by the pond? Eggs belong at the market or in chickens or nests, or as a balut with a hot cooked chick inside the shell, not out like a rock by the water.


      ‘Yanie, come and look at the egg!’ And Yanie came as quickly as she could on her old legs and put an arm through her sister’s at the window. ‘It’s not a chicken egg,’ said Sida. She was wearing her hat for the garden. ‘We eat chicken eggs every day and it’s not a chicken egg. It’s too white. Almost glowing. Is it a duck’s egg? Speak up, Yanie, I can never hear you.’


      ‘It’s an Ap egg.’


      ‘Are you sure? How do you know that an Ap even has eggs? They eat babies, they don’t hatch them.’


      ‘I saw two ducks in the pond yesterday and they wouldn’t touch it.’


      ‘Well if the ducks won’t touch it then neither should we. I’m going outside and then I’m going to make lunch and then I’ll go and get Susan from Australia on the bus and you’re not to worry about a thing.’


      But could you just leave an Ap egg? They’d put chicken blood out in a jar by the front gate so that spirits like the Ap would be distracted. Yanie wondered now if it was the right sort of blood.


      


      All the things in the house were Sida’s: the nice wooden furniture and the kitchen things and the bed mats and linen and the computer and the pond with the brilliant orange fish glowing below the dusty surface laced with morning glory and now an egg by the water. Sida told Yanie that it was her house too, that everything was hers just the same, but Yanie knew that Sida’s husband had built the house twenty years before and now that he was dead it was Sida’s. Yanie was in the bedroom, making up the bed for Susan from Australia. Through the open window, she could see the neighbour sitting in a deck chair, peeling lychees and shouting through the fruit trees to Sida.


      ‘Really?’ Sida yelled back across the yard.


      ‘It’s true, my friend heard it on the news and my cousin saw it with her own eyes,’ shouted the neighbour. The TV in the neighbour’s house was loud as a wedding, tuned to a film clip of a woman crying in a satin gown. A man was trying his hardest to cheer her up but Yanie suspected he’d done something wrong.


      ‘What did she say? Your cousin?’


      ‘That a vampire Ap is attacking people. Old women and babies.’


      ‘No!’


      ‘Really. Just over in Kampong Cham.’


      ‘I’m going there today to pick up our great niece.’


      ‘You better be careful. It’s in their spit. My cousin’s daughter Sopea drank from the same glass as the Ap and now she works in a bad bar.’


      ‘And your cousin? Did she drink from the glass?’


      Yanie watched the neighbour peel the fruit with the tough nubs of her fingers until it sat like an eyeball in a little skull of shell. Then she raised the cone to her face to slurp the lychee through her lips and suck the flesh off, spitting the slimy black pip to the ground.


      ‘Maybe my cousin in Kampong Cham did drink,’ agreed the neighbour.


      ‘And what happens when you drink? Do they always go to work in bars?’ asked Sida. The neighbour laughed as though she was hacking at grass with a blade.


      ‘You turn into an Ap for a while, with a big beautiful face and all your intestines hanging out. Then,’ her chair squeaked threateningly as she leaned forward, ‘you die.’


      ‘We’ve got a strange egg in our garden …’ yelled Yanie from the window. On the TV, the man touched the woman’s bare shoulder and she turned and smiled with real tears in her eyes. The neighbour didn’t like to look at Yanie because of her scar but she’d heard.


      ‘I’d watch that egg if I were you,’ she said.


      


      It rained all through the late morning and the pond was nearly full. What happens when it reaches the house?


      ‘Now, you’re not to worry about that either,’ Sida said. ‘It’s all in the drainage.’ And she went under the house to make the soup. Yanie watched the glowing egg until the rain stopped and the sun sparked off the drops of water that decorated the shell. She watched until Sida called up the stairs that it was too much watching.


      ‘Maybe the blood we leave out is the wrong blood. Maybe we shouldn’t be using chicken’s blood,’ Yanie panted, coming down the stairs. The soup was churning in the pot. You could get lost in it.


      ‘Dearest one.’ Sida set down her book and stood to give the lunch a good stir. It sent up a rush of steam that made their eyes water. Sida was older than Yanie but they looked almost the same. Sida had more white hairs at the nape of her long neck, Yanie’s right ankle was more swollen than the left, Sida’s right breast was a little larger. And of course, Yanie had the scar. ‘You sure the Ap is that smart?’ Sida scooped deep into the pot and ladled some soup into a bowl for Yanie.


      ‘Oh I’m sure, I’m sure.’ Yanie ate a forkful of rice, then sucked some soup into her mouth and swallowed. ‘She took the baby right out of that pig farmer, Bonavy’s, stomach, didn’t she?’


      ‘Bonavy shouldn’t have been wandering around at night with other men. Serves her right.’


      After lunch, Sida squinted at the computer and watched her emails come in and go out again. Sida had married after the regime, Yanie hadn’t. Sida had married a short businessman who had sometimes taken her on trips where she Met People.


      ‘It goes on and on, doesn’t it, Yanie?’ And Yanie had to agree, there didn’t seem to be an end to it, any of it. The soup went on boiling and the Aps kept on visiting and Sida came and went and the egg kept on sitting by the pond, not a chicken egg and not a duck egg but an egg to watch.


      ‘But some things stop.’


      ‘That’s true,’ Sida said, clicking at her computer.


      ‘Like war.’


      ‘Now, you’re not to think about –’


      ‘And thoughts.’


      ‘You can think about whatever you want but don’t worry about it.’ Sida told Yanie not to worry about anything – she would be back with Susan from Australia on the late afternoon bus.


      


      The bus shook along the road like it was dying and Yanie heard it slow and pause while Sida clambered on. It was a wonder. Someone like Sida. It was a wonder she could just go off to town and bring Susan from Australia back to a house where there was an egg to watch in the yard. Yanie bounced on the spot. It was terrible to need to go to the toilet when you were busy and everything was so mixed up.


      ‘Not to worry,’ said Yanie, ‘not to worry,’ and she found a shirt that would do and took it out to the backyard. Stuffed with grass it was inelegant, like a policeman, but that was appropriate. She fiddled the buttons into place and put a long bamboo stake down the neck and through the waist. Her fingers hatched like eggs. Her legs were warm but the back of her dress was cold and wet.


      ‘What are you doing out there, Yanie?’ The neighbour peered at her the way she did, her eyes like black gems or snake’s eyes or pits, pips – the black middle of something you can’t get.


      ‘Making a Ting Mong.’ The neighbour picked her way through the papaya poles and stood a little distance from where Yanie was drawing a face on the back of a pink plastic dinner plate. ‘For the Ap,’ Yanie added.


      ‘Oh, well. Good. I thought …’ The neighbour’s two dogs came tearing around the side of the house and pounced on Yanie. One licked her face where the scar was while the other stuck its nose under the back of her skirt. She laughed and pushed them away. The neighbour pulled some dead leaves off the trees and scrunched them like paper in her hands while she watched Yanie tie a bit of plastic bag around the Ting Mong’s waist for a belt. ‘Sensible to make a Ting Mong when the Ap won’t eat poison or anything.’


      ‘Do you have a gun?’ Yanie asked.


      ‘What do you want with a gun?’


      ‘The Ap won’t be scared otherwise. It’s no Ting Mong without a gun.’ The neighbour went back to her house, where the woman on TV was still crying. Yanie drew a line from the corner of the Ting Mong’s mouth to where its ear would be. There weren’t any pants so it would be a woman Ting Mong. Yanie’s damp skirt stuck to her legs. She pulled it off and filled it with grass. She eyed the egg. It was still. She drove the stake into the ground. The Ting Mong and Yanie looked down at the egg.


      ‘Yanie! You know your sister wouldn’t want you to be naked!’ The neighbour stomped over to her washing line and dragged off a sarong for Yanie to wrap around her waist. The she handed Yanie an old shotgun. Yanie tied it to the Ting Mong with another plastic bag and the neighbour grunted her approval. She said she’d get her son to make one when he was next home.


      


      ‘Kaliyanei, this is our grand-niece, Susan,’ said Sida. She didn’t say ‘from Australia’. ‘Susan speaks very good Khmer.’ Sida said this loudly and slowly. Yanie looked at Susan from Australia. Her face was beautiful – huge compared with her pale frame – she was wearing a new-looking cardigan but her eyes looked like they’d been gouged out and replaced with stones.


      ‘Have you seen the egg?’ Yanie asked, and pointed to the window. Susan from Australia went over and looked. When she smiled her teeth were yellow and there was a black gap where a canine had been. ‘Are you sick?’


      ‘Yanie!’ said Sida and Yanie and Susan from Australia jumped. ‘Sorry, Susan. Don’t mind your Grand-Aunt Yanie. Have you eaten?’ Susan from Australia shook her head. Yanie understood – she wouldn’t eat poison or anything.


      


      Yanie stood in the doorway while Susan from Australia unpacked her things into the cupboard. She had taken off her cardigan and it looked like she had no body at all under the T-shirt. As she lifted clothes from her suitcase, Yanie saw the bites down the inside of her arm.


      ‘Are you sick?’ she asked. Susan looked startled. She peered past Yanie. ‘Sida’s in the garden picking things for our dinner. Are you sick?’


      ‘For two years.’


      Yanie nodded. That was when Bonavy the pig farmer’s baby got taken. They must have Aps in Australia too.


      ‘Are you scared of the Ting Mong?’ Yanie asked. She picked up Susan from Australia’s thin hand and led her over to the window. In the yard the Ting Mong’s plate face glowed in the late afternoon light. Susan from Australia’s hand was strangely warm.


      ‘Is that a gun?’ Susan from Australia asked. Yanie nodded. ‘That’s scary. What’s it for?’


      ‘It’s to scare …’ Yanie and Sida were supposed to make their grand-niece well and give her an understanding of the old country, the email had said. Not to scare her. ‘… the birds.’


      ‘Oh, it’s a scarecrow!’ Susan from Australia used the English word and smiled. It looked like her face might break.


      


      Yanie hadn’t shared a bed with Sida since just after the regime, when Sida had found her under their childhood home, face healing badly, muttering, but alive. Sida could sleep though anything but all night through the wall Yanie heard Susan from Australia crying. When Susan went to the toilet in the morning, Yanie went into her room and felt her drenched sheets. Susan helped to get breakfast ready but hardly ate anything. The neighbour flew up the driveway on her motorbike and peered at them from under her house.


      ‘Come and meet our grand-niece Susan,’ called Sida. ‘From Australia.’ The neighbour dismounted and smiled at Susan, who pressed her hands together at her forehead in greeting. But she pressed them too high, as though the neighbour was the King.


      ‘Do you like Cambodia? How did you get here?’ the neighbour asked. Susan from Australia couldn’t think of the words.


      ‘I came through the air,’ she answered and glanced at her grand-aunts, embarrassed. The neighbour raised her eyebrows at Yanie. I’d watch that egg if I were you. When the neighbour had gone home, Susan insisted on cleaning the dishes she’d hardly eaten from. She washed each glass carefully.


      ‘It’s nice to have a young person in the house, isn’t it, Yanie?’


      ‘I’m not going to let anything happen to her,’ said Yanie so fiercely that Sida laughed.


      


      The neighbour drove up again in the afternoon, followed by a boy with an elderly man perched on the back of his motorbike. Susan from Australia was showing her grand-aunts pictures from Sydney: a low white house behind narrow leathery trees, Susan from Australia hugging a hairy dog, a concert stadium blooming from a harbour – her hands shook as she picked up each one. When the neighbour and the old man came up the stairs, Sida stood and went to get some food. The man’s bald head shone with grey stubble and his threadbare clothes fell from his body in an almost holy way. He shuffled towards Susan from Australia and reached with a gnarled finger to touch her cheek. Susan from Australia flinched as the man pulled the skin down and looked into her stone eyes. He did the same to her lips and saw the gaps between her teeth. He muttered to the neighbour who stepped forward gingerly and pushed the thin T-shirt to the girl’s stomach. They all saw the ribs gnawed of flesh. Her intestines bulging against the fabric.


      ‘Is he a … a doctor?’ asked Susan from Australia. The man opened his whole mouth in a silent toothless laugh and began a long singing prayer. Susan from Australia glanced at her grand-aunt. Yanie stared back. The girl closed her eyes and stayed still but for her left knee, which wouldn’t stop jiggling. When the man had finished he waited patiently for Sida to bring him a bag of food. Then the man and the neighbour edged back down the stairs and Yanie went to stand by the window.


      ‘Well?’ she heard the neighbour say once they were out by the pond.


      ‘She’s not dead. But she’s not alive either,’ answered the old man.


      


      That night while Sida slept, Susan from Australia sobbed through the wall. What was in her was trying to come out. Duck’s wings beating at her soul. Out in the yard the moonlight caught the Ting Mong’s face. The skirt was itchy with grass. The gun heavy and cold. Susan was crying into her pillow and didn’t hear the door open. She saw the Ting Mong standing over her with the gun and the sound died in her throat.


      ‘You have to promise not to eat any babies,’ said the Ting Mong. Susan from Australia coughed.


      ‘Not to …?’


      ‘Eat babies. Or spit on people. Okay? And you can’t die, either.’


      Susan from Australia reached out with her tongue to catch a tear before it rolled down her chin. She scratched at the punctures down her arm and nodded.


      


      ‘Where are we going?’ asked Susan from Australia. Outside it was bright like a drug coming on but the neighbour’s house cast deep shadows, which they walked right into. Out of the shadows came growls. The dogs came forward and wagged their tales and bounced up the stairs to lick the Ting Mong’s hand as it opened the door.


      ‘It’s not locked?’ whispered Susan from Australia.


      ‘Why lock it? This is a nice village.’ The Ting Mong gestured Susan from Australia inside with the gun. The neighbour was asleep on her back on a bamboo platform in the living room. She was lit by the muted TV, where the man and the woman were drawing water together from a stream and laughing. The Ting Mong pointed the gun at the neighbour’s snoring mouth and tapped her cheek. The neighbour woke and squeaked like a rat.


      ‘Son?’ she asked.


      ‘I’m Ting Mong!’ The neighbour glanced over at Susan, who was scratching her arm and looking over her shoulder at the door. ‘I’m Ting Mong!’ It sounded good. As though she was a man and a woman at the same time. The neighbour nodded and gripped her chest. The TV flickered blue behind the Ting Mong, flooding its plate face and bulky chest in shadow.


      ‘What … what do you want?’ The neighbour’s voice quivered unusually. Sida always said it was good to enjoy things but not so much that you broke them. If they broke the neighbour, there would be a problem.


      ‘I want you to leave Susan from Australia alone.’


      The neighbour looked over at Susan from Australia – the blue light on the girl’s big dead face and eyes.


      ‘But she’s an Ap spirit. A vampire,’ the neighbour whispered, lifting her head.


      ‘No!’ boomed the Ting Mong and the neighbour fell back against the mat and blinked fearfully. ‘If she was an Ap, don’t you think I would have killed her?’


      The Ting Mong had both a point and a gun. The neighbour cleared her throat.


      ‘Well … what about the egg? Another Ap will come for it. We have to work together, you know, as a community. To protect the children. Remember what happened to my cousin’s daughter, Sopea? She drank –’


      ‘You’re right,’ boomed the Ting Mong and lifted the gun away from the neighbour, who perched up on her elbows.


      ‘What should we do?’


      ‘Susan from Australia,’ the Ting Mong ordered. ‘Get the … thing.’ Susan from Australia glanced around with startled eyes, then lowered them and sighed an old sigh. Out of the pocket of her cargo pants she pulled a plastic packet with a new syringe inside.


      


      In the morning Susan from Australia ate some of her rice and pork and there were dabs of colour in her face. A shimmer of light in the dull pool of her eyes. The neighbour didn’t get up until late in the morning. When she did she peered under the house and saw three women: one with a long, old neck, one with a scar on her face and one young one. The Ting Mong was missing from the yard.


      Sida went out to the kaffir lime bush by the front gate and called back, ‘Yanie, did you put more blood in the jar?’ Yanie’s scar shortened when she smiled. The gap where Susan from Australia’s tooth should have been showed. Sida glanced at them curiously as she went past and up the stairs to her bedroom overlooking the backyard. ‘Yanie, Susan, come and look at the egg!’


      It was broken. A crow dipped its beak into the runny yellow and pulled something from inside, then stretched its wings and with a jump and a downward flap, flew away. Sida went to change her clothes and write some emails and start the lunch, but Yanie and Susan from Australia stayed and watched the broken egg until the sun was high above the papayas and Sida told them to come away from the window. That was enough watching.

    

  


  
    
      


      IF YOU SAY IT, IT MUST BE TRUE


      The bathroom was orange and tiled and cleanish and needed a plant. There was pink soap in a packet on the basin. Anna sat on the toilet and sniffed the soap through the plastic. Very cheap. She should have brought her own. Or bought some in transit at Kuala Lumpur. The bathroom was alright otherwise though. The loo flushed properly and the shower mounted on the wall didn’t stick over the toilet but held its own sort of space in the corner near an uncovered drain hole just big enough for a rat’s head. Anna watched that hole as she peed. When she came out, Ray was lying on the bed in a towel, facing the grey TV. Anna heaved the suitcase up beside him.


      ‘Got something special in there?’ he asked.


      ‘Like what? Chocolate?’ She didn’t unzip the case but stood next to it and let her arms rise and fall by her sides.


      ‘Been a long time,’ Ray said, watching her.


      ‘Since what?’ There was a beat-up tourist guide to Phnom Penh on the small table, next to a wooden statue of two snub-nosed dolphins kissing. Anna sat down on the chair beside it and began to leaf through what seemed like a collection of advertisements – mostly for girlie bars, beer and bus tickets.


      ‘Since we were alone together.’ Ray smiled at his wife.


      ‘We went camping in April, remember? It was freezing.’


      ‘We had the kids. And Mary and Keith.’


      ‘But we were in our own tent.’


      ‘Right.’ Ray’s smile fell into a sigh. ‘But before that. When did we last do this, just the two of us?’ Anna looked at him and realised that she’d finished her book on the plane and had no others. Ray nodded as though she’d said something. ‘It’s been a long time,’ he continued.


      ‘What about that bed and breakfast for Karen’s wedding when the kids stayed with Mum and Dad?’ Anna remembered. ‘We were alone then.’


      ‘Okay, that was two years ago.’ Ray was getting snappy so Anna shrugged and nodded. ‘Thank you.’ Ray stretched out the full length of the bed. His towel came undone, revealing damp hair sketched over a pale thigh. ‘It has been absolutely ages.’ Anna found the section on places to eat and waved them at him.


      ‘We could have Italian tonight. Or Mexican.’


      Ray sat up on his elbows.


      ‘We’re in Cambodia.’


      ‘My stomach’s still weird,’ Anna said, dropping the book to her lap.


      ‘I was thinking,’ Ray said, that we could get a cheap meal, Anna thought, ‘that we could go out and have a nice meal in a nice local place overlooking the river and then come back, have an early night and have sex together.’ Anna flicked through the guide for things to do. The Royal Palace, the Temple, the Genocide Museum. Her husband watched her from the bed.


      ‘Together, huh?’ she said finally and swallowed. ‘Well, who else would you have sex with?’


      ‘My hand?’ Ray shot. ‘Maybe a magazine if I’m lucky.’


      ‘That’s disgusting.’


      ‘What?’


      ‘It’s degrading.’


      ‘It is degrading going to bed with someone every night and not having sex, yes.’


      ‘You want to be having sex every night now …?’


      ‘No, I want to be having sex tonight. With you. When was the last time we did that?’


      ‘My birthday!’ Anna shouted.


      ‘Five months ago!’


      Anna remembered. She had been drunk on wine. She’d taken all her clothes off and felt new. She’d said, ‘What do you think of this, then?’ and he’d said, ‘I like it, I like it.’ She didn’t pretend he was someone else but someone different. ‘What is it?’ he asked more gently now. ‘Is there something wrong?’ Anna shook her head. ‘I mean, down there?’


      ‘I’m only forty-one. I’m not decrepit.’


      ‘Well what the hell is it then, Anna? You tell me because seriously, I don’t know.’


      ‘It’s nothing. It’s just …’ Ray sat up further to show he was listening. ‘All couples get to this stage. Mary and Keith …’ Anna trailed off.


      ‘Oh, don’t talk about them,’ Ray said, flopping back on the bed. Anna could see the dim curve of his ball sack against his thigh and wanted to cover it.


      ‘What’s wrong with Mary and Keith?’ she asked instead.


      ‘Mary’s been mental since she had Jasper, and Keith spends all his time in his study and I can tell you he’s not doing accounting in there.’


      ‘Oh, you’re disgusting.’


      ‘I’m telling you he’s shown me.’


      ‘You and Keith sit in there watching porn while Mary and I are downstairs?’


      ‘Not me. Keith!’


      ‘And you didn’t look?’


      ‘Well, I’m a man, aren’t I?’


      ‘We should call the kids.’


      ‘Don’t change the subject.’ He was really yelling now. ‘What the hell?’


      ‘I just don’t happen to think that watching films that degrade women is very manly, that’s all.’


      ‘Right, well that would explain a few things,’ said Ray. His smile looked sore. ‘You can be a bit prudish about sex, Ann.’


      ‘I think we both know I’m not. I can tell you –’


      ‘Prove it.’


      ‘What?’


      ‘Prove it to me. Make me remember. Let’s do it now.’


      Anna sighed. ‘Ray.’


      ‘What? Come on.’ He patted the bed beside him.


      ‘Ray. I’m not …’ Anna stopped and stared at the imprint his hand had left on the faded quilt. The bed was so big they could both have lain there spread like eagles and never touched. ‘I need a shower and then maybe I could eat …’ she continued. ‘Let’s go out now, let’s call Mum and Dad and the kids and then we can go out and eat and look around and then we’ll come back and have an early night. ’Kay?’ she smiled. Ray nodded slowly.


      


      It was dim outside, and hot. Ray pointed his camera at tuk tuk drivers and street vendors, at old women crouched in the gutters with checked cloths wrapped around their heads. Anna thought about buying corn but got worried about the water it was boiled in. Ray took photos of her. By the time they settled on a Thai/Cambodian place, Anna’s stomach had calmed. Ray asked her how she liked it and squeezed and patted her hand when she tried some of his curried fish amok. Then it was really dark and they caught a tuk tuk through the half-lit streets towards their hotel. Ray said he couldn’t wait to get into bed. They turned up a street lively with bars and Ray raised his face to the smell of a barbeque with rows of cubed pork on sticks and the biting smell of exhaust mixed with the sweet sewer smell. And the beer. The smell of beer.


      ‘Let’s stop in for a drink,’ he said suddenly. Anna agreed and they gave each other a surprised smile. ‘Here?’


      Anna frowned. ‘We’re not going to a bar called 69ers, Ray …’


      ‘Why not? It could spice up …’ Anna looked at him. ‘Okay. There?’ Anna peered from their slow-moving tuk tuk. It was a giant place a quarter filled, mostly with locals, who sat under bunting advertisements for various beers.


      ‘Good place?’ Ray yelled at the tuk tuk driver, who nodded and smiled. ‘You go there?’ Ray asked. The driver shook his head.


      ‘Ray, that place has beer girls.’ Ray’s face furrowed. ‘Well, you’re the one who told me that they’re exploited or something. What about there?’ She gestured quickly to a small bar where a few Westerners were marooned on big cushions inside. Ray sighed and tried to pay the driver but he parked and said he’d wait.


      


      ‘Oh! They have Heineken,’ said Anna, ‘I’ll have that.’


      ‘You’re drinking beer?’


      ‘Well, when in Cambodia,’ she said so cheerily that Ray grinned and ordered an Angkor.


      ‘My country, my beer,’ he quoted from the ads to the waitress. She moved away to tell the other staff and they smiled and nodded over at him. Anna stared at her husband. His grin included the whole bar. A moment later the waitress was back with the opened and mostly cold beers. She lingered by Ray.


      ‘My country, your beer,’ she burst out laughing and Ray hooted. Anna looked out through the open entry-way to the street. The tuk tuk driver was in his carriage, listening to a radio with another man. A group of young women with Australian accents pulled up next to him on bicycles. Their makeup glistened in the heat but they were pretty, Anna thought, with long legs that you could see a lot of. She glanced at Ray to see if he had seen them but he was focused on the waitress.


      ‘How did you learn to speak English so well if you didn’t study?’ he was asking.


      ‘Not so well. I just learned it from the customers.’


      ‘So you’re smart,’ Ray smiled, but it was different from the way he smiled at Anna. It was the smile of a man alone.


      ‘Not so smart!’ the waitress protested. She was smiling too.


      ‘Sure you are. Would you like to study?’


      ‘Yes but,’ the waitress lowered her voice, ‘my family is poor. So I can’t afford to study anymore.’


      ‘Do you live with your family?’


      ‘Ray!’ Anna protested. He looked surprised to see her. ‘That’s a bit personal, isn’t it? Sorry,’ she said to the waitress.


      ‘No problem, no problem,’ she answered, shining her eyes at Anna. She’s not pretty, Anna thought, she’s completely beautiful. Anna glanced at the pimply waitress lingering by the counter, who caught her eye and beamed an uneven smile. ‘Yes, I live with my grandmother and my father and my sisters and brother but my mother died.’


      ‘From the Khmer Rouge?’ Ray questioned.


      ‘She’s too young, Ray.’


      ‘After that,’ the waitress agreed. ‘Sick from her stomach.’ The waitress pointed to her tiny waist. ‘But my grandfather died from Pol Pot.’


      ‘Tortured,’ Ray stated. The waitress didn’t know the word.


      ‘He died from no food,’ she said. ‘Many people died from no food.’ The chips that Ray had ordered arrived.


      


      ‘We should help that girl,’ Ray said once they were outside and waving at the tuk tuk driver. Anna wasn’t used to beer and felt the carriage sway as they clambered in and sat opposite each other.


      ‘What girl?’ she looked around as they moved off and saw only a po-faced woman on a motorbike. Two kids approached them with a basket of books but the traffic moved on. ‘What girl?’


      ‘The waitress. Srey Part.’


      ‘Ray …’


      ‘One hundred and fifty bucks and she could do an English course and get a better job. Better than giving it to a charity who’ll take half, right?’


      ‘Ray …’


      ‘What?’ he looked up from his camera screen and the half dozen snaps he’d taken of Srey Part. His face was heavy with beer.


      ‘It’s none of our business,’ she replied finally.


      ‘What isn’t?’


      ‘That girl and her life.’ Ray mumbled something that Anna didn’t hear over the engine.


      ‘I said we’re here in Cambodia, so it is our business,’ he repeated loudly. ‘Imagine if every tourist helped one person –’


      ‘Then about an eighth of the population would be helped and I bet I know which eighth it’d be,’ Anna replied. Ray raised his thick eyebrows. ‘I just think it’s interesting you didn’t want to help the other girl.’


      ‘What other girl?’


      ‘Exactly. The ugly one in the corner. What, you didn’t notice her? I’m sure she’d like to go to uni too.’


      ‘Well great, we’ll help them both, we’ll help them all, we’ll help Mr Lim here too,’ Ray shouted, flinging his arms. The tuk tuk driver glanced in the rear-vision mirror. ‘Tell you what, I’ll give some money to Srey Part, you can give some money to … what was her name?’ Anna shook her head. She wouldn’t look at him. ‘Oh you don’t know her name?’ Ray continued. ‘I see …’


      


      Anna showered and took her time moving the pink soap over her body. Making the water hot – it felt cleaner – then a blast of cold. When she came out in underpants and a T-shirt, Ray was naked on the bed.


      ‘Hey there,’ he smirked. Anna stared at his penis. The bare bulb overhead made it seem stupid. Stupidly bright. ‘Come here,’ he said.


      ‘I just want to …’ She went to the suitcase and rummaged frantically through her bathroom kit for moisturiser. Ray left the bed and stood behind her. She could feel the heat coming off him. ‘It’s funny, I’m hungry,’ she said, with her head bent over her wash bag. ‘Did we eat enough? It must be my stomach. I’m …’ Ray kissed her neck and then drew back sharply when she began to cry.

    

  


  
    
      


      CONGRATULATIONS ON YOUR HAPPY DAY


      Someone finds me later and whispers, ‘Is it you?’


      ‘No, no,’ I say and we go back to what we’re doing: shovelling dirt into wicker baskets and pulling it uphill.


      ‘I know it’s you,’ the voice whispers, ‘you sang at weddings, before.’ I think it’s a ghost – no one speaks about before. All around us are skulls. Moving skulls on bodies like sticks staggering through the mud. ‘I recognise you, anyway,’ it says – a man. ‘You sang.’ I bend my head away towards the stinking water and he’s insulted. ‘Why don’t you sing for me?’ he cries and I wish him dead and then he is. Or, a cadre in a red scarf hauls him away and I can’t see him anymore.


      


      The parents choose the husband-to-be. I saw mine once across a sports field – my brother pointed him out and then he was gone but I felt a happy gnawing, as though a mouse inside me was getting a handful of seed. Next to me, Maly crouches and scoops. She wears the same filthy black skirt and shirt and threadbare blue scarf that we all do. Above us on the ridge, the cadre called Keng watches her, his hand hung like a hook from his red scarf. Maly’s mother would never marry her to him. But our mothers aren’t here. The old women in the camp tell us instead, whispering without moving their split lips: You want to muddy your skin, flatten your vowels, move dirt in the day and not die of hunger at night. That’s what a girl wants to do, they say.


      


      Maly and I watch the ground for lizards, ants and grass shoots. We stumble along the barren road towards camp with fifty or so other women. Corn grows on either side and we can see three egrets ahead. As the birds fly off, every neck turns to watch. Maly stumbles and grabs a handful of dirt to smear on her face. She hisses over her shoulder, ‘Wedding.’ She has been whispering with the old women. There are months in which you can get married and they are the months with thirty-one days in them. From the heat it must be April. You can’t get married in April.


      ‘When?’ I ask, but cadre Keng comes to walk beside me. He stares at Maly’s still-beautiful hair and hums a regime song. I dig what’s left of my thumbnail into the bloated flesh of my index finger to remind myself not to sing along.


      


      The puddles have dried. Ants escape into the powdery cracks. At night we can hear people starving through the thin walls, voices hushing, Be quiet. But it’s too late. Angkar has heard. Before the meal I hack at Maly’s hair with a sharp bit of rock. There are two songs for ceremonial hair cutting, both about the bride. One is about beauty and the other about bathing in the village lake. Maly has her head bent towards the rotting bamboo floor, like a bride receiving a monk’s blessing. We used to see the disrobed monks in the men’s camp but their hair has grown back now. Maly’s shoulders shake. I stop and get her to stand. She smells like diarrhoea, like death.


      ‘It’s not going to make any difference,’ she whispers with her teeth against my collarbone. ‘He’ll know me.’ I start to sing one of the brides’ songs in her ear but she steps away and glances at the floor. Dried palm fronds crack under the house. The person crouches very still. We wait for a long time until we hear them move on to the next hut.


      ‘Maybe you could hack out my throat when we’ve finished with your hair,’ I whisper and hand her the rock. She puts a hand over her face but she’s so hungry that her laughter comes as a groan.


      


      The cowbell rings. Gongs are hit as the bride arrives. We clutch the ladder to the hut so that our legs don’t give out. Children with red scarves and sticks come to hit you if you fall. We shuffle across the trampled yard to the open shed for the meal. Red curry noodles, beef ceviche, coconut chicken curry, cardamom snake and quail. Maly and I sit with the other women on stiff sacks at a low table made from planks. We can barely lift our heads to suck in the grey soup. It isn’t hot but it burns and my stomach cramps. I retch, taste blood and swallow. I press the few grains of rice between my palate and tongue and rub them there so that they last. Across from me, one of the old women hunches over her metal bowl, drinking her soup methodically without taste or pause. In the Honouring the Parents ceremony, the bride and groom would hold umbrellas over the old woman’s head while she ate lollies. Her grandchildren observe her from a distance through narrowed eyes. Angkar is their parent.


      ‘Wedding?’ I whisper at her. There’s a deep cut on the woman’s forehead and her hair sticks to it.


      ‘Tomorrow,’ she barely says.


      ‘Who?’ But she looks over my head as though she has seen Angkar itself. Keng is behind me.


      ‘You’re Ravi? I’d like to invite you to go for a walk,’ he says. Beside me Maly cries out and he kicks her in the back. She spills the last of her soup over the wooden board and it drips through the cracks and onto the dirt.


      


      Keng walks ahead of me, away from the shed. He turns towards the houses. I pause at the fork in the path. In the other direction is the dark cornfield where he will crack my skull. He snorts.


      ‘To keep you is no gain, to destroy you is no loss,’ he says – Angkar’s words, ‘but you’re lucky tonight.’ He leads me to a large hut with a garden and a door that closes. Animals scramble beneath the house. A woman with a nice face opens the door and glares at me.


      ‘I just swept,’ she tells Keng, ‘I don’t want the parasite in here.’ She rests a hand on her pregnant stomach. A man’s voice calls from inside and the woman smiles without her eyes and moves aside. The lanterns burn my eyeballs. Inside, a family are cleaning up scraps of rice and chicken after dinner. My knees buckle and I catch myself. The children and a teenage girl scowl at me like they’ve been taught. Keng wraps his rough hand around my wrist and tugs me into another room, where the camp official sits. I’ve seen him before, his face like a professor teaching all the children about Angkar.


      ‘I understand that you can sing,’ he tells me. He doesn’t try to hide his Phnom Penh accent. ‘Let me rephrase: I know you can sing.’


      I breathe and my vocal cords vibrate to make a sound. ‘I have never,’ I tell the Official, ‘never.’ I am lying to Angkar. Keng flexes his hand and glances at the Official, who shakes his head.


      ‘One of your comrades told me that you sang in Phnom Penh, for weddings and once for the King,’ says the Official. ‘That right?’ He watches me with bright, well-fed eyes. ‘Go on then.’ I don’t understand. I wait for Keng’s hand. ‘Sing.’


      ‘I’ve forgotten.’


      Keng’s fingers are solid over the back of my head. I stumble and the ground rises and falls like a horizon.


      ‘Sing.’


      I tuck my chin into my chest and mumble the camp song. Just before the end of the last verse, one note betrays me. It rings out and I hold it as though it’s glass.


      ‘I thought so. Now sing a wedding song,’ says the Official with a smile.


      I shake my head. Tears burn my lips. ‘Which one, Camp Official?’


      He laughs. ‘My wedding was a long time ago. Now my wife and I are married to the revolution, to Democratic Kampuchea, you understand?’ I nod and stare at the floor laid with new bamboo. ‘Sing the one they used to sing at the end of the wedding. The one about grass seeds. I liked that one.’


      I sing it.


      ‘I think she’ll do,’ the Official says when I’ve finished. Beside me Keng agrees and I can hear in his voice that he’s terrified. ‘You’ll lead the camp song tomorrow at the wedding.’ He flicks his hand at me. ‘Go.’


      Keng pauses at the door. ‘And will I also be married tomorrow, comrade?’ he asks.


      ‘No,’ says the Official. He scratches his chin and glances at Keng. ‘You’ll marry my daughter when she’s fifteen.’


      


      My hut is dark and Keng hesitates while I climb up the ladder and go through the open doorway. I can see his face outside, broad and hungry in the half moon.


      ‘Shhh,’ I say to Maly before she can speak and we wait in the darkness until we hear him snort and say, ‘I’ll have you anyway,’ and crunch away down the path.


      ‘They’re not going to marry you to him,’ I whisper.


      She doesn’t speak for a long time. ‘Who then?’


      ‘Farmers,’ I say, ‘whose relations wore giant water jars instead of clothes not so long ago.’


      Maly sniffs. ‘Jars? Why would they wear jars?’


      ‘The farmers were so poor during the Japanese occupation, there was only one set of clothes for a whole family. The rest had to go naked. Jump into jars if visitors came.’ Maly sniggers. ‘My husband will be a pig raiser,’ I say after a while.


      ‘And mine?’


      ‘A shit shoveller.’ I feel her laugh.


      ‘Ravi?’ she asks the darkness. ‘Have you ever kissed before?’ She feels me shake my head. The husband and wife don’t kiss during the ceremony, only in private. ‘Will you kiss me while I have the choice?’ she asks.


      


      On our wedding day we go to the work site and move earth. Maly and I keep falling over. While we’re on the ground we smear our faces with dirt so they won’t marry us to cadres. Maly falls one time too many and Keng runs down the hill to where we’re shovelling and kicks her viciously in the hip.


      ‘A limp will help,’ she gasps from the ground as he walks away. She stretches her hand to me but I’m too frightened to help her.


      When the sun is so high that there are no shadows under the palm trees, one of the cadres shouts into a megaphone that Angkar has given all the unmarried women and men the afternoon off. I see a mother sobbing silently as she watches her daughter climb the muddy embankment. We’ll sing ‘Phat Cheay’ and follow her to our wedding. We’ll sing ‘Kang Saeuy’ and offer presents to our ancestors. On the long walk back to camp I glance around for the cadres and push my hand into the dirt to give some to Maly, who can’t bend anymore.


      


      We line up inside. The wooden floor creaks with our feet. The hall was made before the regime and isn’t used to having so many people in it. The air closes in. It stinks of the cadre’s cigarette smoke and the terrified sweat of women. Married couples – family and friends of the happy bride and groom – circle seven times with candles so the smoke will protect them from evil. A line of boys and men are led in to stand across from us and there is a new smell: of urine and dirt. A different fear.


      ‘Whoever we stand across from will be ours,’ Maly whispers. I roll my eyes to the side. Her lips aren’t moving and I wonder if she has spoken at all. ‘There’s your husband,’ she says so quietly that even Keng, who is watching her like a carrion bird, can’t have known. The wedding guests shout and throw white palm seeds, which coat the floor like hail. I trace a direct line across the wooden boards, pale with decades of dust, to find my husband. I see one filthy foot, one brown ankle soft with bruises, a stick. I see a stump of flesh below faded black pants, a black shirt, a tattered red scarf. One of his arms is slung over a crutch fashioned from a forked branch. His chin and cheeks are gaunt, one eye is gouged, the other stares at me like from a new corpse.


      


      The Official tells us that we are marrying for the revolution, that we have to breed tonight for the revolution, or we will die for the revolution. ‘You’re married,’ he says.


      I flick my eyes to Maly’s husband: just a boy – a teenage Khmer Rouge.


      The Official calls, ‘Comrade Ravi,’ and my eyes jump. I step forward. I feel a shiver through the fifty betrothed couples as I let the first notes of the camp song ring out. Then they all open their mournful mouths to sing.


      ‘We tie, we tie three strings to the wrists of these children to wish you happiness and success. Remember your parents, remember your traditions. You will always stick together, like grass seeds made wet by the rain.’

    

  


  
    
      


      ALL THE GOLD IN PHNOM PENH


      They could hear the mobile phone ringing inside. Nary stopped beating the mats and glared as though the phone was someone else’s. Mai gazed imploringly at her old aunt until, on the fifth ring, Nary waddled to the sideboard, poked at a button and brought it to her face.


      ‘Hello?’ she asked suspiciously. The high-pitched voice of Chantrea Keng came through the earpiece. Nary rested an elbow on the sideboard and shifted into a tone of maternal condescension. ‘No, Mrs Keng, the visitor hasn’t come back. He told your husband he’d come back again when the water turned and the water hasn’t turned. I don’t know what I’m supposed to do when it does.’


      ‘I could just tell the visitor we’re not home,’ Mai called out, standing on the tiptoe of her good foot and straining her neck. The effort made her taller but more crooked and she brought her heel down again.


      ‘I tell you I didn’t talk to the visitor, Mrs Keng, your husband did,’ Nary said to the voice in her ear. ‘If you ask my opinion, that visitor will want this house back. What if he does and I’m here with nothing but little Mai to … I’m just saying … well, if Mr Keng knows the law then Mr Keng knows. Alright. Wear a hat. Bye bye bye.’ Nary’s chin doubled as she squinted down at the phone, pressed another button and put it to her ear again. ‘Hello?’ Satisfied that no one was there, she dropped it on the sideboard and stared at the water through the windows. The monsoon season had ended. People were pouring into Phnom Penh from the provinces to watch the water turn around, flow from the draining Tonle Sap lake to the Mekong River and pour out to sea. But it hadn’t turned yet: it was still flowing northwest, up the centre of the country. ‘It’s not right,’ she said, taking up a broom to sweep furiously at a square of gleaming tile. ‘I said that to her,’ she nodded at the phone, ‘when they first moved in. They’ll be back, I said. Clothes still laid out for Khmer New Year. The newspaper – Nokor Thom for goodness sakes – on the table, dated April ’75. Spoons next to soup bowls, right here.’ She gestured with one short arm to the space between the couch and the sliding door, where a table might once have been. ‘And did they have monks come, or anyone? No, they just painted everything over. I don’t know how whatshisname, that visitor, I don’t know how he found it again. It was so long ago.’


      ‘If he comes back, I could just tell him we’re not –’


      ‘But you’d be home, child!’


      ‘Oh.’


      ‘And what am I supposed to do if he comes again, that’s what I’d like to know. What am I supposed to say?’ Nary picked up the phone and waddled with it into the kitchen.


      


      ‘Well, how many should I make?’ The sun was going down and Nary turned on the kitchen light. ‘Twenty? It’s hardly worth it. We’ll make fifty and freeze. No, he hasn’t come. I’ll call you as soon … as soon as he comes. Alright? Bye bye bye. Why she’s … hello?’ Nary listened a moment longer, then put the phone on the bench. ‘Why she’s so excited about the visitor, I don’t know. I’m the one who has to defend the house.’


      ‘Maybe she thinks he’s coming because there’s gold in the walls?’ Mai said. She flattened a ball of ground rice dough with the heel of her hand and passed it to her aunt who dumped pork and mung bean paste in its centre. ‘When I went to burn the rubbish I saw Jorani and she said when people evacuated they put gold and jewels and things in the walls so that no one would take them,’ Mai continued. ‘She said now there’s gold all over the city from people who, you know, never came back.’


      ‘Which Jorani said that?’ asked Nary. She stuck her tongue out to wrap one of the rice cakes in a banana leaf and set it on a pile.


      ‘The old one, with the funny –’


      ‘What would she know? What else did she say?’


      ‘She said that if she were expecting a visitor –’


      ‘No one would visit her.’


      ‘Yes, but if she was, she’d let him in and get him to tell her where the gold was. Get a share of it.’


      ‘What would she buy? I know I’d buy some very good shoes.’


      ‘With all that gold you could probably buy a lot of shoes, Aunt, I bet.’


      ‘Yes, I’d buy two pairs of very good shoes and I’d get a nice chair. There are ones that turn into a bed, I saw them with Mrs Keng, they have a lever like this,’ – she made a fist of her paste-covered hand and pulled it back beside her – ‘and your legs go out and you’re sitting like the rich with a nice cup of coffee. Not that I’d get any of the gold with Mr and Mrs Keng around.’


      ‘Maybe they’d give you some because of what happened during the regime? With Uncle Kosal. You said he worked himself to death but I know …’


      Nary straightened.


      ‘What do you know about it, child?’


      ‘Nothing –’


      Nary slapped the bench. ‘What?’


      ‘Mum just said once. Just that Mr Keng and the others took Uncle Kosal for a walk but after the war Mr Keng gave you a job here and ev–’


      ‘My husband was never an Agent of American Imperialism.’ Nary’s fingers crept up and pinched the skin at the edges of her mouth, distorting her face. ‘We didn’t know what that was,’ she whispered.


      ‘I didn’t –’


      ‘What do you want to know about it for?’ Nary pinched harder. Her voice was a cobweb now. ‘Have you been talking to Mr Keng? To the visitor? Telling them things?’


      ‘I didn’t see the visitor, Aunt.’


      Nary released her lips and reached for the dough but it wouldn’t flatten. She pressed her shaking palms against the bench top.


      


      Mai announced that the beef was good and that she’d marinated it in fermented fish for a salad.


      ‘Then you’ve done everything you can do, child,’ said Nary, who was staring out at the rivers and the moving lights of pleasure boats.


      ‘What should we do now?’ Mai waited for a reply. ‘I mean, what should we do now, do you think –?’


      ‘Shh,’ said Nary. She tilted her head and listened. The knock came again. ‘It’s the visitor.’


      ‘Should I ask him about the gold?’


      ‘I’ll go.’ Nary stayed where she was.


      ‘I could tell him to come back in a week … because we’ve got malaria,’ Mai suggested. There was no answer from her aunt so she went to the door and opened it a crack. ‘Hello?’ she called. The landing was empty, the dark concrete stairwell fading into black. She flung open the door to show Nary. ‘It’s rats in the wall,’ she advised, then closed and locked it again. Nary went back to staring at the water. The phone began to ring and Mai brought it to her.


      ‘Are you going to answer it, Aunt?’


      Nary stared at it. ‘Go to the kitchen and make some coffee, child,’ she said finally, then, ‘Hello? Oh it’s you. It’s just Mrs Keng!’ she called to Mai. ‘I thought you might be the visitor …’ She followed Mai into the kitchen with the phone. ‘It’s my opinion that he won’t come back even when the water does … Because he would have come by now if he was going to. Don’t worry about it Mrs Keng, Mai and I have it … We’ve got it all under control … Okay, bye bye bye.’


      ‘Maybe she heard about the gold,’ said Mai.


      ‘How would she hear? Did you tell her?’ Nary glared at Mai, who shook her head so violently that her hair fell around her face. ‘Well then she doesn’t know anything. She’s just bored up there in Battambong and needs the gossip.’ Nary gave the cracked wall a few experimental taps with her fist.


      ‘Aunt, what if the phone rings while you’re in your new chair?’


      Nary grinned toothily and squatted again.


      ‘If the phone rings you just go like this.’ She pushed her fist forward. ‘And your legs come down. Easy.’ She eased herself to standing. ‘It’s not like being in a bed. It’s better. That’s what I’d do with the gold.’


      ‘I’d go to Australia. On a holiday.’


      ‘Ho! “Australia on a holiday.”’ Nary held her stomach and laughed. ‘Where are you going to get a passport from, child?’


      ‘I’m going to get one with the gold.’


      Nary snorted. ‘Pour the coffee. There’s no one who’s going to give you a passport, even for all the gold in all the walls of Phnom Penh.’


      Mai looked down at her feet and gave the crooked one an experimental stretch. It bounced back again, like a diverted river finding its course.


      Nary watched her and picked at a crack in the paintwork. A chip came away in her hand. ‘If that visitor does come and if there is gold in these walls we’ll talk to a friend of mine at the market about a passport,’ she told Mai.


      ‘Couldn’t we ask Mr and Mrs Keng for help?’


      Nary peered at the chip of paint. ‘The Kengs? Oh, no. They’re so busy. Best … best not bother them about this, child.’


      Out in the night the water coming into the country met the greater force of the water going out.

    

  


  
    
      


      A POCKET GUIDE TO PHNOM PENH


      ‘Hi, welcome back …’


      CARA AND BEVERLY, NICKNAME BEV.


      ‘… Cara and Bev. How was your trip to …’


      PLACID PHNOM PENH.


      ‘Placid Phnom Penh?’


      ‘Boring. We didn’t like it.’


      ‘Really? I’m sorry to hear that …’


      CARA


      ‘Cara. Did you hop on the four-hour bus? Very authentic.’


      ‘No.’


      ‘Well, I’m happy to give you a second experience. Discount. You could try …’


      BEAUTIFUL BALI.


      ‘Beautiful Bali. Retro.’


      ‘We want the real Phnom Penh. Like the fifteen-year-olds get.’


      NOT RECOMMENDED.


      ‘Pumping Phnom Penh? That’s not recommended for sixties. Anyway all the teens go to …’


      KRAZY KHARTOUM.


      ‘Krazy Khartoum now.’


      ‘I don’t give a shit. Give us Pumping Phnom Penh.’


      NOT RECOMMENDED.


      ‘Your insurance wouldn’t cover it.’


      ‘Look, if something goes wrong I’ll tell the insurance we were having too much sex.’


      ‘Yes, well, that is covered for sixties. Look, what I’ll do …’


      NOT RECOMMENDED.


      ‘It’s not recommended, but I’ll load your guides up with a Forties Pleasure Phnom Penh experience anyway. The forties are a pretty robust group, get up to mischief but without the drugs and violence. Sound good?’


      ‘Bev? What do you think?’


      ‘We were going to re-do the bathroom this holiday, babe. The tiles –’


      ‘We’ll take it.’


      


      ‘This bed vibrates, babe. Look, I’m jiggling.’


      ‘Can we start?’


      ‘Let’s shower first.’


      ‘Shit, Bev. We’re paying for this experience, you know.’


      ‘Don’t be bitchy. Come here. We’re on holiday, aren’t we? Enjoying our twilight? Or are you a grumpy old retiree now?’


      GRUMPY RETIREE: DEROGATIVE.


      ‘Shut up.’


      ‘Stop talking to it, babe. That’s what messed it up the last time.’


      ‘How am I supposed to get it to do anything?’


      ‘You just instruct it, like this: Guide, start experience.’


      PLEASURE PHNOM PENH. PUT ON YOUR GLASSES.


      ‘What glasses? I’m calling reception –’


      ‘Here, babe. It all looks the same anyway, except, oh, you’ve got a dress on.’


      ‘You too.’


      ‘Really? Do I look forty-five?’


      ‘You look sixty-three. This isn’t some cheap avatar holiday, Bev. This is real-ish.’


      ‘Well. Last time someone had come for us by now.’


      ‘Maybe no one comes for the forties. Maybe we just … go out there.’


      ‘Yuck, close the door, babe. We need those hydration whatsits first.’


      ‘Here. They’re chewable. Okay?’


      ‘Okay.’


      ‘Ready?’


      ‘Wait, hold my hand. Okay, ready.’


      ‘Where’s the hallway?’


      ‘What street is this?’


      DIRECTIONS: INDEPENDENCE BOULEVARD.


      ‘Oh, it’s central Phnom Penh.’


      ‘We weren’t allowed here last time.’


      ‘Nothing bad is going to happen, Bev. There’ll be trams somewhere.’


      NEXT TRAM: FORTY-FIVE SECONDS.


      ‘Hurry up, Bev.’


      ‘There’s no tourists, babe. Have you noticed that? We didn’t see tourists last time, either.’


      ‘I didn’t select tourists. We don’t want to meet a bunch of old travellers.’


      ‘Don’t we?’


      ‘No, we don’t. Look, they have street vendors at this stop.’


      ‘Street vendors?’


      NOT RECOMMENDED.


      ‘Bev, it’s a guide, not the law. Go find yourself a nice coffee and I’ll have the adventure. We can meet at that temple on the hill later, ’kay? Bev?’


      ‘I said fine.’


      


      TRANSLATING: ENGLISH TO KHMER – KHMER TO ENGLISH.


      ‘Do you have anything sweet?’


      ‘My grandmother likes sweet things too. She says it’s like that with age.’


      ‘It’s like that after sex.’


      ‘Oh. That man sells sweets.’


      ‘Over there?’


      ‘Yes.’


      ‘Excuse me, do you have anything sweet?’


      ‘What do you want?’


      ‘Just one of – do you have coconut? Real coconut?’


      ‘Are you kidding, lady? I have chocolate, caramel. No redberry left, sorry.’


      ‘Vanilla?’


      ‘Have a caramel and pretend it’s vanilla. Hey, lady, I can get you a coconut, a real one. But it will cost you some serious kwai.’


      ‘What? Oh, no thanks. I was just –’


      BEV CALLING.


      ‘Hi!’


      ‘Hi! Can you smell it?’


      ‘What? Bev, turn your screen on.


      ‘Screen on. Can you smell it?’


      ‘Perfume. Are you in a shop?’


      ‘In a shop? It’s jasmine. Real jasmine. I’ve got a whole garland for you because the man said –’


      ‘Turn your screen on. Where are you?’


      ‘Where are you? I’m at the airport.’


      ‘The actual old airport? That’s not a shop. Your guide wouldn’t let you go out there.’


      ‘Go out there. I’ve got a human guide. Honestly babe, you wouldn’t believe what they’ve got here. I can see a pig.’


      ‘But you don’t even like going to outer-city Beijing back home –’


      ‘Back home –’


      ‘Are you repeating everything I say?’


      ‘Everything I say? It’s a real pig. I didn’t know Asia could be so … Asian.’


      ‘This is so childish. If you’re mad at me for going … Bev? Bev? Did she just hang up on me?’


      


      TRANSLATING: ENGLISH TO KHMER: KHMER TO ENGLISH.


      ‘Excuse me, I will have a coconut after all. Do you get them from the airport?’


      ‘Maybe. You give me the money, lady, and I’ll get you a coconut.’


      ‘How about I give you the money, we go to the airport and you show me around? I mean is that …?’


      ‘I was a guide at the Killing Fields, years back. You know them? Where the resort is now?’


      ‘I heard about it. I couldn’t …’


      ‘Yeah, people either love it or hate it. Enough people love it. I applied for a job there but the pay was bad and my golden opportunity came up instead. See? It’s written on the side of the cart.’


      TRANSLATING SCRIPT: MY GOLDEN OPPORTUNITY.


      ‘Oh.’


      ‘I’ll take you to the airport, lady.’


      ‘On a ’lectric bike?’


      NOT RECOMMENDED.


      ‘The tram doesn’t go there.’


      ‘That’s fine, I want to go the most local way possible. I’m very adventurous for my age group.’


      ‘Sure, lady.’


      EXPLANATION OF DESTINATION?


      ‘Okay.’


      SINCE ITS CLOSURE THE PHNOM PENH AIRPORT HAS BECOME A MARKET FOR ILLEGAL GOODS TO BE TRADED AND SOLD –


      ‘Boring. Be quiet.’


      ‘You’re not supposed to talk to it, lady.’


      ‘You’d get along with my wife.’


      ‘Wife? No thanks. I had one of them.’


      ‘Did you just switch this bike to petrol? Where did you get petrol?’


      ‘It’s not petrol. It’s methane. Human methane. I get it from the market, which is next to the sewage plant.’


      ‘Is it legal?’


      ‘Of course not. They don’t want everyone going around powered by shit. But it’s fucking fast. Sorry to swear.’


      ‘Because I’m a woman? Don’t be ridiculous.’


      ‘Because you’re older than me. In the old days I would have called you “older sister.”’


      ‘In the old days I’d be going to the airport to catch a plane, not a coconut … Is this it? Do you need money for parking?’


      ‘Don’t worry about it, lady. You pay at the other end.’


      ‘You mean when we get back into town? Or, you mean reception? Tell me. I won’t complain or anything.’


      ‘Can’t you just enjoy your experience?’


      ‘You do work for the hotel! Does everybody here?’


      THIS IS A CULTURALLY INAPPROPRIATE QUESTION.


      ‘Shut up. I’ll take my glasses off if you don’t tell me. Or I’ll … I’ll throw my guide away …’


      ‘Go ahead, lady. You’ll find yourself in a boring hotel room in Sydney –’


      ‘Beijing.’


      ‘Wherever. And there’s no refund and no repeat experiences. I won’t be taking you all the way out here again, that’s for sure. Coming?’


      


      ‘That’s not a … Excuse me, but is that a fish?’


      DESCRIPTION: GIANT MEKONG CATFISH.


      ‘Doesn’t look very giant.’


      ‘It’s hard to get them to grow where they grow them, madam. But it’s real – touch it.’


      NOT RECOMMENDED.


      ‘Can I take it home?’


      ‘Only on your taste buds, madam. It’ll cost you.’


      ‘The lady came for a coconut.’


      ‘Actually, I came to find my wife. She’s very risk-averse. Have you seen her? Nice face, my age?’


      THIS IS A CULTURALLY INAPPROPRIATE QUESTION.


      ‘What? Stupid thing.’


      ‘We try not to remember who comes here, lady. Come on, I think the coconuts are on the other side.’


      


      ‘I bet you don’t get many sixties in here tasting coconuts.’


      THIS IS A CULTURALLY INAPPROPRIATE QUESTION.


      ‘It wasn’t a question, dickhead.’


      ‘You just suck on the straw, madam.’


      ‘Oh. It’s sweet. Sure it’s authentic?’


      ‘Coconuts don’t taste authentic, madam. Even the real ones.’


      ‘I forgot that. Where do you grow them?’


      THIS IS A CULTURALLY INAP–


      ‘Shit. Sorry.’


      ‘They’re grown in vats, madam.’


      ‘Really? They’re just the same. Hairy. Can I see the vats? Are they here somewhere?’


      THIS IS A CUL–


      ‘Shut the fuck up.’


      ‘You’re not supposed to talk to it, madam.’


      ‘Right. So can I see the vats?’


      ‘No, madam.’


      ‘If I was in my twenties, could I see them?’


      THIS IS A–


      ‘Shut. Up.’


      ‘She talks to it too much. You talk to it too much, lady. If you didn’t talk so much it wouldn’t be so sensitive. What else do you want to see, anyway? I should get back to my golden opportunity.’


      ‘Is there a pig? I’d like to see a pig.’


      ‘Is there a pig for the lady?’


      ‘The pig was sold, madam.’


      


      ‘You’ve got a grumpy expression, babe.’


      ‘You hung up on me.’


      ‘Up on me.’


      ‘You’re doing it again!’


      ‘Again! What?’


      ‘Repeating everything.’


      ‘Every … sorry.’


      ‘It’s okay. You’re just mad at me for having the adventure and now you’ve probably been waiting here ages.’


      ‘Ages. I just got here.’


      ‘Oh. Well, I’ve had a pre-tty crazy time. I went to the airport and touched a fish.’


      ‘A fish. Wow.’


      ‘Crazy, huh? Where were you? You look tired.’


      ‘Tired. I am tired. Shopping. Souvenirs. I guess I won’t get to take them out of the experience, but look, I got cute undies. Oh and I think this is full of offerings.’


      ‘Offerings for who?’


      ‘For who? The gods.’


      DON’T EXIST.


      ‘What gods? There aren’t any.’


      ‘Any. Buddha and there’s a king who’s buried here under the Wat somewhere. And a genie. The man said I should get offerings. The jasmine is for you.’


      ‘You’re shy!’


      ‘Shy! I’m a bit shy.’


      ‘About giving me flowers?’


      ‘Me flowers? I should just tell you. On the tram –’


      ‘Hun, what is that on your shoulder?’


      ‘Shoulder? It was so weird. A man bit me.’


      ‘What?’


      ‘What? Yeah, on the tram. My guide wouldn’t tell me what to do and the man offered to show me a special market –’


      ‘A man bit you and you went with him to the airport?’


      NO! NO NO NO! NOT RECOMMENDED! NO!


      ‘Bev, is that your fucking guide saying no?’


      ‘No? I think it’s broken.’


      ‘The first time this thing gives you good advice and you don’t listen? How do you feel now?’


      ‘Now? Sort of … agreeable …’


      ‘Don’t worry, Bev, I’ll ask that woman …’


      TRANSLATING: ENGLISH TO KHMER – KHMER TO ENGLISH.


      ‘Excuse me, hi, this is an emergency: do you know where Hotel Beaming Stay is? My wife here was bitten by a man –’


      ‘He was trying to scam her. It happened to my neighbour.’


      ‘My neighbour.’


      ‘Bev!’


      ‘Yes, they put a suggestibility serum in their teeth. I can’t remember how. Didn’t your guides warn you? You should go back to your hotel and fix that. You don’t want hospital to be a part of your experience.’


      ‘Experience.’


      THIS IS A CULTURALLY INAPPROPRIATE QUESTION.


      ‘Holiday, I meant. Holiday. Good luck with that.’


      ‘Wait … shit. Guide, my wife needs the Hotel Beaming Stay. Now.’


      HOTEL BEAMING STAY, BEIJING: 3659 KILOMETRES.


      ‘No, where we came from. At the beginning, you dipshit –’


      ‘Dipshit. Calm down, babe. Just say, “Guide: reception.” There. See? The door’s just there.’


      ‘How do we know that’s the right one?’


      ‘Right one? Try the handle, I guess. Here –’


      ‘Bev … Bev? Where did you go?’


      PLEASE TAKE OFF YOUR GLASSES.


      ‘Shut up. I need to find my wife. She’s been drugged. Bev?’


      PLEASE TAKE OFF YOUR GLASSES.


      ‘Bev!’


      ‘Here, I’m here. I just took my glasses off. The experience is over, honey.’


      


      ‘Hello, welcome back …’


      CARA AND BEVERLY. NICKNAME: BEV.


      ‘Cara and Bev. How was your trip to …’


      PLEASURE PHNOM PENH.


      ‘Pleasure Phnom Penh?’


      ‘We loved it, didn’t we, babe?’


      ‘Except for the fact that you were drugged and kidnapped and –’


      ‘So you got the full experience? That’s great. Now, your bill is there on your guide. Just look through and press accept.’


      ‘Hotel, tram, sweet … Wait, we didn’t buy a live pig.’


      ‘Oh. Yes, I did, babe.’


      ‘You bought a pig? A whole pig? Bev … you don’t like animals.’


      ‘It was different when it was standing in front of me.’


      ‘Where was it?’


      ‘I let it go out the back of the airport.’


      ‘Look at how much it cost! Why would you do that?’


      ‘It was just trotting along beside us and I said, “Has it ever been off the leash?”’ They said, “No, it grew in a vat and now it stays on the leash.” I asked if we could free it and they said, “It’s your pig.”’


      ‘Because you bought it.’


      ‘Yes.’


      ‘And?’


      ‘Well, they unclipped it and the pig didn’t know what to do. It just stood there. The man told me to give it a little smack. That seemed mean but I did it, just a little one. The pig jumped forward and I think it caught sight or maybe smell of the airstrip and all that space.’


      ‘But why would you buy a pig?’


      ‘I wanted to see what it looked like. What’s the matter, babe?’


      ‘Nothing. I just … what did it look like?’


      ‘It was running.’


      ‘Running?’


      ‘Yeah.’

    

  


  
    
      


      LIKE NO ONE IS WATCHING


      ‘Don’t you want a drink or something first?’ asked Meg.


      ‘What? No, listen …’ Steve was leaping around at one end of the six-seater dinner table where Tully and some other friend of Meg’s, William, sat. Steve wore skinny jeans over long legs and an oversized dress shirt. He looked like a TV Robin Hood. ‘So I meet this girl at Chelsea –’ Steve began.


      ‘You met her there? Is she a waitress or something?’ asked Tully. Her nails were polished to a high pink that showed that there had been a weekend.


      ‘I hate that place,’ said William.


      ‘What, Chelsea?’


      ‘I hate the food.’


      ‘They’ve completely changed the menu, Will. Completely. How long has it been since you’ve been there?’ William shrugged. ‘Well, it’s completely different now.’


      ‘So you took this girl to Chelsea?’ Meg prompted Steve.


      ‘Yes! And –’


      ‘Is she a waitress?’ Tully asked again.


      ‘No,’ Steve said.


      ‘He met her at work. At a conference? She works for a local organisation. Which one, Steve?’


      ‘I can’t remember.’


      Meg tsked at him. ‘Anyway, some organisation where she’s the interpreter. And she’s got an MA in business or something and she’s using the interpreter’s job as a way in. Now, Steve.’ She flipped her palms up as though handing him a platter.


      ‘How do you remember all that?’


      ‘I remember everything you say, Steve.’


      William looked right at Meg. She gave him a friendly smile and he looked away.


      ‘Okay.’ Steve took a breath. ‘So we meet at Chelsea, in the front bar.’


      ‘Wait, sorry Steve, are you sure you don’t want a drink?’ Meg asked.


      ‘Yes, yes, alright,’ he said. Meg disappeared through the door to the kitchen.


      ‘I can still hear, keep talking,’ she called. Steve opened his mouth.


      ‘Steve, sorry, but why did you decide to meet her at Chelsea?’ asked Tully. She tipped the rest of her drink into her mouth and rattled the leftover ice at the kitchen. ‘Me too, hon.’


      ‘William?’ Meg called.


      ‘Because Chelsea have completely changed their menu,’ William said to Tully.


      ‘William?’ Meg stuck her head through the door.


      ‘No, I won’t. Oh wait, this is going to be long, isn’t it? Better get me another.’


      Meg disappeared again. She returned moments later with fresh drinks and distributed them.


      ‘Are we right? Do we have everything?’ Steve watched them intently. ‘Anyone need to pee-pee?’


      ‘I could go,’ said Tully.


      ‘Honey, don’t!’ Meg laughed at her.


      ‘We meet up at Chelsea,’ Steve enunciated, ‘because it’s the only place I can think of at the time.’ He looked sternly around the table. ‘Because this girl, I have to say, is really, really good-looking.’ Tully cleared her throat. ‘You have something to say, Tullamarine?’


      ‘What I meant was, how did you get to that point? Before Chelsea. Did you just ask her to go out with you at the conference or what? Give us some background, Stevo.’


      ‘God, I don’t know.’


      ‘I do,’ said Meg. ‘You were at the conference – you just told me about it at brunch on the weekend, Steve.’


      ‘Yeah, but what comes next is so much more –’


      ‘You were at the conference and you saw this Khmer chick –’


      ‘This beautiful woman,’ William interjected.


      ‘Right, you saw her, she didn’t have a name tag and you –’


      ‘That’s right, and I say, “Did you sneak in here?” And she says, “Yes I did, it just looked so exciting.” So we start talking. Perfect English. Better than mine. I’m like, “Where did you grow up?” and she says, “Boeung Keng Kong.”’ He named the suburb they were in. ‘Of course, her family moved out when all the undesirables came.’ Meg, William and Tully laughed appreciatively.


      ‘So she lives with her family?’ Tully asked around a cube of ice.


      ‘She lives with her family, and I ask her what she does at nights.’


      ‘That’s a bit forward for a good Khmer girl, isn’t it?’


      ‘I know, right? But I’m pretty much ready to marry her by now.’


      ‘You didn’t say that at brunch on Sunday,’ accused Meg.


      ‘Didn’t I?’


      ‘You were very excited, though. I was almost jealous. That you’d found someone so great, I mean.’ Meg gave a panting sort of a laugh. ‘I mean, where’s my Khmer dream dude?’


      ‘Would you go out with a Khmer guy?’ Tully asked.


      ‘We’ve talked about this. It doesn’t matter where he’s from –’


      ‘Just how big his cock is,’ Tully supplied.


      ‘Meg’s right, who cares? With this girl –’


      ‘What’s her name?’ asked Tully. Steve hesitated.


      ‘Da.’


      ‘Da? Did you make that up?’


      ‘Yes.’


      ‘Isn’t that the name of your cleaner?’ asked Meg.


      ‘How the hell do you know the name of his cleaner?’ William demanded. He’d finished his drink. Meg shrugged.


      ‘I borrowed her once when ours was sick.’


      Tully groaned.


      ‘Oh god, Jorani, Jo Jo, our cleaner, did you tell them what she did the other day, Meg?’


      ‘Can I please, please, please, please, please finish my story?’ Steve asked. ‘Then we can talk about Jo Jo and all the other whatevers you want. Can I? Please? Thank you. So … fuck, I’ve forgotten.’


      Meg took a breath but William spoke first.


      ‘She lives with her folks and you want to know what she gets up to of an evening.’


      ‘Thanks. And she says, “Karaoke.” “Karaoke? Who with?” “No one,” she says, “I just sing by myself.” So I say, and this is stupid, I say, “Like no one’s watching?” but in that moment it’s the perfect thing because she says, “That’s exactly how I sing.” And we stare at each other, like …’ Steve let out a sigh. ‘Like it’s important. Then this idiot Alison –’


      ‘Didn’t you go out with Alison?’ Meg asked.


      ‘Once. Alison calls out that we have to go back in to the conference. Fuuhck, right? Me and this girl –’


      ‘Da,’ said Tully.


      ‘Right, Da, we’re going to different conference rooms, there’s a billion people, she’s hot as toast, I’m going to lose her. So I say quickly, “What-are-you-doing-Tuesday-night-because-I’d-like-to-take-you-out-for-dinner-at-7-p.m.-do-you-know-Chelsea?”’


      ‘This was last, what, Thursday?’ Tully asked. ‘Why not meet her sooner? Friday?’


      ‘I don’t know. I didn’t want it to seem sordid.’


      ‘Friday does seem sordid,’ agreed Tully.


      ‘So Tuesday, Tuesday, nice innocent holdy-hands Tuesday at Chelsea. “Who’s Chelsea?” she asks like she’s jealous and I start to explain but she’s laughing. “I know where Chelsea is!” she says. “I was just kidding.”’


      ‘Ah, the lady doth have a sense of humour,’ said William. ‘Very important.’


      ‘Essential!’


      ‘Today’s Tuesday,’ Tully told him.


      ‘Right. I’ve just come from there. Get this –’


      ‘Wait, I really do need to pee now. Sowwy, Stevo.’


      ‘And I need another drink,’ said William. ‘Anyone else?’


      ‘Yes please.’ Meg held out her glass. ‘Tulls too.’ William gathered the glasses and went into the kitchen. Meg and Steve could hear him cracking ice.


      ‘Phew,’ breathed Steve. ‘You wouldn’t believe.’


      ‘Are you okay?’


      ‘Sure, sure. I mean, yeah! This is a ripper. You just wait.’


      ‘Well, as long as you’re okay. I mean, you seemed to really like this one.’


      ‘This one!’


      William came back into the room balancing four drinks.


      ‘I’m afraid to start on another topic,’ he said and laughed.


      ‘Don’t,’ said Steve. The toilet flushed and the pipes squealed through the walls. They waited with their eyes rolled up, listening to the bathroom tap turn on then off then on again. Something plastic dropped and rolled along the tiled floor. Seconds passed. A door opened and Tully walked into the room with new dark pencil lines around her eyes. Steve watched her sit down. Then he smiled and took a sip of his drink. ‘This is a ripper,’ he said. ‘So I arrive at Chelsea.’


      ‘Did you wear that?’ Tully asked.


      ‘Yes.’ Steve and Tully stared at each other.


      ‘Okay.’


      ‘She’s there at Chelsea when I arrive. I can see her through the window.’


      ‘She showed up!’ said William.


      ‘She shows up and does she. She’s wearing this tight, tight skirt. But traditional, you know?’


      ‘A sampot,’ Meg supplied. ‘We got them made for that wedding, Tulls.’


      ‘Oh yeah, I trashed mine dancing with the druncles.’ She turned to William confidentially. ‘The druncles are what we call uncles at weddings. There’s always an uncle and he’s always drunk yet, somehow, an amazing dancer, and he’s always the last one standing. A druncle.’


      ‘Thank you, Tully,’ said Steve.


      ‘Yes, thank you, Tully,’ agreed William.


      ‘So she looks perfect in this skirt and underneath her jacket is a normal singlet so she’s very traditional down the bottom, modern on top.’


      ‘Shouldn’t it be the other way around?’ asked William. Steve looked at him blankly. ‘I mean shouldn’t it be the other way around?’


      ‘You’re not getting any more gin if you’re going to be like that,’ warned Meg.


      ‘I’ll be good.’


      ‘Doubt it.’


      Steve took a sip of his drink and swished it through his teeth.


      ‘And a handbag. She has this vinyl handbag by the leg of her chair, and when she stands to meet me she goes around it.’


      ‘Oh, that’s a cultural thing, with feet,’ said Tully. ‘Or is that Thailand?’


      ‘It’s weird but all I’m noticing is how we get along. We talk about so many things I can’t even tell you. Well, okay, here’s something: do you know that in some parts of Cambodia if a boy baby cries his mother will put his penis in her mouth to calm him down?’ Tully dribbled some drink down her chin.


      ‘They put their what in their what now?’


      ‘I know. What a country. So our pizza arrives and –’


      ‘How could you eat talking about that?’


      ‘That story …’ said Meg with a frown.


      ‘Oh, she’s heard all the stories. She used to travel with her translation work and she’s seen the lot. But she’s never dated a guy, so it’s a big deal for her to be out with me. She tells me that. She’s twenty-four,’ he added admiringly. ‘We’re eating this great pizza and talking and I’m thinking I’ve never felt this comfortable and excited and attracted and interested in a girl, ever.’


      ‘Except for with your dear friends,’ Tully reminded him.


      ‘You know what I mean. So we move into the back bar with the couches and lamps and I’m sitting, like, here,’ he dragged his chair close to Meg’s, ‘and you’re her and she has her handbag propped up between us. She’s laughing because I’ve said something and I want to be closer to her. So I lift up her handbag and all this stuff falls out the bottom.’


      ‘What stuff?’ William whispered. ‘What stuff?’


      ‘Makeup. Wallet. A Sprite bottle. Her bag has a big hole in it, like it’s been eaten by something. I can see she’s really upset about it so I take her chin in my hand and tell her I’ll buy her a new one. She nods but when I reach for the Sprite bottle she screams, screams, and covers her mouth. I snatch my hand away, ask her what’s wrong, and she says, “Nothing, nothing.” “Why don’t you want me to touch the bottle?” I ask, “What’s in there?” She says, “Nothing. Just protection.” “Protection? From what?” “Jealousy,” she says. “But what is it?” I ask. The bottle’s just lying there between us on the couch. She won’t say anything for ages and finally she says, “To throw on her face if I get jealous.” “Whose face?” I ask. And she says, “Anyone’s.”’ Steve leaned back in his chair and laughed.


      ‘Steve. You’re not serious,’ said Meg.


      ‘I am completely one hundred per cent deadset serious. No bullshit.’


      ‘Well that’s … Did you call the police?’


      ‘No, I didn’t call the police. The poor girl’s –’


      ‘The poor girl?’ said Tully. ‘She’s a killer. She could throw it on Meg, melt her face like a candle.’


      ‘Why would she throw it on Meg?’ asked Steve. ‘Anyway, we talked it through.’


      ‘But –’


      ‘We talked it through and she just, the poor thing, she just got some bad, some very bad advice about dating.’


      ‘But she had the stuff,’ Tully insisted.


      ‘Ah, you get that stuff from the markets for a dollar. They’ve all got it. Probably.’ He turned to William, who shrugged.


      ‘I don’t know. I haven’t dated anyone since I don’t know.’


      ‘Well, that’ll teach you,’ Tully said to Steve.


      ‘What?’


      ‘To stick to your own kind. Find a nice girl like …’ she gestured at Meg.


      ‘Don’t you have some big meeting?’ asked Meg.


      ‘Oh gawd. Yes, first thing tomorrow I have to fire that guy for sleeping. He’s been working for us during the day and as a guard for Suffer the Little Children at night. It’s not on. Well, g’night, Will, Meg, g’night, kisses. Thanks for entertaining us with your tales of woe and danger, Stevo. I better drink some water.’ Tully tripped on a chair leg and stumbled. She recovered to do a running man across the tiles and out of the room.


      ‘My pleasure,’ Steve said. ‘My pleasure.’ The three sat in silence.


      ‘I guess I should go. Too,’ mumbled William. Meg stood.


      ‘Will you be okay to drive?’


      ‘Oh, yeah. My bike drives itself home.’


      ‘Suzuki Smash, is it?’ Steve asked, standing too. ‘Bit of an old man’s bike, but good. Reliable. Nice to see you, Wills.’


      William looked up at them and pulled himself to standing. Meg came around and kissed him suddenly on the cheek. He turned his face to offer her the other side and she laughed and kissed him again.


      ‘So I’ll see you …?’


      ‘Soon, William. Soon.’


      


      Meg sat down next to Steve. Their chairs were still close.


      ‘That story,’ said Meg.


      ‘That’s what I forgot to say. Oh, well I’ll just tell you.’ He sat up in his chair. ‘So we’re still sitting like this and she’s telling me the whole story.’


      ‘That story.’


      ‘I know, right? I take her face in my hands again like this,’ Steve made a V with his thumb and forefinger and fit it around Meg’s chin. His fingers went right up to her eyelashes. ‘And I say to her, “Don’t do it again.”’ Then I kiss her. Like this.’ He craned his neck and kissed Meg very deliberately on the lips, then he pulled back to look at her.


      ‘Don’t do it again,’ said Meg.


      ‘That’s what I said.’ He leaned in. Meg jolted her head back and her chin fell from his fingers.


      ‘That story you told.’


      ‘Forget it. Me and that girl? It was a kiss goodbye. Nothing more between us.’


      ‘The story about the penises.’


      Steve smirked and sat back.


      ‘Yeah?’


      ‘It was my story. I told it to you on Sunday.’ Steve shrugged. ‘It was my story that I told to you,’ Meg insisted. He stared a moment, then burst into laughter. It lasted until Meg knocked her glass of gin and tonic and it splashed over Steve with a hiss.

    

  


  
    
      


      MASSAGE 8000


      Ta kept telling her to shut up, but without much guts. She went back to sucking on a bottle of Sprite in the doorway while the rest of us sat out on the concrete slab in the cool after the downpour. Three stairs down, motorbikes were weaving in the street, slapping mud. I tried to yank the knots out of Soklay’s wet hair, but she kept chatting and running inside to see the dogs because she’s fourteen and can’t handle how we just sit and wait for things to happen.


      ‘It’s just going to happen, girl,’ said Aunt, who’d come with her son to collect rent. I knew it was the last of Ta’s money. Aunt flattened the notes into her purse and positioned her backside on the seat of her son’s motorbike.


      ‘Clean Soklay up or something and give her this, she’s skinny,’ she yelled up to me, holding out a plastic bag. It was warm and had a big warm pot in it that smelled of restaurant. I gave it to Soklay and all the women watched the pot.


      


      The yaba man had come early in the morning. Ta asked him to give her less than usual so she had money for rent. She said it over and over until he snapped, ‘Shut up, crazy bitch. I’m not deaf!’ When Ta had her hit, the yaba man smiled over at me like an evil fish. A shark or an eel or the ghost of one. He pursed his lips and threw his chin, like, You want? I turned away and heard his horrible teeth laughing behind me and went to clean my room out from the night before. Soklay was crouched in the hall. She’d been told to watch. She watched us pay rent and she watched us go in and out of the rooms.


      ‘Don’t bend hard wood; don’t educate a prostitute,’ Aunt would quote. ‘Just learn the little thing you can.’


      


      I found Soklay later, washing in the yard. She was small in a wet sarong – like a cat or a dog after rain. For a moment I pretended I was the man who would look at her for the first time. She saw me and said, ‘Do you want to bathe, older sister?’ I said yes and she said, ‘Too bad, I’m special today.’ She can be a bitch.


      I have a piece of mirror and when I got back to my room I looked at my tangled body in it. I tried to remember the man who first looked at me – his yellow beard and balding head, his legs bowed like a child when he walked towards me naked, his anger when I cried. He knew how to say beautiful in Vietnamese and how to touch me like a father. Then he gave me back and gave Aunt the money and I went to my room and from then on I paid rent and made money along with all the other women.


      


      A policeman came and asked for Soklay.


      ‘She’s sick again,’ I said. ‘Do you want a massage?’


      ‘How much?’ he asked with a grin. It’s always free for him. I took him to my room and he undid his pants. Soklay always wanted to know what happens next.


      ‘You’ll find out when it’s your special time,’ Aunt always told her. Once Soklay asked Ta what happens and Ta said, ‘Then they fuck you.’ Soklay wanted to know what that was and Ta barked with laughter.


      


      Aunt came by again and again to keep an eye on Soklay. I was busy. Men arrived on their motorbikes and crossed the concrete slab. In the afternoon some foreigners walked past. I yelled, ‘Hey, massage?’ They came up the broken stairs, laughing as though they’d had ganja.


      ‘How much?’ said the tall one. I pointed to the sign: Massage 8000. The man did a calculation. ‘Two dollars?’ he asked. I nodded and, because foreigners get confused, I pointed to each of them.


      ‘Two dollar, two dollar, two dollar,’ I said. Two dollars each. The man laughed.


      ‘Is that with a happy ending?’ he asked and laughed again.


      ‘Happy,’ I agreed and smiled, but just with my lips because my teeth aren’t so nice now.


      


      We had three foreign men and Aunt was pleased. She asked me how much and I told her and she said that price was okay for a rub but to charge five times the normal for sex. The one who came with me was small, like a Cambodian. The tall one had chosen Srey Mom, who’s pretty, and the other man got Ta. She can be confident when she’s on it and she dragged him into her room by his belt. The small man sat down on my bed and let me take off his shirt. I rubbed his back and then I rubbed his front and then I undid his jeans and rubbed his penis. I reached for a condom. I pointed to it and said, ‘Ten dollar,’ then I hid it and said, ‘Twenty dollar’ – you have to charge more if they want skin because you might have to go to a doctor. He didn’t understand so I did it again. But this time I put the condom packet near his penis, which was big now – ten – and then took it away – or twenty. I laughed and forgot to cover my mouth with my hand.


      ‘Oh, oh. Ten dollars! Ten,’ he said and laughed too. So we had ten dollars and the man was happy and he shook and shook. Then he fell on top of my back and kissed my neck. One of his friends said his name through the thin wall and I pulled the condom off and showed him – no holes. He laughed and got dressed and pulled a note from his wallet.


      


      Soklay was dressed up like a bride. Aunt had been having a go at her with lipstick and some pins for her hair. We’re always new wives, even if every husband isn’t our first and our prices go down with every birthday. Soklay watched him leave.


      ‘That was a foreigner,’ I told her.


      ‘I’m not stupid,’ she snapped and went back to glaring at the puppies that Aunt must’ve told her not to go near.


      ‘Foreigners got dicks like elephants,’ Ta sniggered from her doorway. ‘Split you in half.’ A big, childish tear pushed from Soklay’s eye and made a track through the powder on her cheek. Aunt made a disapproving sound in her throat.


      ‘Let’s play cards,’ I said quickly and took Soklay’s hand. I led her to the mat at the entrance, so men in the darkening street might see her and be drawn inside like flying ants to a light. Before Aunt left she brought over the big pot and laid out a bowl for me too. The food was cold by then but still delicious.


      


      ‘Where will he take me?’ Soklay whispered.


      ‘To a hotel,’ I said. She was letting me paint her nails. I had to concentrate under the dim bulb light because my hands will shake at anything.


      ‘What will his name be?’


      ‘Bob.’


      ‘Bob?’


      I nodded. ‘Or Dave.’


      ‘Day,’ Soklay tested. ‘Day.’ The nail colour she’d chosen was the same as the little budding flowers on her dress.


      ‘Will he like me?’


      ‘A soup may be bitter but it must be hot; a wife may be brown but she must be young,’ I quoted. She nodded. She knew that one.


      ‘I’m young,’ she said after a while, ‘and beautiful. He’ll love me and marry me.’


      ‘He’ll fuc–’ Ta started from her stool outside.


      ‘You’ll spend a week with him and then you’ll come back to us,’ I interrupted. Ta went back to muttering.


      ‘Then I’ll be like you, older sister,’ she said and turned her painted fingers to hold mine. I rash easily. The skin on my palms is raised and sore: the yaba and the makeup and the pink soap I wash with between each man. I turned her soft hand over again and blew on her nails.


      


      They came for her while I was in my room with the old man from the shop that sells T-shirts. I see him gladly almost every night, but this time I wanted him to hurry and used tricks to make him quick. I could hear the commotion outside. He finished and dressed and paused by the door. I hugged him fiercely, how he liked it. He put his small, strong arms around me and rocked me as if I were a child and moaned. He wouldn’t let go for a long time. When I came out, Soklay was gone.


      


      ‘Where’d they take her?’ I asked. Ta pointed past the old pool, where faded French words written in Khmer said ‘Le Cercle Sportif’. The other women were asleep already and all the puppies except the runt were feeding from their mother. Ta and I waited on the stools out front for Aunt to come back and lock us up safe for the night.


      ‘Who came?’


      ‘It was Aunt and Uncle and this other man in a car, a real nice car, a new one,’ Ta chattered through her yaba. ‘It was all real nice at first but Soklay was taking her sweet time and Aunt lost it and then Uncle came in –’


      ‘Who was the other man?’


      ‘He came for Soklay.’


      ‘Who was he, Ta?’


      ‘A rich man. He was waiting to take Soklay to her foreign buyer, car with a driver inside. I could see the diamonds moving on his hands like this.’ She clenched and unclenched her tiny ringless fists to show me and suddenly I needed a hit. I looked desperately up the empty street, the same direction Soklay had gone, and listened for the footsteps of the old man or some drunk foreigner or Aunt’s motorbike.


      ‘Do you have any?’ I said and Ta sniffed without taking her eyes off the night.


      ‘Took it all.’


      The night beat at my ears like water.

    

  


  
    
      


      THE DEEP AMBITION OF ROSSI


      They did a good sandwich at Le Cercle Sportif – very much a club sandwich but with a slice of thick fried bacon in it that soaked through the bread. I found myself craving one every day at a quarter to twelve. I put my swimming trunks in a towel and my work in a paper pocket and hailed a cyclo, usually young Ponleak, to take me down there. At the entrance of Le Cercle, two men were standing on ladders trying to string a giant banner baring the title ‘UNESCO 1951 Bathing Suit Competition’.


      I was working for UNESCO and it was my esteemed job, along with two other judges – one a Miss Fannie Roux, who had taken it upon herself to find me the paper in the mornings and often dined with me at night, and the other the rotund director of something or other, Gustave Babin, who had been drunk since the Sunday plane – to judge the competition that coming weekend. My boss, Alex, had the idea that I should start going to the pool in the lunch hour.


      ‘A bathing suit judge shouldn’t look pale, Grant,’ he’d told me over a mid-morning sherry. ‘It looks as though he doesn’t know what he’s doing.’


      


      All along the pool edge were the browned limbs of perpetual summer. Some browner than others because they were French and Cambodian. Some assisted by the bottle. Dominique Rossi was always at the pool when I arrived. I knew from the competition entry forms that she still went to the International Girl’s School, so she must have skipped out on class to go to the pool at lunchtimes. I didn’t say hello to her – I didn’t know her, really. Her uncle had introduced me to her and her mother, a subdued woman as good-looking as her daughter, at a UNESCO function. I’d felt the mother’s fingers flinch when I took her hand while Uncle Rossi told me that Dominique was entering the competition.


      ‘I’m one of the judges,’ I’d replied, letting go the reluctant hand.


      ‘Dominique, this is Grant Baths, one of the judges!’ said Mr Rossi. The girl had turned and taken me in. I had the distinct feeling that I was being analysed and rejected with swift teenage rapacity and wanted to explain that I really hadn’t been a contender in the first place. Instead, I’d excused myself to speak to an acquaintance whose name I had forgotten. I was single. Out of a ratty divorce that had me fleeing across Indochina to what they called the Paris of Asia. I didn’t like Paris, or Asia particularly, but Phnom Penh had plucked the boulevards, bougainvillea and Bollinger from France’s capital and done away with the rest. What was left was the sense of a city that was formerly troublesome but had since had a rather pleasant lobotomy – an effect reinforced by most of the promenading expatriates.


      


      I got a good half hour in on my work reports before the sandwich and the gimlet came out. As usual the waitress had asked me, ‘With or without?’ ‘With’ meant I’d had a rotten sleep – the electricity was off in the hotel and the fan had stopped swishing the thick heat over me in waves, or I’d just lain there in that placid country trying not to equate the motorbikes outside with the memory of bombers in the French skies – and needed a steady shot of gin with my sandwich to get me through the day. ‘Without’ was for the rare days when I was well slept and wore the face I’d had before the war and the ex-wife. With this face I could take Fannie out along the quay at night.


      ‘With,’ I’d said today and the waitress had smiled as though I’d made a joke, but with sympathetic eyes. I’d forced myself to watch her walk away in a black Khmer skirt with red stripes that managed to make her lithe frame look hourglass.


      


      My headache subsided with the gimlet. I took a great bite from the sandwich and felt able to look around the pool. The rest of the private-school set, the girls who had stayed for their late-morning classes, had arrived and arranged themselves in an aspect of the sun. They waved at Dominique but after a few smiling words they remained apart from her. Dominique stretched and rolled onto her stomach. Her face was hidden under a mess of black hair and she was still there when I’d finished my lunch. I read all about the King and his concubines in the local paper and successfully avoided any articles about England. When I was good and hot and covered in a slick of sweat, I went for the water. It was cool and shivered around me as I scooped along the bottom. I could see a few legs running through it near the surface, the wobbly blue, then the sun shimmering determinedly. As I came up through the break for a gasp of air I thought of Fannie with a hungry longing.


      Mostly I saw Fannie as a friend, but now I remembered her big occasional laugh and her wicked hazel eyes on an otherwise sober face. I ducked down and tried to hold that feeling with my breath as long as I could before releasing it in a rush of bubbles. Then I did a few laps of overarm and rested my elbows on the edge of the pool, panting. I’d surfaced right by Dominique, who had turned onto her back and lay very still in the February heat. Little pearls of sweat gathered on her skin. I could have reached out and taken hold of her ankle. I gripped the pool edge with both hands to push myself away but she opened her eyes and said something in Italian.


      ‘Could you say that in French, or Khmer, or English for that matter?’ I asked in French, treading the water.


      ‘I said, it’s perfect,’ she repeated three times in the three languages I’d requested and closed her eyes again.


      


      Two days later I’d had a good sleep and ran into Fannie in the hall at work as she came out of a meeting. I pretended to listen to her talk about reports until the board members passed and then I whispered, ‘Come along the quay with me tonight. I’ll take you to dinner.’


      Her eyes flashed and she moaned, ‘I would but I’m completely stuck with Mr Pork Pie.’ It was her name for the fat director who would be the other judge of the competition.


      ‘Why are you stuck with him?’ I laughed.


      ‘Because you disappeared and Alex won’t. Someone has to look after him.’


      ‘So you’re going out to dinner with him instead of having a fun jaunt with me?’


      ‘Yes, unless you want to take him.’


      ‘No thanks.’ Fannie shrugged and started to walk away. ‘Look,’ I called, ‘why don’t we both go out with him? We’ll take him to dinner, feed him steak until he bursts and then have our little date later when he’s snoring like a beast.’


      ‘That’s a lot of steak. Okay.’ Fannie shot me her best smile before walking away with her boy’s gait to her next meeting.


      


      That night we met Mr Pork Pie at the Hotel Royal. He was astride a high stool boring the bartender and insisted that we join him in drinking gin. I ducked my head out to tell the tuk tuk driver to park and considered leaving then and there but knew there was only so much Fannie would forgive me for.


      ‘Now, we’ve got to go over the competitors,’ Pork Pie was saying. ‘It’s not just about the body, you know, it’s the breeding. The breeding really matters. I know, I’ve seen a lot of these competitions in my time and believe you me, breeding counts.’ He fumbled with his wallet and dropped it on the floor.


      ‘Make him stop saying breeding,’ I whispered to Fannie, who snorted and made to hit me on the arm. Pork Pie righted himself with a grunt and resumed his lecture.


      ‘Take me, for example: Director by age thirty-two, board member by forty, I served as a senior officer in the war and am chairman of the returned servicemen’s league. I’ve been married twenty-six years. Nothing wrong with me. You fought,’ he turned to me.


      ‘Yes,’ I agreed.


      ‘In the 11th Armoured, too, the Black Bull, a very impressive division.’


      ‘Those who survived were quite impressed to have.’


      ‘They’ve re-formed, haven’t they?’


      ‘None of my concern.’


      ‘Still, it makes up for things rather,’ he went on.


      ‘Makes up for what?’


      ‘I’m saying it doesn’t matter. Now, Miss Fannie here, I’ve been hearing great things –’


      ‘Sorry, Fannie, but what does it make up for?’


      The man gathered himself up at various points and then settled into his flesh again.


      ‘You’re a divorcee.’


      Fannie put a hand on my shoulder. I tried not to flinch but she felt it and took her hand away. My ex-wife had left me for one of our old, dear friends, who didn’t have the problems I’d brought back from the 11th or anything much at all except a house in Torquay and the ability to touch another without thinking on it first.


      ‘So?’


      ‘So, my friend, it doesn’t look good for the girls. Think about it – here they are living these good young lives, trying to do everything right in this wretched country and they’re being judged by people of moral ambiguity.’ The bartender had been attempting Singapore slings at Pork Pie’s request. Now they arrived and I took a big gulp of mine and coughed.


      ‘Moral ambiguity!’ I laughed and glanced at Fannie. I’d barely laid a finger on her. She read my face and flushed but relaxed her shoulders. Pork Pie produced a grin and suggested we dine at the Royal instead of venturing into the street. I’d picked out a French restaurant whose steaks were far superior to the Royal’s, but it would be easier to get Pork Pie full and drunk and upstairs to his room from the dining room, so we crossed the lobby with our drinks and sat down under the chandeliers. I spoke to the waitress for a while and found out she was from Oddar Meanchay – about as far away from Phnom Penh as you could possibly get and still be in Cambodia.


      ‘What are you doing here?’ I asked. Her hands were small but strong, with callouses around the sides from shaking rice or pulling something else from the fields. She was very beautiful.


      ‘Oh, my brother’s in the army now,’ she said with some pride. ‘So I could come to Phnom Penh and learn to waitress. My aunt came too, of course.’


      ‘Of course.’


      ‘And she has a friend who works in the kitchen here so … I got this job.’


      ‘It’s a good job.’


      ‘How old are you?’ Pork Pie butted in.


      ‘I’m just eighteen,’ said the waitress.


      ‘Oh, well then, you’re eligible! She’s eligible!’ he cried, looking at Fannie and me.


      ‘Ah, I don’t think –’ Fannie began.


      ‘Of course she is. The competition doesn’t close until an hour before the parade. My dear,’ he turned back to the waitress, who was listening hard to the barrage of French, ‘how do you look in a bathing suit?’ The girl turned to me.


      ‘Did he say … a bathing suit?’ she asked me in Khmer.


      ‘I’m afraid so.’


      ‘I’m sorry but I don’t understand,’ she said to him in French and backed away, smiling.


      ‘A bathing suit. A so-called “bikini”. Oh gosh darn it, what’s the word in Khmer?’ he demanded but the girl was gone and a boy served us our steaks instead. Pork Pie didn’t notice.


      ‘To the young ladies of Phnom Penh,’ Pork Pie toasted. Fannie and I glanced at each other and raised our glasses. We were drinking champagne by then and it was working because I touched Fannie’s leg with mine under the table and her knee was lovely and warm.


      


      When he’d finally exhausted the dessert menu, the dessert wine and all topics of interest to him, Pork Pie allowed himself to be escorted back to the lobby. On the way out I passed a table and spotted Mr Rossi. He was dining with Dominique. I sent Fannie on ahead with Pork Pie and bowed slightly to Rossi. Being the businessman he was, he recognised me immediately and stood.


      ‘Dominique, you remember Grant Baths,’ he said. Dominique smiled but stayed in her seat, offering her hand. Her fingers were hot. ‘The judge of Saturday’s swimsuit competition!’ Rossi announced grandly. I turned again to Dominique, who had proceeded to tuck into an enormous steak. Her uncle laughed. ‘She has the appetite of a teenage goatherd,’ he said.


      ‘A lot of the young women starve themselves before the competition. I’m very glad to see that’s not the case here,’ I said, addressing Dominique more than her uncle. She looked up and smiled with a huge mouthful of steak bulging out of her cheeks. A trail of bloody juice escaped her mouth and drizzled down her chin.


      


      When I joined Fannie in the foyer, Pork Pie was chewing her ear off about something and her eyes were dull. She flicked them at me in desperation.


      ‘One of the contestants, back there in the dining room,’ I explained. Pork Pie bent his enormous neck to see Dominique, who was ordering dessert.


      ‘That little thing? She looks raggy. And what’s she eating there?’


      ‘The steak banquet, I’d say.’


      ‘Steak? Two days before the comp? She’ll get a gut. I’ll go and have a closer look, introduce myself, give her some advice …’


      ‘Yes go on, Por … Gustave. We’ll just be off …’


      ‘Breeding is what’s required … what? Yes you go, I’ll handle this …’ He staggered back to the dining room. I grabbed Fannie’s hand and she laughed with surprise. The tuk tuk driver was curled on a seat and smiled gently at us when we woke him.


      ‘The quay? I know. It’s not a problem,’ he said and yawned.


      ‘Remind me to pay him extra,’ I told Fannie.


      But when I finally got her back to her hotel she was half asleep on my shoulder and mumbled, ‘Goodnight. Goodnight, my darling.’ I installed her with the doorman and went back to my hotel feeling something like happy. I quite forgot about the extra money for the driver.


      


      I didn’t see Fannie the next day and didn’t mind. Sometimes the sight of her stomping through the halls and ordering people about destroyed the champagne memories of her hand against mine. The staff was split more or less in half under our command – she had hiring and finance and I had marketing and activities. I’d been told in confidence that many of my staff were glad they worked for me because I left them alone.


      In the afternoons, Alex usually called me into his office for a ‘catch-up,’ meaning he wanted someone to drink with and Fannie wouldn’t have it. When I arrived he waved the gin bottle at me and (I hadn’t slept well) I nodded enthusiastically. Alex had been captured by German troops towards the end of the war and the scars escaped his white collar, ran like railway tracks up his neck and disappeared into his hairline. He couldn’t judge the bathing suit competition on Saturday because his wife, Serey, who worked with Fannie in finance, was jealous with good reason and had threatened to remove important parts of him if he looked at anyone else. Our last catch-up had been spent bemoaning this fact. This time we discussed the adventures of Gustave, and I made sure to mention Fannie’s nickname for him. Alex liked knowing that there was more to Fannie than a job well done.


      ‘You’re good for morale, Grant. You know we appreciate you here, don’t you?’ he asked suddenly, on the eve of his fourth drink.


      ‘Of course.’


      ‘And, you seem to get along with Fannie?’


      ‘She’s a great girl.’


      ‘A great girl, a great girl,’ Alex agreed, shaking the fresh cubes about in his glass. He raised the bottle to me again but I put up my hand and shook my head. ‘Do you … how do I say it …’ He poured and took a great gulp. ‘Do you think there’s a future? For you and Fannie?’


      ‘A future? You mean marriage?’


      ‘Yes, or some sort of arrangement. Are you involved, to be blunt?’


      ‘Fannie and I …’ I recalled Fannie’s endearments of the night before. ‘Both live in Indochina,’ I answered. Alex laughed.


      ‘Enough said, I understand completely. Good chap. And what a tan you’ve got! You’re an excellent fellow!’ He moved to embrace me and I escaped, citing paperwork.


      


      That night I slept and remembered nothing of my dreams. Gunfire woke me with a start. Outside the sun was already throwing down its early heat. The car in the street backfired again and I stretched across the huge bed, feeling just a little put out that I couldn’t order up a hard-boiled egg and a baguette and read news about the King all morning. I reminded myself that the King would be there and went to shave in the small sink in the corner of my room. As I washed my face, I remembered that Le Cercle Sportif did excellent poached eggs with a side of their famous bacon and decided to go down early. I called Fannie’s hotel to see if she would join me but the receptionist said she was out. When I arrived at Le Cercle the waitress was apologetic – the tables were completely full. I peered in and saw that the elite of Phnom Penh – some with starving daughters sipping glasses of chilled water – had the same idea.


      ‘You could sit at the bar, or –’


      ‘Grant! Grant!’ Pork Pie’s voice boomed over the café. He was sitting at a table with a bored-looking Fannie. Her eyes sparked when she saw me.


      ‘Take your jacket off, Fannie,’ I said as I sat down. ‘It’s stinking.’


      ‘Someone of her position needs to look the part,’ said Pork Pie. ‘It’s a pity you don’t have the body for it, Fannie my dear. You’d be perfect fodder for the comp otherwise.’ He patted her hand.


      ‘Perhaps I could just take it off until the competition starts,’ she said diplomatically and I marvelled at her social shyness when she was such a man in the boardroom. Underneath the ugly suit jacket was a pretty yellow silk shirt that brought out the tiger flecks in her eyes. Fannie didn’t sweat. I’d noticed that during our only heavy petting session, when we’d been drunk on ship’s punch on a cruise along the Tonle Sap and found ourselves in a pillowed corner late into the night. My chest hair had stuck to my skin with the heat and with the effort of being close to her, but when I’d tucked my nose under her chin and breathed there was just the smell of lightly powdered flesh.


      The eggs finally arrived and we ate them, watching the contestants mill about.


      


      As we finished our breakfast a nervous man whom I’d often seen dashing around Le Cercle Sportif edged up to our table.


      ‘I’m so, so sorry to disturb you and it is most certainly my fault, but the judge’s table is set up and ready if you would be so kind …’


      ‘It’s not a problem,’ Fannie reassured him.


      ‘What’s he so sorry about?’ Pork Pie bellowed. ‘We’re ready as bulls!’ The man smiled anxiously. We filed out through the crowd to a wooden picnic table under an umbrella. It was near the grass by the edge of the pool where the girls usually sunbathed. Now they lined up, trying to maintain their poses. The man approached us again.


      ‘We’re just waiting for the King.’ He bit his lip. The girls on the grass were asking for tissues to dab the sweat from their hairlines. Only Dominique and Fannie didn’t seem bothered. But while Fannie didn’t ooze a droplet despite her winter suit, Dominique glistened like a penguin. The effect was mesmerising. Her skin caught the sun and glinted in the eyes of the crowd. Pork Pie, sweating profusely himself, seemed particularly struck. There was a commotion outside the gate and the crowd tore their attention from Dominique and focused on the entrance of Le Cercle Sportif. The King of Cambodia managed to make his subjects awe-struck and amused all at once. Eyes opened in wonder and small smiles danced on each set of lips as he burst through the gate with his expression of apologetic command. The King had a number of publicly recognised concubines, but he wasn’t yet married and took his time greeting the girls. He held Dominique’s hand slightly longer than the others and when he gave it back, it was as a present for her.


      


      When the young King was seated, grinning in the front row, the girls paraded in front of us in swimsuits ordered from France or copied from French magazines. Fannie and I dutifully recorded our marks. Pork Pie, like the King, only had eyes for Dominique.


      ‘Such breeding,’ he murmured.


      ‘Not much of a gut,’ I observed as Dominique did a turn.


      ‘That girl couldn’t get a gut if she tried!’ exclaimed Pork Pie. There was a short break before the next round. Fannie excused herself and Pork Pie leaned towards me as far as his seat would allow. ‘They’re just like bitches,’ he explained.


      ‘I beg your pardon?’


      ‘Those girls, they’re like dogs. You can breed them pure as you like and you’ll get a good-looking one alright, with excellent papers, but there’ll always be something wrong. Oh, they’ll develop arthritis of the hip or have breathing problems or be prone to diarrhoea –’


      ‘The girls?’


      ‘No, the dogs. But the girls are just the same. If you mix them up, one parent from Europe, and another Indochine, well, then you get a true beauty. And strength, too. Just look at her!’ We looked at Dominique, who was being approached by one of the King’s men. She was different when she smiled, younger. She craned her neck towards the King. Fannie returned and Pork Pie sat upright again. ‘What is your ancestry, Fannie, dear?’ he enquired.


      ‘One hundred per cent French.’


      Pork Pie glanced over to me and raised his eyebrows. Over on the grass, Dominique locked eyes with the King.


      


      When the contest resumed, Pork Pie and I let Fannie know what we thought of each contestant, which she recorded: it was easier that way.


      ‘Well, that’s that then. Dominique wins!’ Pork Pie announced to us before the last girl had finished her turn.


      ‘We have to tally the results,’ protested Fannie.


      ‘Some finance manager you are, my dear. You can see clearly that Dominique has won. Anyone could see that.’


      ‘But there’s second and third places to calculate …’


      ‘Yes, well, you do that and Grant and I will go and get a drink.’


      ‘Do you need me?’ I asked her as Pork Pie strode towards the bar.


      ‘I do need to talk with you.’


      ‘I know. I’d like to talk too.’ I almost touched her hand. ‘We’ll be rid of him soon.’


      ‘Grant! Grant!’ Pork Pie hollered above the crowd.


      


      Pork Pie wedged himself into a seat at the bar. Over in the corner, the King’s set were gathered, with Dominique and her mother at their centre. While Mrs Rossi wore a smile of terror, Dominique looked as though she was with an old friend – if not the person she was in love with. The King, meanwhile, was doing a very good impression of a man on his honeymoon.


      I glanced out the big bay windows to where Fannie sat at the judges’ table. She was wearing the high-powered grimace she used in meetings. In front of the table was Alex. I could have sworn he was flirting with Fannie, were it not for his wife standing beside him, also smiling. Alex reached to shake Fannie’s hand. She stood to meet him.


      


      Fannie had prepared a careful list of the winners with reasons why. Alex took it and went to the microphone with his wife and stood to attention. Over the tinny loudspeakers, which were set to full volume, came the ghostly strains of the national anthem and the audience stood and sang in their high, exquisite voices. The song always roused something in me – I could have thrown all of Britain in the pool and become a citizen of Cambodia, if they would have me. At my side, I felt Fannie looking at me anxiously. After the last notes had faded, Alex’s voice came through the cones, paying his deepest respects to the King, who inclined his head and beamed.


      ‘Before we announce the beautiful winners of this competition …’ Alex indicated the be-swimsuited line of girls without looking at them, for which his wife stroked his arm affectionately. ‘I would like to take this opportunity to announce a new position at UNESCO. The Director of Management will oversee finance, hiring, marketing and activities while I have more time for … other things.’ Pork Pie glanced around frantically, then gave a wide smile and started to rise from his seat. ‘And now, introducing the new Director of Management, the best man for the job: Françoise Roux.’


      ‘Who on earth is Françoise Roux?’ Pork Pie asked, sitting down with a huff. Fannie frowned and rose to take the microphone. In my effort to get the waiter’s attention I missed Fannie’s speech. Pork Pie needed a drink, too. By the time Fannie sat down again I’d already downed most of my gimlet. Her grimace had gone and her eyes were soft and enquiring.


      ‘It won’t change anything, you know,’ she said, turning to me.


      ‘Well done, Fannie!’ Pork Pie boomed angrily. ‘You may not have the body for this sort of thing …’ He waved his hands at the swimming pool. ‘But you’ve got the brains and that’s what counts if you’re not the marrying kind. Well, I’d better go and say congratulations to the other winner.’ He charged off towards Dominique, who was, again, by the side of the King. She was dressed in a Khmer-style skirt, but it was shorter than usual and made her appear curvy and leggy at the same time.


      ‘… that’s all I really feel like doing,’ Fannie was saying.


      ‘Sorry?’


      ‘Oh. I said, all I really feel like doing is going on a jaunt with you along the quay but Alex has arranged some damned dinner and Pork Pie is coming. Perhaps we could sneak out early and –’


      ‘You go, Fannie. I’ve got paperwork to do.’


      ‘Paperwork? On a Saturday?’


      ‘That’s right.’


      ‘I think “Paperwork” is your code for drinking in your hotel room. Well, I positively command you to dine with me instead. I can do that now.’ She smiled. I drained the sour gin into my mouth and swallowed.


      ‘You know I told Alex that you call Gustave “Pork Pie.”’


      Fannie’s smile faded.


      ‘You told …?’


      ‘Yes, I told him and he laughed and said he was relieved that at least you were a little bit –’


      ‘What?’ Fannie asked sharply. I rose and gathered my things into a bundle. ‘Grant?’


      ’I thought you knew how to have fun, that’s all, Fannie. Just some fun.’ Fannie remained seated, staring straight ahead and looking boxy in her hot suit.


      


      Out the front of Le Cercle Sportif, a cream Lancia waited with the King in the driver’s seat. Dominique walked through the arch with her mother and whispered in her ear. Then she opened the passenger door as though she’d always done it and arranged herself in the seat beside the King.


      ‘I’ll give her back in good time,’ said the King. The Lancia purred away down the long palm-treed boulevard and turned out of sight. I was left standing next to Dominique’s mother. The smile was still stuck on her face but when I turned to her I saw in her eyes a country where one might find a peaceful future.
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