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      In retrospect, Maier could see that the catastrophe in Cambodia had been the turning point. But in retrospect, everything always looked different.

      War was never simple. As soon as the first shot was fired, carefully made plans changed beyond recognition. As soon as the blood flowed, everything was unpredictable, and no one got away scot-free.

      Most men were simply blown away by the willful mayhem, like dry leaves in a fast wind.

      Others found themselves in the horror of the moment and got stuck there, making the world die, over and over. A few went by another route, on and on, into themselves, until they experienced a kind of epiphany, a moment of arrival.

      War correspondent Maier was about to arrive.

      

      Maier and Hort sat on a crumbling wall near to what was left of the railway station in Battambang, or what was left of this once-picturesque and industrious town in north-western Cambodia. Perhaps a school had stood here forty years earlier. A few metres of tired red brick work was all that was had survived the recent vagaries of history. At midday, the wall offered no shade. It was just a structure to sit next to. Better than being exposed, in a world of dust, misery and possible aggravation. A group of men cowered next to the two journalists on low stools. They drank rice wine as if their lives depended on it. Perhaps it did.

      Garbage and dust-devils blew across the shabby, run-down space between the wall and the railway tracks – scraps of paper, plastic bags, and diapers. Who had money for diapers around here? Where could you even buy nappies in Cambodia?

      A young woman with a pinched face served the rancid drink from an old oil canister. There was only one glass, which went around in a circle. People in Cambodia drank quietly and with great concentration. Everyone was waiting. The railway station was a good place to wait. The trains were less reliable than the next glass, as the Khmer Rouge, Pol Pot’s feared communist army, frequently mined the tracks between the capital Phnom Penh and Battambang. The Khmer Rouge was the main reason why people were waiting. Despite UN sponsored elections, boycotted by the communists, the war just would not die. Most Cambodians wanted peace, and peace meant waiting.

      Hort passed Maier a joint. “The war will be over in a few weeks, Maier. 1997 is our year. At least that what they say in Phnom Penh. Around here, people not so sure.”

      Hort laughed, as the Khmer sometimes do when they don’t feel like laughing.

      Maier wiped the sweat from his eyes, rearranged his matted beard and shrugged his shoulders. “Your country is sick of war, Hort. And you are getting married next week, when we are through and you have earned yourself a sack full of money.”

      The young Khmer was working as Maier’s fixer and had been accompanying him for the past four years, every time the German journalist had been on assignment in Cambodia. Four years and six visits to this cursed country. And yet Maier had fallen into uneasy love with this sunny and wicked paradise.

      Hort had saved his life on at least two occasions. In a few days, Maier would be the best man at his young friend’s wedding, hopefully without making a drunken pass at Hort’s attractive sister.

      What would Carissa, beautiful and twisted Carissa, say if she found him in the sack with a young Khmer woman? What would be left, when the war really ended, when the international media left this tired land to its own devices? Maier had come with the war. Would he not also disappear with the war? Move on to the next war? Lack of choice wasn’t the issue. War was always in vogue.

      Hort interrupted him in his thoughts.

      “As long as Pol Pot is alive, we not find peace. Why don’t UN arrest and kill him?” Hort answered the question himself, “My people no longer have expectation that anyone come and help.”

      An old woman, her lined forehead almost hidden beneath a faded krama, the traditional chequered scarf many Khmer wore, her eyes black and numb like the tropical small hours, passed the two men slowly and silently spat on the hot dusty ground in front of Maier.

      Hort’s contorted stare followed her.

      “I think I could do with a glass of rice wine myself.”

      Maier and his fixer were waiting for an officer serving with a regiment of government troops. Their contact was involved in peace negotiations with the last remnants of the Khmer Rouge fighters. The civil war, which had prevented recovery since the demise of the communists’ agrarian utopia in 1979, some eighteen years before, was drawing to a close. The government in Phnom Penh had some control over most of the country, or at least over what was left of Cambodia after a half century of catastrophic politics, war and genocide. Every time he made eye contact with a Khmer, Maier could see that that wasn’t much.

      The Khmer Rouge had retreated to the west, to the provinces bordering Thailand. Several conflagrations had taken place in Battambang in recent weeks. Nasty, dark stuff.

      Maier knew there wasn’t much time left. One of the great nightmares of the twentieth century was drawing to a close and Cambodia was moving towards an uncertain but less violent future. He’d come back to find out what that future might look like from the country’s last battlefield. Finding out anything in Cambodia usually involved waiting. Maier had been waiting for three days. Today, Hort had assured him, the interview would materialise. Hort had been equally optimistic the previous day and the day before that.

      A group of young men in torn work clothes, their dusty, hard feet in plastic flip-flops, walked past the wall, smoking cigarettes and talking quietly amongst themselves. Maier had picked up enough Khmer to understand that the conversation revolved around him. Was the tall foreigner a soldier? Was he looking for a girl? One look from Hort made them shut up.

      “What gift do you give my future wife on her wedding day, Maier?”

      The young Khmer could hardly wait to return to Phnom Penh. Two extended families were waiting on the groom and his tall, white employer – his protector. They had already put up the marquee.

      “If you keep bugging me, Hort, I will buy her a sack of cold, fried frogs.” Maier grinned at the young man – for his friend’s assurance – as the Khmer did not always understand his sarcasm. How many miles had he already travelled with Hort, how many cruelties had he documented, while his fixer had stood next to him, his face expressionless? How many drunk and trigger-happy soldiers had they passed together at road blocks? Perhaps he really was the young Khmer’s lucky charm.

      Maier got distracted by a young woman in a bright purple sarong. He noticed the boy as well, but you noticed so many things. You had to choose, and Maier chose the woman. Hort, too, held his breath for a second. The woman passed the wall without looking at the men and crossed the railway tracks. Maier could not see her face, but he was sure that she was beautiful. He followed the languid sway of her hips and let his thoughts meander. The war was practically finished and he felt happier than he had in a long time. His plan to stop working in the conflict news business had become more appealing in recent months, but since his return to Cambodia, he had enjoyed his work, and after all, a plan was only a plan.

      Later, as he sat on the back of a pick-up slowly rumbling towards Phnom Penh, he would suddenly recall the most important moment: the short cropped hair and the fixed stare, the dusty brown baseball cap, which the boy had pulled deep into his face and which had not suited the young Khmer Rouge at all. But you saw people with fixed stares everywhere, especially in this mad and lost part of the world.

      The boy had appeared on the potholed road. He wore ripped T-shirt and black trousers and he was barefoot. Why had Maier not looked at him more closely?

      The youth dropped his bag next to the woman who was serving the rice wine. She had her back turned to Maier and he barely noticed the brief exchange between the two. It looked like an everyday conversation. It was an everyday conversation. A few seconds later, the boy was on his way and Maier had forgotten him. He stared across the tracks, but the girl in the bright sarong had also dropped out of sight. Maier briefly turned towards the woman serving the moonshine. She had started a heated argument with her customers. He didn’t understand a word the woman said. She had a strong accent, and whatever she was saying, quickly fell victim to the mean, silent aggression of the day. He didn’t really want to hear another petty argument between people who’d had everything but their souls disenfranchised. And perhaps those as well. The smell of the tropics, saturated with reincarnation and ruin, this hypnotising combination of extremes, of promise and danger, of temptation and failure, had convinced him once more that it was all worth it; he’d chosen the best job in the world. In a few hours, when the interview would finally be in the can, he would drink with Hort. He still had a small bottle of vodka in his bag, and they were bound to be able to organise a few oranges in Battambang. No rice wine for Maier. And in a few days, after the wedding, he’d be flying back to Hamburg. That was the plan.

      “I’m really looking forward to your wedding, Hort. It will be a special day for me as well.”

      “The day you ask for my sister’s hand?”

      The years with Maier had changed the Khmer as well. Occasionally he tried his luck with irony, in a gentle Cambodian way.

      Maier replied drily, “Carissa will cut my balls off. Or I’ll have to flee and will never be able to return to Cambodia.”

      “That a shame, Maier. Maybe it better you keep your hands off my sister and follow your western lifestyle.”

      Suddenly, the three drinkers next to Maier wrested the sack off the wine-seller and jumped up. Hort jerked to his feet and gave Maier a hard push. The explosion extinguished his friend’s warning. The bomb blew most of the wall straight past Maier. The woman who’d been selling the wine was torn to pieces. Screams and smoke. Maier lay flat on the ground for a few long seconds, not daring to move. Even the sky was on fire. Turning his head, he could see twisted bodies through the clouds of black fumes, shapes covered in blood and dust, frozen in black burns. A couple of lean-tos that had been built against the wall were ablaze. Maier shook his legs and arms; everything was still there. One of the young men who’d been sitting behind him was alive. Caked in blood, he cried softly, as he tried to pull a friend from under the rubble. It was too late. A wooden beam had completely severed his companion’s legs from his torso.

      Hort had disappeared. Perhaps he had fallen before the explosion had gone off. But Maier knew that his friend had been sitting between himself and the woman selling the wine and had jumped up to warn him. The sudden realisation that his friend and fixer was dead came as a physical blow, as if some unchallengeable force had risen from the earth below him and was suddenly ripping the skin off his back, fear and sorrow racing up his neck made of needles and knives, into his head where everything contracted in panicked spasms. He sat in debris, trying to breathe, waiting for something to come back, for time to go on. In the silence following the attack, a couple of dogs barked in the distance and the whine of a motorbike grew louder. Women cried, somewhere to his right. Otherwise, all he could hear was a high-pitched ringing tone in his ears. Maier forced himself up and climbed through the smoke across the strewn-around brickwork. He had to be sure.

      The bomb had taken Hort straight through a big hole in the wall of a building that had been destroyed decades ago. A quick look was enough. Hort was dead.

      Without a doubt, the bomb had been meant for Maier. The Khmer Rouge hated westerners, especially journalists. And the Cambodian army had known that Maier would be waiting by the station. Virtually anyone with a modicum of energy could get hold of explosives in this country.

      Maier moved away from the carnage and disappeared as best as he could into the crowd that was beginning to gather by the railway tracks. He had to get away before the police and the military showed. He ran to one of the nearest shacks, dived into a small shop, pulled his cell phone from his pocket and called Carissa. Then he tied a krama around his head and jumped a passing pick-up truck bound for the capital.

      He’d call his editor once he’d returned to Hamburg and hand in his notice. Maier was no longer a war correspondent.
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      Dani Stricker crossed the Paradeplatz and walked down the Planken, towards Mannheim’s historic water tower. It was an old tradition. With Harald, she’d walked down the city’s shopping mile every Saturday afternoon, no matter what the weather had been like. For twenty years.

      The Cambodian woman frequently remembered her arrival in Mannheim in 1981. The shops had dazzled her and she’d thought that the fountain in front of the Kaufhof, the biggest mall in town, sprayed liquid gold instead of water into the air. She’d been sure of it. The people, the Germans, they were huge. And rich. Today she could see the differences in incomes and lifestyles, but in those early months, she’d almost believed that money grew on trees in Germany. Of course, money didn’t grow on trees anywhere, unless you owned the tree. She knew that now.

      Everything had been strange. Dani had never seen a tram, never mind an escalator. Such things did not exist in Cambodia. In the supermarket, she’d been overwhelmed by the enormous variety of cats and dogs available in tins, which crowded the shelves of an entire aisle. The first pretzel that Harald had bought her had tasted disgusting. She’d felt she was going to suffocate on the heavy, salty dough. But she’d forced herself to eat it anyway, for Harald.

      As scary and foreign as her new home had been then, she had not wanted to return to Cambodia. There, death lived in the rice fields and would be able to find her people in their flimsy huts even a hundred years from now, to drag them from their homes into the darkness and make them vanish forever. Dani had been homesick, but she’d understood even then that the country she called home no longer existed. No one returned from the long night that had covered Cambodia like a suffocating blanket for decades. Only ghosts flourished in the rice paddies. Harald had saved her life. Harald was Dani’s hero. Everything she had seen and learned in the past twenty years had come from Harald. And now, Harald was dead.

      Sometimes, they’d taken the tram from the city centre to Harald’s house in Käfertal. Sometimes she’d taken the tram into town all by herself, as Harald hadn’t been keen on public transport. She’d never learned to drive. Now she really needed the tram, was dependent on it for the first time in her life. Now she was alone. She would sell the BMW straight away.

      Dani boarded a Number 4 in front of the water tower. An inspector silently took her ticket, looked at it with deliberate, antagonistic care and handed it back, having switched his expression to trained boredom. A couple of rows behind Dani, two youths with coloured hair and buttons in their ears raised their voices against the police state. After the funeral, she’d put the car in the local newspaper and hope for a buyer.

      The tram slowly passed the city cemetery. Harald had died on October 11th, just a week ago. The poplar leaves blew around the pavement like shiny, copper-coloured bank notes. That looked pretty disorderly by Mannheim’s standards, but a municipal employee would soon come with a machine and hoover the leaves out of this world and into another.

      One day, Dani’s coffin would be laid to rest here as well, thousands of miles from home. She’d promised Harald. Nevertheless, the idea of a burial remained unsettling. How would she fare in the next life if she was not cremated? But promises had to be kept. She’d learnt that as a young girl, working alongside her mother on the family’s farm. Without keeping promises, life wasn’t worth a thing. It wasn’t worth much anyway.

      Her parents and her sister hadn’t been cremated either. She dreamed that if she returned to Cambodia, she would be able to locate the mass grave in which they’d been dumped. Her contact had suggested starting some investigations, but Dani had turned his offer down. Too many old bones belonging to too many people lay in those graves and she would never really be certain.

      Her mobile rang. The foreign number. The call Dani had been waiting for. She’d been waiting for more than twenty years. It was time to let her past bleed into her present life. The past, the present and the future coexisted next to each other. Every child in Cambodia knew that. But here, in Germany, in the West, one’s life cycle was split into distinct parts. Dani wasn’t interested in the parts alone. She knew them too well. Now she would finally take steps to take control, to bring closure to reunite past, present and future. Revenge could do that. Anonymous and ruthless revenge.

      Dani took a deep breath and answered the call.

      “Hello?”

      “Everything is ready. Tomorrow I will be in Bangkok to catch a flight to Phnom Penh.”

      Dani was surprised. The man spoke Khmer, albeit with a strong accent. A barang. Dani was shocked at her own reaction. After all, Harald had also been a barang, a white man. As a child she’d never asked herself whether the term the Khmer used for Westerners had positive or negative connotations. During the Khmer Rouge years, barang had meant as much as devil or enemy. She forced herself back into the present.

      “Find him and get in touch when you have learned what has happened to my sister. Force him to talk. When you have proof of what happened to her, kill him.”

      The man at the other end of the conversation said nothing. He had been recommended by a fellow Cambodian whom she had met on the long journey from a refugee camp on the Thai-Cambodian border to Germany, some twenty years earlier. The barang had apparently done jobs like this in Cambodia before.

      “If that doesn’t work, please kill him immediately.”

      The miserable ticket inspector passed her again. He was in another world. A world she had learned to love. A world in which you were not pulled out of your house in the middle of the night, to be butchered, because you allegedly worked for the CIA. She was back in the rice paddy behind her farm. The feeling of displacement was so intense, she was sure she was able to count the clouds above her family home if she only looked up. She could almost taste prahok, the pungent, fermented fish paste, which her mother prepared every day, the best prahok in the village. One day, the Khmer Rouge, the Red Khmer, had come and killed everyone who had worked for the CIA. It was only after Dani had lived in Germany for some years, that she’d learned what the CIA was.

      She was flustered and tried to find the right word to continue the conversation.

      “I mean, that’s what I hired you for.”

      “Yes, you did,” he answered.

      She had no idea what else to tell a contract killer, an assassin. There was nothing to say.

      “Be sure to get the right man.”

      “I have received your money and the information. I will only call you one more time. Please do not worry.”

      The man had a gentle, almost feminine voice. She knew that was meaningless of course. In the past week she had transferred some fifty thousand Euro, a large part of her inheritance, to the various accounts of this man. Harald would have understood. Or would he? He would have accepted it. But Dani had never dared to tell her husband about her plan. And now it was too late.

      The man hung up. She stood motionless and stared at the silent phone, unable to disconnect from what she’d just said and heard. Six thousand miles east of a small town in southern Germany, death would stalk through the rice paddies once again, in search of the red devil that had destroyed Dani Stricker’s life. She almost forgot to get off in Käfertal.

      “Last stop, all change,” the miserable inspector shouted. She smiled at the man. He wouldn’t beat her to death.
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      Maier, private detective, forty-five years old, 190 cm tall, perfectly trilingual, single, handlebar moustache, greying locks, currently cut almost short, leaned back in his economy seat, as much as he could, and smiled at the Thai stewardess who was coming his way. Maier had broad shoulders and green eyes and he looked a little lived in. Light boots, black cotton pants, a white shirt with too many pockets and one of those sleeveless vests with yet more pockets – he’d never quite managed to shake the fashion crimes of the war correspondent. At least he’d knocked the cigarettes on the head.

      His father had turned up in Germany, from somewhere further east, sometime in the early Forties, despite the Nazis. He’d had green eyes and blond hair, and he’d been an attractive man, so attractive that the German girls, who had lost their husbands at the front, fell in love with him. Even in Hitler’s Germany, the Other seemed to have its attraction. At least as long as the Other called itself Maier and travelled with correct, possibly fake papers.

      He had survived the war in the arms of young women and had fled to England in the closing months before returning to post-war Germany. In the mid-Fifties he had washed up on Ruth Maier’s doorstep in Leipzig, told her just that and hung around. But not for long. After eleven months, he’d disappeared and had never been heard of again.

      Sometimes Maier asked himself how many siblings he might have. He wondered whether his father was still alive. And whether he might have worked for the Soviet secret service during the war? And whether he had worked for the Stasi later? Maier had never met his father. His love of women, his restlessness and his looks were the sole assets he had inherited from his old man. That’s what Ruth Maier had said.

      His mother had been right of course. Maier didn’t enjoy staying put very much. After he’d finished his studies in Dresden, he had worked as an international correspondent in Poland, Czechoslovakia, Bulgaria and Yugoslavia. How he got the job without too much maneuvering, he never found out. Perhaps his father had had something to do with it.

      When East Germany had begun to collapse, Maier had fled across Hungary to West Germany and had eventually ended up in Hamburg. After the Berlin Wall had fallen, Maier had expected to see life with different eyes. Finally, he’d be able to write what he wanted. He had been yearning for a new joy, an entirely new existence and he had almost found it. In the new Germany he had, after many years of working abroad, the right connections in the media and was soon hired by the news agency dpa.

      Maier rarely woke up in his small, impersonal apartment in Altona. He was on the road for the most part, on assignment – German holidaymakers from Mallorca to Vegas, German investors in Shanghai, German footballers in Yaoundé. There was always something to report some place. And Maier didn’t feel at home anywhere. He’d fallen in love a few times, but somehow, he’d never hung around.

      The power of money in the new Germany first disorientated him; later it became an irritation. He still felt as if he’d been catapulted from the fantastical dereliction of the old system into the depressing realities of the new one. Maier became ambivalent, despite the fact that, for the first time in his life, in the new Germany, he had the freedom to work. But life was too short to wash cars, watch TV or rent a video from the shop down the road. Maier chose the quickest, most radical way out of the German workaday life he could think of: he became a war correspondent.

      After eight years down the front of the nasty little wars of the late twentieth century – from the Israeli occupation of the Palestinian Territories to the civil wars in the former Yugoslavia and the high-altitude conflict in Nepal – he’d filed his last story four years earlier in Cambodia, had flown home and, after some soul-searching and a little retraining, had joined the renowned Hamburg detective agency Sundermann. Since then, Maier had been entrusted with cases all over Asia. He’d tracked down the killers of an Australian climber who’d apparently had a fatal accident in one of India’s most remote valleys; negotiated the release from Bang Kwang Prison, Thailand’s most notorious jail, of a man who’d fallen foul of the country’s draconian lèse-majesté law; and uncovered a pedophile ring amongst Singapore’s judiciary, though this most disturbing case had been stopped in its tracks by higher powers before the detective could wrap up his mission. He thought of himself as a fish, passing in silence through a big sea, catching prey here and there, occasionally unable to take a bite out of it for fear of being swallowed whole by more powerful predators. He didn’t miss the near-death adrenaline rush he had been addicted to in his last life.

      And yet, Maier took his new job seriously. The years as a correspondent had left him with contacts in every major city in South and Southeast Asia. He always went down to the wire to get his case solved. His work as a crisis journalist had left him hardened, and determined as the hounds of hell. Maier could walk over corpses to get to the heart of a case. The truth, even if neither palatable nor publishable, was everything to him. Sundermann hadn’t been disappointed by his new detective.

      When he was off work, Maier was a directionless romantic with desert sand in his shoes and a modicum of vanity in his eyes. That’s how he imagined his father had been.

      “Vodka Orange, please.”

      The stewardess’s hand touched his arm as she placed the plastic glass on the collapsible table in front of him. The slight, barely noticeable gesture made him smile.

      She was young, beautiful and, for a few bucks, she risked her life day in and day out. Cambodian Air Travel, the only airline that currently flew from Bangkok into Phnom Penh, ran overworked and ancient Russian propeller planes, dying air-wrecks long past retirement that barely managed to clear the Cardamom Mountains. The pilots were Russian, vets from Afghanistan, who’d once flown attack helicopters against armed resistance fighters. In Cambodia air space, the Russians’ worst enemy was alcohol. Planes that crashed over the remote and heavily mined forests of Cambodia were rarely found.

      A cursory glance at his fellow passengers suggested that the almost forgotten kingdom he was heading for had changed since Maier’s last visit. Young, self-confident backpackers in search of post-war adventures, a French tour group in search of temples, and a few old men in search of women, or children, or anything else that would be available in hell for a few dollars, had replaced the soldiers, gangsters and correspondents who had dared to fly into Phnom Penh a few years earlier.

      In those days, he’d travelled by helicopter into a darker place, where men had routinely barbecued the livers of their enemies on open fires, sitting on the edges of paddy fields in the shadows of solitary palm trees. They, men that Maier knew well, had travelled and lived with, had wolfed down the organs in the belief that they were ingesting their enemies’ souls, as their victims had watched, holding their eviscerated stomachs, slowly bleeding to death. Just one of many reasons why the dead could never rest and the country was beset by ghosts and demons, some of them his very own.

      “Do you live in Phnom Penh, sir?” the young stewardess asked him, as she, placed a small carton, in which Maier could see an old-looking biscuit and an overripe banana, next to his empty plastic glass. She did this with her best bit of barely trained elegance, which was breathtaking.

      “No, I am on holiday.”

      “Another drink perhaps?”

      Maier hesitated for a second, and then opened his eyes wide enough to let the girl look inside his inside.

      “Vodka orange?”

      The stewardess’s gaze dropped to the floor of the aisle before she rushed off.

      Maier’s thoughts returned to the task at hand. A strange case. A case without a crime.

      The detective let the one and only conversation he’d had with his client run though his head once more.

      

      “I want you to visit my son and find out what he’s up to. You have to understand that Rolf is the black sheep of the Müller-Overbeck family,” the woman had said without greeting or introduction. Her voice had been dead flat.

      Mrs. Müller-Overbeck, whose husband had made his fortune with the first post-war coffee empire in the Bundesrepublik, had shot him a nervous, imperious glance. Ice cold and in her mid-sixties. Just like her gigantic villa in Blankenese, built by some Nazi before the war. With a haircut that could have dried out an igloo, silver, stiff and expensive, the woman had simply looked ridiculously affluent. What the rich thought of as low key. The skirt, fashionable and a touch too tight, and the blouse, uniquely ruffled, and finally the many thin gold bracelets dangling from her pale wrists like trophies, hadn’t helped. But there’d been something unscripted in her performance, which Maier had supposed to be the reason for his presence in the Müller-Overbeck universe. She’d been agitated. It was hard to be ice-cold and agitated at the same time. How did the Americans say? It was lonely at the top. Life was a lottery. Maier had instinctively understood that this woman’s expectations of service were in the rapacious to unreasonable bracket.

      “You know the country?”

      “I am the expert for Asia at Sundermann’s. And I worked in Cambodia as a war correspondent for dpa.”

      Mrs. Müller-Overbeck had winced, “There is war over there? Rolf is caught up in a war? I thought he ran some kind of business for tourists there?”

      “The war finished in 1998. The country is currently being rebuilt.”

      Listening hadn’t been one of the strengths of Hamburg’s coffee queen. Another reason for Maier to say as little as possible.

      “I don’t understand why he wanted to go there. To a country at war. I can remember the post-war years in Germany all too well. I don’t understand why he’d want to go and look at the suffering of others. But Rolf has always been difficult. An A in English and an F in Maths, everything had to be extreme… Of course, the family is hoping that he’ll come back and take over the reins. He’s such a clever boy.”

      She hadn’t offered Maier a drink. Not even a promotional gift, a politically correct cup from Nicaragua perhaps. He’d pondered whether she ever drank coffee. She’d seemed a woman who’d never done anything that involved any acceleration of the inevitable ageing process.

      “You will find him and watch him. I am paying your usual rate for two weeks. Then you will call me. And I will, on the basis of your meticulously detailed and inclusive report, which you will have sent to me by email, prior to our call of course, decide whether you will be recalled to Germany or whether I will make further payments so that you may make additional enquiries.”

      Mrs. Müller-Overbeck had smelled of money and avarice, but not of coffee. It looked as if Maier would become the babysitter to Hamburg’s rich heirs. There had been moments when he had wished the Wall back. In his thoughts, he’d cursed Sundermann, his boss.

      “Mr. Maier, my expectations are very high and if I get the impression that you are unable or unwilling to fulfil them, then I will mention your agency to my friend, Dr. Roth, who sits on the city council.”

      His eyes tuned to truthful and trustworthy, Maier had nodded in agreement, and had let Mrs. Müller-Overbeck work on him, her scrawny, pale and lonely hands fragile as thin glass, held together by gold, coming up and down in front of him to emphasise the message.

      “If my son is involved in any illegal or dangerous business over there, then please have his business uncovered in such a way that he is immediately deported back to Germany.”

      “Mrs. Müller-Overbeck, that kind of action can be very dangerous in Cambodia.”

      The coffee queen had reacted with irritation. “That’s why I am not sending a relative. That’s why you are going. I expect results, solutions, not doubts. I want to see my son where he belongs.”

      “I can’t force your son to come back home.”

      “Tell him he is disinherited if he won’t budge. No, do not tell him anything. Just report to me. And please be discreet. Rolf is my only son. You never know, in these countries, so far away…”

      Maier had only then realised that Mrs. Müller-Overbeck was crying. The tears would surely turn to ice in seconds. She’d patted her sunken cheeks with a silk handkerchief.

      “Preliminary investigations have told us that your son is a business partner in a small dive shop in a beach resort. He appears to be reasonably successful at what he is doing.”

      Mrs. Müller-Overbeck had abandoned all efforts to save her face and blurted in despair and with considerable impatience, “I could have told you that myself. I want to know with what kind of people he is doing business, whether he has a woman, what kind of friends he has. I want to know everything about his life over there. I want to know why he is there and not here. And then I want him back.”

      “You don’t need a private detective to find that out. Why don’t you just fly over there and visit him?”

      “Don’t be impertinent. You are being well paid, so ask your questions in Asia, not here. Goodbye, Maier. Please remember every now and then that your agency’s licenses are granted by the city of Hamburg. And I am a significant part of our great city. That will keep you up to speed.”

      

      “This is co-pilot Andropov speaking. Please return your seats to upright position. We’re about to land at Phnom Penh International Airport. The temperature in Phnom Penh is thirty-three degrees, local time is 6.30. We hope you enjoyed flying Cambodian Air Travel. Look forward to welcoming you on our flights again soon. On behalf of captain and the crew, have a pleasant stay in Cambodia. Hope to see you ’gain soon.”

      The stewardess passed Maier’s seat, wearing her most professional smile. There was no way to get through now. Maier sighed inwardly and turned to the window.

      Cambodia was down there, a small, insignificant country, in which the history of the twentieth century had played out as if trapped in the laboratory of a demented professor.

      French colony, independence in 1953, a few years of happily corrupt growth and peace under King Sihanouk, followed by five years of war with CIA coups, Kissinger realpolitik, US bombs, a few hundred thousand dead and millions of refugees – the most intense bombing campaign in the history of modern warfare was the opening act for the communist revolution of Pol Pot and the Khmer Rouge, who killed a quarter of the country’s population in less than four short years. The genocide was choked off by the Vietnamese, unwelcome liberators, and almost two decades of civil war followed. Finally, UNTAC, the United Nations Transitional Authority of Cambodia, had shown up, organised elections of sorts and had then fled the burnt out, tired country as quickly as possible. The last Khmer Rouge fighters had thrown in their blood-soaked towels in 1997 and joined the county’s government troops. Maier had stood right next to them. It had been a painful process.

      Since then, Cambodia had known peace – of sorts.

      The women were beautiful. It had always been like that, if you were to believe the silent stone reliefs of countless apsaras, the heavenly dancers of the Angkor Empire that graced thousand-year-old temple walls in the west of the country. The highly paid UN soldiers had noticed the sensuousness of the women too and had promptly introduced HIV, which now provided the only international headlines of this otherwise forgotten Buddhist kingdom – a kingdom that had ruled over much of Southeast Asia eight hundred years ago. Past, present and future, it was all the same, every child in Cambodia knew that. Maier was looking forward to it. All of it.

      The plane made a wide curve and barely straightened for its landing approach, descending with the coordination of a happy drunk towards the runway. The sky was gun-metal grey. Dark, heavy clouds hung low to the east of the city over the Tonlé Sap Lake. The country below looked dusty and abandoned. Here and there Maier spotted a swamp in this semi-arid desert, a rubbish-filled fish pond or a clogged-up irrigation canal. Dots of sick colour spilled on a blank, diseased landscape.

      The aircraft abruptly lost altitude. Glittering temple roofs amidst the grey metal sheds of the poor that spread like tumors around the airport, shot past. Beyond the partially collapsed perimeter fence, children dressed in rags raced across unpaved roads or dug their way through gigantic piles of refuse. The Wild East.

      The Cambodian Air Travel flight began to shake like a dying bird and Maier couldn’t help but overhear one of the passengers in the seats behind him, a dour but voluptuous Austrian woman.

      “Gerhard, are we crashing? Will we die, Gerhard?”

      Maier spotted a few skinny cows grazing peacefully on the edge of the runway. Then they were down.

      Welcome to Cambodia.
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      “Vodka orange, please.”

      The Foreign Correspondents Club, the FCC, was Maier’s first port of call in Phnom Penh. As the sun set, Maier sat on the front terrace on the first floor of the handsome French colonial-era corner building and watched the action along Sisowath Quay, the wide road that ran along the banks of the Tonlé Sap River. Since his last visit three years earlier, things had changed. Some of the roads in town had been resurfaced and, in the daytime, the city was safe. Amnesties and disarmament programs run by the government and international aid organizations had wrestled the guns from the hands of the kids.

      Sisowath Quay woke up in the late afternoon and made a half-hearted attempt to resurrect the flair of the Fifties, when the Cambodian capital had been known as the Pearl of the East. Half the establishments along the river road were called something like L’Indochine. Pastis was served on the sidewalks and the cute young waitresses in their figure-hugging uniforms had learned to say bonjour. The bistros, bars and restaurants did brisk business with the tourists who had, looking for temples, somehow got lost and ended up in the city. A few galleries had opened, offering huge and garish oil paintings of Angkor Wat. Too loud for the waiting room at Mrs. Müller-Overbeck´s dentist back in Blankenese, but just right for the current batch of visitors.

      And the anarchy of the recent past remained visible. Small groups of cripples, most of them men, victims of a few of the millions of landmines that had been buried across the country, were gathering on the footpaths. Those with crutches limped up and down the broken pavement, carrying hawkers’ trays filled with photocopied books about genocide, torture and the terrible human cost of land mines.

      “Only two dollar,” was the call that followed tourists brave enough to walk as night fell. Most of the unfortunates merely followed the wealthy visitors with their dead eyes, tried to sell drugs or simply begged for something, anything to get them through the night. To survive in this country could be called fortunate – or not. Those who no longer had eyes were guided in mad circles by orphaned children as they played sad, lamenting songs on the srang, a small, fiddle whose body was tied off with the skin of a cobra. Emaciated, dried up cyclo-drivers moved their pedal-powered rickshaws along the quay in slow motion as if in funeral processions, while the motorised transport rolled like a dirty wave around them. Thousands of small mopeds, driven by motodops, provided the only public transport. Huge four-wheel-drives that had, for the most part, originated with the many NGOs in town and were now driven by heavily armed young thugs, the children of the corrupt upper classes, of government cronies and the upper echelons of the military. The Toyotas smuggled in from Thailand, with the steering wheel on the wrong side – you drove on the right in Cambodia, on the left in neighbouring Thailand and any which way you preferred on Sisowath Quay after dark – rarely displayed number plates. Some of the drivers were too young to look above the steering wheel. The countless bars on the side streets branching off from the river were filled with young women in tight clothes. For a few dollars you could take any one of them back to your hotel.

      Directly above the steep banks of the river, the municipal authorities had built a wide promenade where the inhabitants of Cambodia’s capital could enjoy the fresh breeze while the tourists could get excited about photographing the resident elephant. The US dollar was still the main currency in circulation, if the price list on the FCC’s was anything to go by. The riel, the country’s currency, wasn’t worth much. Only the poor used it.

      Maier found himself getting depressed. Here on Sisowath Quay, as the sun sunk into the slow moving, broad river, dotted with small fishing barges, a shoot-out before dinner was wholly imaginable, just as it had been four years earlier. Some change.

      “Hey Maier, long time no see, mate. You’re missing the boom.”

      Carissa Stevenson had once been the best and most attractive foreign journalist in Phnom Penh. After UNTAC had packed up its tanks, the media had left and the country had slipped from the international front pages, Carissa had stayed on. She’d stayed after Hort had died and Maier had said goodbye to his old life. Now, as he got up and put his arms around his former colleague and sometime partner, he noticed that the four years in the sun of a country the world had forgotten had given her a positively golden bloom. Carissa radiated life force.

      “Hey Carissa, you look great, better than anyone I’ve seen lately. The heroin must be getting better in these parts.”

      “Well, it’s getting cheaper all the time, Maier.”

      The woman from Nelson, New Zealand broke into a slightly lop-sided and gorgeous smile. Rings around her fingers and hammocks under her dark eyes, lined with kohl. Dressed all in red. The skirt was tight and short. The long, frizzled hair was white.

      White!

      Maier remembered Carissa as ash blond.

      “I don’t suppose you’ve come to Phnom Penh for a holiday? And you’re not here for me either. And there’s no big story to be scooped. Apart from the daily rapes and murders, the governing kleptocracy, rampaging elephants and the occasional drug overdose by some third-tier member of the European aristocracy, it’s pretty quiet. The good old and wild times, when Cambodia could shock the world are long gone. So, what’s left? Angelina Jolie is shooting a film here soon. Have you become a reporter for the stars, mate?”

      “I haven’t worked as a journo for years, Carissa. I’m a private detective now. And I’m here on business.”

      Carissa laughed drily and, with a languid, studied gesture, waved for service. The waiter, at the far end of the teak top bar, nodded. It was as it had always been. Everyone knew what Carissa wanted. Maier remembered the exciting weeks in Phnom Penh – nights on the terrace of her colonial-era villa, crushed by sex, amphetamines, alcohol and marihuana, as gunfire rattled through the darkness around them. Life had been uncomplicated then. One just had to react to whatever had been going on.

      The trips up-country were just as vivid in his memory. He’d often travelled with soldiers loyal to Hun Sen, the country’s new leader, a young and ruthless ex-Khmer Rouge who had gone over to the Vietnamese. The soldiers had gone out to hunt Khmer Rouge. Looking danger in the eye had become habitual, like smoking, and had given Maier the illusion of eternal life. Somehow, he’d lost that later. On the day the bomb with his name on it had killed Hort, it had disappeared altogether. Now, as he looked at his old partner, he could clearly see his past in her familiar, so-familiar face.

      “I don’t fucking believe it. A private detective? I’ll call you Holmes from now on.”

      “There are better private detectives.”

      He gave her his card.

      “Marlowe is probably more appropriate.”

      Carissa expelled a short, mocking laugh. She hadn’t lost her charm, or her cynicism. She smelled good too. She leant dangerously close to Maier and for a second he turned his eyes away from the street and fell into hers, like a fever.

      “And how can I be of assistance to solve the great gumshoe’s case?” she whispered with the broadest Kiwi accent he’d heard in years.

      “I am not sure I can let you in on the confidential aspects of this case,” he replied just as softly.

      Carissa pulled a face and began to search through her handbag, until she’d found a half-smoked joint.

      “You won’t convince me with that. Is Cambodia the only country left in the world where smoking weed is still legal?”

      “No longer, at least not on paper. The Americans put the heat on and parliament has passed the relevant laws. But what does that mean here? There are three restaurants in town that have happy pizza on their menu. One slice is enough to take you straight back to the good old UNTAC days. You can even choose, appropriately for the consumer age – happy, very happy and extremely happy. I’ve just covered it for High Times.”

      “Shame, that’s not why I came back. But it’s great to see you.”

      Carissa looked at him impatiently and passed the joint.

      “So, tell me why you came back to Phnom Penh. I’ll promise not to publish a word without your permission.”

      “I am looking for a young man who runs a scuba diving business in Kep. You know, the beach place near the Vietnamese border.”

      “Yeah, I fucking know the place. We had sex in an old ruined church there once, remember? A pigeon shat on your arse.”

      Maier did remember.

      “There’s only one dive place. It can only be Rolf or Pete. Rolf’s German, Pete’s a Brit. The outfit’s called Pirate Divers, something original like that. Pete’s in town. Those two aren’t hard to find.”

      Maier took a quick drag and passed the joint back to the journalist.

      “Well, if Pete is here already, I would like to meet him. Where does he go at night?”

      “The English guy? But your case surely has to be about the German? Has he done anything wrong? I hope he’s not a child molester, but I suppose he wouldn’t have slept with an old lady like me if he went for the young ones.”

      “As far as I know, he is nothing of the sort. But I don’t know much and that’s why I am here.”

      “Is there a warrant out for him in Germany?”

      “No. How long have you known Rolf Müller-Overbeck?”

      Carissa grinned with only a modicum of embarrassment.

      “Don’t sound so formal, Maier. I picked Rolf up in the Heart of Darkness bar. On his first night in town. That was six months ago, in April, around New Year. You know, when everyone throws water and talc at each other and everyone gets wet. Rolf’s the kind of guy who’s straight in there, no hesitation. He poured a bucket of ice water over my head and I took my revenge.”

      “How did he seem to you?”

      Carissa laughed, “Quite flexible for a bloke, especially for a German. Spontaneous, friendly and naïve – as far as Asia’s concerned. He hadn’t caught yellow fever yet. I was down in Kep in May to celebrate my birthday. I saw Rolf again that night and he still hadn’t been infected. But that has, as far as I know, changed now. What do you want from him?”

      “Confidential. But as far as I know, he has not committed a crime. Yellow fever?”

      “Oh, you know, the unhealthy fixation on Cambodian women many male foreigners arrive with or acquire here. They think that Cambodian girls are the most beautiful females in the world, which has a lot to do with the fact that they don’t talk back. As long as the money keeps rolling in. Once the boys become infected, I’m out of the race, completely. Naturally. I talk back.”

      “And the English guy?”

      “…is kind of a smooth operator, a wide-boy as they’d say where he comes from. But the dive business seems to be going good since Rolf got in as a partner. He invested and manages to get German customers via their website. The dive industry’s in its infancy here. Those two are real pioneers. They won’t get rich but I’m sure they get by.”

      Maier was suddenly exhausted. The long flight and the short joint, the unfamiliar heat and the city air, saturated with petrol fumes, the anarchy on the street, and on top, his old lover – it was simply great to be back in Cambodia and float in clouds of nostalgia. This case would be more fun than Mrs. Müller-Overbeck had had in her entire life.

      Carissa raised her glass, “Mr. Private Detective, if you don’t come home with me tonight, I’ll do everything in my power to make your case more complicated.”
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      By 9 o’clock, the city burnt out. For a few short hours, the daily struggle for survival of almost all the city’s inhabitants’ ground to a halt. As soon the sun disappeared into the Tonlé Sap River, the shops closed and the pedestrians got off the river promenade. The opposite side of the slow-moving water had already fallen into silent, mosquito-sodden darkness. Perhaps the river was not to be trusted: after all it changed direction twice a year. Yes, Cambodia was a special place.

      The one-legged entrepreneurs faded from the sidewalks and soon only hardened motodops, pushing ketamine, brown sugar and girls, all at the same time if desired, cruised up and down Sisowath Quay. Homeless families, just in from the countryside to look for jobs in the construction industry, were camped in front of closing restaurants. These people had to share the concrete floor with cockroaches and rats for as long as it took to find employment and a roof over their heads.

      Maier sat on the back of Carissa’s 250cc Yamaha dirt bike. The Kiwi journalist drove like the devil down Street 154 and didn’t hesitate to take a cop’s right of way on Norodom Boulevard.

      “If you drive too slowly at night, you get harassed by kids with guns.”

      Phnom Penh remained a wonderful, frightening backwater. If the Cambodian capital had been safer, investors would have built a sea of chrome-and-glass monstrosities. But there were enough buildings from the French colonial days and the optimistic post-independence era of the Fifties left standing to get a feeling for the city’s history, even at sixty miles an hour.

      The Khmer Rouge had laid siege to and finally taken Phnom Penh in April 1975. In the following weeks, the victorious revolutionaries emptied the city of its people. The entire population was driven into the countryside onto collectives to work as rice farmers. Overnight, schools, post offices, banks and telephone exchanges were made obsolete. Money no longer existed. The Pearl of Asia became a ghost town.

      The forced exodus of the Seventies and the lack of investment in subsequent decades saved the city’s character from demolition. As neighbouring Bangkok grew into a Bladerunner-like cityscape, Phnom Penh remained provincial. Much of Cambodia’s urban population had been butchered in the communists’ Killing Fields and many of the capital’s current inhabitants were landless farmers who’d drifted into town since the end of the war in search of work.

      After dark, dogs, cats and rats, all about the same size, ruled the garbage dumps, which spread across almost every street corner. Here and there, fairy lights glimmered in the darkness, beacons of hope and all its opposites to guide the night people towards massage brothels which could be found in the small alleys off the main strips. The red light was Phnom Penh’s only vital sign at night. The best party going was at the Heart, as the motodops called the city’s most popular bar without a great deal of affection.

      “How d’you want me to introduce you to Pete?”

      “As your victim. And as a potential business victim. You can tell him that I am on the way to Kep and that I am planning to invest there.”

      On Rue Pasteur, close to the nightclub, a small traffic jam clogged the road. Rich kids, the sons of the families who plundered the country, were trying to park their king-sized SUVs with horns blaring, while mouthing off to their compatriots. It appeared to be a fairly well-established and reasonably safe ritual – the children of the privileged were all surrounded by their personal teams of bodyguards. The street was in a permanent state of détente, and just a few small steps short of apocalypse. With these people around, there would be occasional fuck-ups.

      A food stall was mobbed by prostitutes – taxi girls. The young Khmer seemed to eat all day long – perhaps a reaction to periodic famines, which had many villages in its grip, even today. Ever since the Khmer Rouge had taken over the government and beaten educated Cambodians to death, there’d not been enough food to go around. Some Khmer hadn’t had enough to eat for twenty-five years.

      The music in the Heart of Darkness was loud. The bar was packed three-deep. A small laser swished like a searchlight across the crowded dance floor to the sounds of Kylie Minogue’s ‘Can’t get you out of my head’ – the vaguely futuristic dazzle caused a slight culture shock. The Heart was a different world. Backpackers, worn out, sleazy ex-pats and young, rich local thugs gyrated in front of the massive bass bins. Everyone danced in his or her own personal hedonistic movie. Taxi girls threw yaba pills, cheap methamphetamines from Thailand, into each others’ mouths. Bowls of marihuana graced the long bar. The smoke of a hundred joints hung above the cashiers like a storm cloud.

      The Heart was a Cambodian institution, a collection point for all those who couldn’t sleep at night and had money to burn.

      Carissa made her way towards the bar. Maier followed her through the dense throng, her white head guiding him. The pool table was run by shredders, young and beautiful taxi girls who played the tourists for their wallets. On the wall above the table, a faded photograph of Tony Poe, a CIA operative who’d made his name collecting the heads and ears of his communist enemies during the Secret War in Laos in the Sixties, faced onto the dance floor. Maier had heard the stories from UN soldiers. Poe had been so awful, he’d eventually become the template for Marlon Brando’s Colonel Kurtz in Apocalypse Now. Maier smiled to himself. That was how small and post-modern the world had become. The Heart of Darkness was probably the best-known watering hole in Southeast Asia.

      But you had to take care in here. The squat Khmer bouncer who was in charge of bets at the pool table wasn’t the only man who carried his gun more or less openly in his belt. Maier was keen to avoid trouble. After all, he’d only landed a few hours ago.

      “Shit, it is loud in here.”

      “You’re getting old,” Carissa laughed over her shoulder and passed him an ice cold can of Angkor Beer.

      Maier didn’t like beer. Nor did he like yaba and disco music. Yaba meant mad medicine. Just the right kind of drug for Phnom Penh.

      ‘Holidays in Cambodia’ by the Dead Kennedys blasted from the speakers. Maier could at least remember this one. Good sounds to kick back to and watch the dance on the volcano. And what a dance it was. Jello Biafra screamed “Pol Pot, Pol Pot, Pol Pot,” and the girls, who’d perhaps never heard of the man who’d killed their mothers and fathers, uncles and aunts, gobbled more pills as the sweat of three hundred drunks dripped from the ceiling onto the dance floor.

      By the pool table, a life-size sandstone bust of Jayavarman VII, the greatest of the ancient Angkor kings, stood, softly lit, in an alcove. The thousand-year-old god-king sucked up the chaotic scene in the room with empty eyes. Maier sympathised. In the Heart, he felt as old as a god-king. An even older white man, his shirt open to his belt buckle, had climbed the bar with two girls and waved at the crowd, a bottle of red wine spilling from his right hand. The hair on his head and chest stood in all directions and he looked like an electrified dancing bear. Perhaps he’d once been a butcher or owned a tanning studio in the burbs of Europe. And one day that had suddenly felt like no longer enough.

      Maier felt the man, but he had no desire to swap places. In the clouds of marihuana smoke behind the pool table, one of the young shredders began to open the trouser belt of a helpless, drunken and equally young tourist. Maier had just read in the Phnom Penh Post that the staff of the US Embassy was banned – by the US government – from entering the Heart. Had this decision been made for security reasons or out of prudish concern for America’s brightest?

      “The English guy’s already here, at a table behind the bar. And he’s with bad company.”

      “With some of these nouveau riche thugs?”

      Carissa leaned heavily into Maier and tried to make herself understood above the din of the music. “No, with real gangsters. People who don’t belong in here.”

      Maier shrugged and pulled a face, “So, what are we waiting for? Introduce me.”

      “Hey Pete.”

      “Wow, Carissa, babe, you look stunning, as always. May I introduce to you, gentlemen, Phnom Penh’s classiest import from New Zealand.”

      Maier saw straight away that all the chairs were occupied by problems. The skinny Brit with the bright red hair and the sunken cheeks, a tough little pirate, had jumped up and embraced Carissa. Maier guessed him in his mid-thirties. The silver chain around his wrist was heavy enough to sink a water buffalo. He wore a Manchester United shirt, with the collar up, and moved in a cloud of cheapish deodorant. He counteracted this with a strong-smelling Ara, the cigarette of choice for taxi girls and motodops, stuck in his nicotine-stained fingers. Two full packs and three mobile phones lay on the table in front of him. So, this was the business partner of Rolf Müller-Overbeck: the wide-boy from the mean streets of Britain. Not completely unlikeable, but definitely not trustworthy.

      The other two men at the table, both Khmer, were of a different ilk – one was young, the other old, though they came from the same dark place. They were smoking Marlboros and looked at Carissa as if she were a piece of meat. These days, Maier didn’t encounter men like these very often. There weren’t that many. Both of them had been defined and molded by war. They were men who’d killed and thought nothing of it.

      Maier’s presence had been registered. He could almost physically feel being observed and judged. Was he a potential danger or an opportunity to further their interests? What was the English guy doing with guys like this in a cosmopolitan filling station on a Saturday night?

      The older man was in his mid-sixties. He had glued his short hair to his square, box-shaped head with gel. His neck was non-existent. He wore a black polo shirt and looked too casual in a grey pair of polyester slacks. Like a toad on a golf course. This man had worn a uniform for most of his life.

      The youngster next to him was his son, mid-twenties, wide hip-hop jeans, a Scorpions T-shirt, and a baseball cap, worn back to front on his equally square head, his thick, hairless arms defaced by backstreet tattoos. The boy had been born and had grown up during the civil war, a stark but no less assuring contrast to his formerly revolutionary father.

      Luckily, all the chairs were taken. It was better to stand around people like this.

      Carissa exchanged kisses with Pete. “My old friend Maier is on the way to Kep, guys. He wants to poke around down there, see if there’s anything worth investing in.”

      Pete’s handshake was hard and dry. His dark eyes sparkled frivolously in his sunken face, which seemed deathly pale, despite a deep suntan. Pete looked like a guy who had nothing to lose and loved playing for huge stakes. Maier thought him largely pain-free.

      “Maier, mate. Come and visit. An old friend of Carissa’s is always welcome. And my partner is a kraut too. At least you look like a kraut.”

      Pete winked at him as if they were secret co-conspirators and whispered in a hoarse tone, “Kep was made for people like us. Nice beach town, built by the French, who’re long gone, thank fuck. It’s a bit shambolic down there, but things are getting better. Haven’t you heard? Cambodia’s booming. Now’s a great time to get your investments in, mate.”

      The old man had got up. Pete threw him a few clunky chunks of Khmer. The son had also stood up, showing off the pistol in the belt of his low-slung ghetto pants. The older man bowed slightly.

      “My name is Tep. I am number one in Kep. My friends call me Tep.”

      Maier couldn’t imagine that this man had friends. The handshake was soft and moist, like creeping death.

      Maier extrapolated a little – the man had Khmer Rouge and genocide written all over his face. Had some of the old comrades of the politburo, those who had survived the vagaries of history, become investors? Was that the price of peace?

      The younger man with the gun didn’t introduce himself, but that was OK.

      Tep smiled silently at Maier. The sonic sins of a Britney Spears song hung suspended between the two men, creating a strange, cheap, disposable mood. What was a man like that doing in a place like this? Tep should have died in the jungle a long time ago.

      “I run a few businesses in Kep. I can help you if you need anything in Kep. Come to visit on my island. And bring your girlfriend.”

      The old man’s English was simple and barely understandable. Carissa pulled at Maier’s sleeve, as the detective tried to look as uninformed as possible.

      “Beer?”

      Pete had already ordered five cans of Angkor Beer and banged them on the table. Tep sat back down, a shadow of irritation shooting across his face, and turned to Carissa. The antipodean journalist was waiting for him.

      “Aren’t you a former Khmer Rouge general? Aren’t you the guy who blew up the Hotel International in Sihanoukville? Perhaps you remember, a tourist from New Zealand died in that attack, General Tep?”

      For a split second, the old man’s eyes burst into flames.

      Pete laughed nervously, “Wow, Carissa, babe, Carissa, we aren’t here to reheat old rumours, are we? It’s great to see you, babe.”

      Pete, Maier decided, was capable of balancing a tray full of landmines, which was just as well in this place, at this moment.

      Tep didn’t get a chance to answer. A young Khmer with a shaved head, dressed in an immaculate white silk suit, dead drunk and sporting a slight similarity to the bust of the god-king, had pulled his gun at the next table. A flat-footed tourist had just stepped on his brand-new, imported Nikes. Enraged the young Khmer had spilt his beer onto a row of green pills he’d lined up in front of him, which he now tried to rescue from the ash-sodden slop on his table directly into his mouth. The hapless tourist had already disappeared into the throng.

      There’ll be trouble in a minute, was the only thought that came to Maier’s mind.

      The bald playboy swallowed his last pills and got up to scan the crowd for a likely scapegoat who was going to pay, one way or another, for someone else’s clumsiness. Someone would have to pay. With a theatrical gesture he whipped his gun from his belt and waved it around the room.

      Sometimes things happened quickly. The skinhead climbed onto his chair and began to scream hysterically. Tep nodded to his son and turned to Maier, “Don’t make any problems in Kep. Investors are welcome, snoops and stupid people are not. You see.”

      The first shot, the one to drive up the courage, went straight into the ceiling. The Heart stopped in its tracks. The DJ cut the music. The house-lights flashed on, illuminating a hundred twisted, strung-out faces in mid-flight. Carissa grabbed for Maier’s shoulder and pulled him to the sticky ground. Pete had already vanished. Punters rushed for the exit. The old general made no effort to move. His son got up and slunk behind the rebel in the white suit who stood on his chair, turning around and around, levelling his gun towards the surrounding tables.

      Pop, pop, pop

      The tourists screamed in panic. The playboy skinhead was dead by the time he hit the table in front of Maier, which collapsed in a hail of bottles, cans and cigarette butts.

      Tep’s son had shot him in the back.

      That’s how easy it was to die in Cambodia.

      The boy helped his father get up and made a path for the old man to get behind the bar.

      “Follow them.” Maier grabbed Carissa, “There must be another exit.”

      

      The muggy night air felt good after the two beers Maier shouldn’t have drunk and a murder he hadn’t wanted to witness. But outside there was only Cambodia. Shots rang down the street. Car windows smashed. A small gang of motodops raced down Rue Pasteur, into the darkness. Girls screamed. Saturday night in Phnom Penh.

      “So, this is the most popular nightclub in the country,” he said, more to himself than anyone around him.

      The windows of the police station that stood hidden behind a high wall directly opposite the Heart, remained dark, despite the gunfire. No policeman who earned twenty dollars a month would get involved in this weekend orgy of adolescent violence unless there was extra money to be made. The situation would eventually bleed itself to death.

      The general pulled his polo shirt straight and stared down the road, an expression of faint amusement on his flat features. The old man didn’t seem overly concerned about his son’s state of mind, after the youngster had just killed a man in cold blood in front of several hundred witnesses.

      “Thanks, Mr. Tep, your son saved our lives.”

      The general looked at Maier, his eyes fixed and devoid of message.

      “Kep is a quiet town. You can relax. Come and visit on my island. Ask local fishermen how to get to my villa on Koh Tonsay. Germans always welcome. And forget what happen here tonight.”

      His car pulled up.

      Carissa had freed her 250 from the chaos of parked bikes in front of the Heart and Maier lost no time jumping on the back. A few seconds later, they crossed Norodom Boulevard.

      “Fucking hell, Maier, as soon as you turn up, the bullets start flying. The article I’m going to write about this tomorrow will be sensational. Son of former KR general shoots son of oil executive in Cambodia’s most cosmo nightclub. That’ll make waves. You’ll have to drink beer without me tomorrow.”

      “I don’t like beer.”
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            CHRISTMAS BAUBLES

          

        

      

    

    
      Carissa’s heavy breasts floated above Maier’s heavy head, as seductive as the baubles that his mother had fastened to the Christmas tree forty years ago. In his drunken state, a few heartbeats short of sunrise, this absurd association made passing sense. Gram Parson’s “Hickory Wind” was playing on Carissa’s laptop. The song, which she’d always liked, took Maier back to his early assignments in Cambodia. Another job, another life. Dangerous thoughts percolated in his mind.

      “The nights were never long enough with you.”

      “What nights, Carissa? Mostly we did it on the roof of your villa in the mornings, because we were working at night or because we were too wasted.”

      “Nothing much’s changed with ten years having passed then.”

      “Probably not.”

      “Then I still turn you on?”

      “Yes, you do.”

      “Everything’s all right then.”

      Carissa rolled out from under the mosquito net and stretched in front of the open window of her apartment.

      Life wasn’t easy in the tropics, but a sunrise that you could never witness in Europe was about to point its first light fingers across the horizon, and get caught up in a decadent play of glittering sparks on the golden roof of a neighbouring temple before beginning to dance around Carissa’s neck and shoulders. Maier groaned.

      “Why didn’t you stay?”

      “For the same reason I will go to Kep alone.”

      Carissa turned towards Maier in the faint light. Now she looked like the Hindu goddess Kali, irresistible and merciless.

      “Why?”

      “Because I do not like to watch my best friends die. And this country finishes off even the best. Especially the best.”

      “So, you expect problems on the coast?”

      “I do not expect anything. I don’t even really know why I am here yet. But I am sure that the son of my client is up to his neck in shit.”

      “I survived quite well without you for the past ten years, Maier. You’re just commitment-shy.”

      “That I am. But that has nothing to do with me going to Kep alone.”

      “Then you love me a little bit and want to save me from the evil in this world?”

      Maier sensed the sarcasm in her voice and replied as calmly as he could. “That I do and that is what I want to do.”

      “All men are the fucking same,” she hissed, lifted the net and fell towards him.

      

      Maier was alone in his dream, crossing the country on foot. Everything was on fire. The air was filled with the stench of burned flesh. The smell was so bad that he was permanently retching. The corpses of lynched monks, policemen who had been skinned alive, dismembered teachers, postal workers, rotten and hollowed out by maggots, of engineers who’d been half eaten by stray dogs, artists who’d been shot, judges who’d been beaten to death and decapitated students whose heads grinned from thousands of poles that had been rammed into the rice fields, piled up by the roadside and slowly slid into shallow graves that they themselves had dug earlier. Except for a few farmers with closed faces, virtually all the adults had been killed. General Tep and his horde of undernourished, angry humans, clad in black pajamas and armed with blood-soaked machetes and sticks, marched with torches across the dying land and burnt one village after another to the ground.

      Maier reached one of the villages, a typically dysfunctional cooperative on the verge of starvation, destined to fail because no one had any tools and all the tool makers had been killed.

      Tep had caught a woman who’d been grilling a field rat over a smoldering, badly smelling fire. Angkar, the mysterious and powerful organization that fronted and obscured the communist party of Cambodia, had forbidden the private preparation and consumption of food. What Angkar said was law. And all those who opposed the laws or broke them, were taken away for re-education or training and were never seen again. Angkar could not be opposed.

      There was good reason for this. Those who ate more than others were hardly exemplary communists and were not completely dedicated to help Kampuchea rise from the ashes of its conflicts. Those who ate in secret had other things to hide. With traitors in its midst, Kampuchea had no chance to fight the imperialist dogs. The enemy was without as well as within. And the CIA was everywhere.

      Tep had no choice. He beat the woman to death with a club, split her head right open. As the woman’s skull cracked, a small noise escaped, “Pfft,” and the world lay in pieces.

      The woman had two daughters. The girl in the rice field had watched her mother’s murder and was running towards her father who was working under a hot sun with his second, younger daughter.

      Tep, soaked in blood, the liver of the woman in his fist, followed the girl. He listened as the father shouted to his daughters to flee. When he finally reached the man, he tried to kill him with a hammer, the last hammer in the village. Tep hit the man in the face, again and again, but he would not die. Tep began to sweat. Maier stood next to Tep. He was sweating as much. He was witness. He couldn’t stop a thing. The younger daughter stood a little to the side. She wore her hair short and like the rest of her insignificant family, wore black pajamas. She was a product of Angkar and had grown up in a children’s commune. She barely knew her father. She was a child of Angkar.

      “What is your name?” Tep smiled gently at the girl.

      “My name is Kaley.”

      “Your father is an enemy of Angkar, Kaley. He works for the CIA.”

      The girl smiled and looked down at the broken man, who lay beside her, breathing in hard spasms. Tep handed the hammer to the girl. She might have been twelve years old.

      After she’d done as ordered, he shouted for his men to cut the man open and devour his liver.

      The older girl had run and reached the edge of the forest beyond the paddy fields. Maier was also running. He looked back across his shoulder.

      Tep’s men were queuing up to rob the little sister of her innocence, life and liver. Some had leathery wings and hovered above their victim like attack helicopters. Flap-flap-flap-flap.

      A white spider, as tall as a house, appeared on the edge of the village. The men shrank back and made a tight circle around the girl and her dying father. The white spider moved slowly towards the circle. It didn’t hesitate; it just took its time. Maier ran on, his mind locked in terror. He no longer dared to turn. The fire rolled across the family, the village and the land. Maier’s tears were not sufficient to put out the flames.

      “Maier, are you crying in your sleep? Have you missed me that much or did you go soft back home in Deutschland?”

      The morning breeze ran coolly across his sweat-soaked back and he crept deeper into the arms of the girl who’d become a woman. Carissa lifted her head, her white hair alive like the tufts of the Medusa.
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            SELF-DEFENSE

          

        

      

    

    
      Pete’s hair looked more fiercely red in bright, merciless daylight than it had in the damp flickers of the Cambodian night. It didn’t look natural. The Englishman was just devouring his very English breakfast at the Pink Turtle, a pavement restaurant on Sisowath Quay – scrambled eggs, bacon, sausage, baked beans, toast and grilled tomatoes, all of it swimming in a half centimetre of fat.

      Despite the previous evening’s shooting and a royal hangover, the dive shop owner was in a good mood. A can of Angkor Beer sat sweating next to his delectable culinary choice.

      “So, this French guy walks into a bank the other day. The newest bank in town. Just opened. Air-con and all. And he walks up to the cashier and pulls out a shooter. There are three security guys in this bank, armed with pump actions. But they don’t know what to do, they’re so fucking surprised. A barang robbing a bank? How mad is that? But then the French geezer makes a mistake. As the cashier hands him a bag full of dollars, he puts his gun down on the counter. He just lost it for a sec. That’s when they jump him. It’s just too easy. Fucking prick’s in jail, looking at twenty. Had gambling debts and they threatened to cut his girl’s throat, only she was in on it. Great Scambodian fairy tale, so fucking typical.”

      Carissa ordered two coffees. Pete was on a roll.

      “The dive business is going good, mate, it really is. We have great dive sites a half hour away by long-tail boat. Our customers get to see turtles and reef sharks, and there’s plenty of titan trigger fish and large barracuda out there. As long as they don’t overdo the dynamite. But I’m an optimist. We’re searching for new dive spots all the time. There are hundreds of wrecks. And every year, more and more tourists come here. The first real beach resort just opened. That’s Tep’s of course.”

      “And what else does Tep do?” Maier asked, his eyes recovering behind a pair of mirror shades.

      Pete shrugged his narrow shoulders, “Yeah, I agree, mate, that didn’t look too cool last night. It was well ugly. But luckily, this kind of thing doesn’t happen too often. Almost never.”

      The Englishman must have noticed a shadow of doubt cross Maier’s face, “It was virtually self-defense.”

      Maier smiled, “Virtually.”

      Carissa laughed throatily, “The boy shot the bald guy in the back, Pete. Only in Cambodia is this called self-defense, and only if you know the right people and have sacks full of cash.”

      “You were always very principled, babe. You know exactly how things stand and fall here. In a small dump like Kep everyone knows and respects the boss. Otherwise you can’t run a business or do anything. In Cambodia, you need good connections and a strong will to live.”

      Carissa, resigned boredom painted across her face, shrugged lazily.

      “Always the same excuses. And you screw the taxi girls because you are really humane employers who believe in equal opportunities and don’t want to see them exploited by Gap in the garment factories.”

      Pete stopped concentrating on his beans and winked at Maier, “Some get bitter as they get older. Others realise what they’ve missed. Life’s a short and meaningless trip crammed with suffering and emptiness. I knew that when I was five years old. You don’t need the Buddha to realise that. I think it’s best to fish for as much money and pussy as possible. Come on, babe, Carissa, you’re not so different.”

      The journalist rolled her eyes in silence and lit a crinkled joint she had fished out of her handbag. How quickly you got used to the small rituals of friends, Maier thought.

      “Does Tep have enough connections upstairs in the government to suppress the incident in the Heart?”

      “Yeah, he does. He’s got old mates in government. The bald playboy in the Armani suit went mad on drugs and shot himself. There are witnesses who swear he took a bunch of pills before he pulled his gun, put it to his chest and pulled the trigger. Over and over, apparently. That ketamine is strong.”

      “Then I don’t have a real story. Just a suicide on drugs won’t do.” Carissa complained.

      The Englishman grinned at her.

      “No, you don’t, unless you want a shed load of trouble.”

      “So, what else does your influential friend do?”

      “Tep’s a businessman. He knows he can’t be too greedy. He needs us foreigners as much as we need him. And unfortunately, the country also needs can-do guys like Tep. Together we create employment opportunities. And not just for taxi girls, as Carissa likes to think.”

      “This doesn’t really answer my question.”

      “You’re a pretty curious type, Maier. Normally the krauts are a bit more reticent.”

      Maier let the remark pass, almost.

      “Before I invest anything here, I want to know how much disappears in the quicksand. And that did not look too good last night. I have read good things about Kep, but I have also heard good things about Koh Samui.”

      Pete relaxed, pushed his plate away, lit an Ara and laughed drily. “Maier. Don’t be so German, so pessimistic. Come down to the coast and meet my partner, Rolf. He’s just as much a true human being as you two, and still, he’s happy. And anyway, people shoot each other on Samui all the time. Every month, people go AWOL and are found later, half-eaten and drifting in the Gulf. I know, cause most of them are countrymen of mine. That’s how it is in these parts. That’s why we’re here and not at home.”

      Pete beamed at his breakfast companions.

      “But in contrast to the overcrowded, unfriendly beaches in Thailand, Kep is stunningly beautiful and quiet, just totally fucking idyllic. We have a few hours of electricity a day, no traffic, no disco, no Internet. And on top of that, Kep has plenty of traces of this country’s sad history, something you Germans usually go for, no?”

      Maier had gotten tired of the Englishman’s jokes and had withdrawn into himself. “Two world wars and one world cup” appeared to define Pete’s idea of Germans. He was hardly unique. Southeast Asia was a favourite destination for the UK’s piratical and lawless white trash underclass.

      But the little red-haired, wrinkled man hadn’t finished, “Just one thing, mate, a friendly piece of advice. People who get too curious about how things work in Cambodia, people who ask too many questions, are in danger of giving the impression that they might not be around for the reasons they say they are. If Tep gets this impression, it can have really heavy consequences. It’s better to let life roll along at its natural pace down there and to roll with it. That way, most questions will be answered anyway. I’m sure you understand me.”

      “I must be lucky then that I let life roll at its natural pace last night.” Maier laughed.

      Pete reached across the table and slapped Maier’s shoulder like an old friend. “You’re a fun guy to be around, Maier. That’s why my advice comes flowing your way. Our community down there in Kep is so small that every newcomer is looked at, like under a magnifying glass. It’s just a local reflex. We don’t mean anything by it. And anyway, you come with the best of references.”

      Maier looked across at Carissa. Was this skinny little Englishman threatening him or was it all just talk? Maier didn’t want to fall in love with his old colleague again, but now he was worried and that was never a good sign. The detective rarely worried. Worries made life, this short and meaningless journey of suffering and emptiness, more complicated. The Buddha had been right about most things.

      But Maier had no time to philosophise. The young waitress of the Pink Turtle appeared with a tray, loaded with three whiskeys, on the rocks.

      Just like the freebooter he was, Pete had remembered the most important thing of all.

      “I know, Maier, you don’t like drinking beer. It makes you very likeable somehow. Let’s drink Jack Daniels to the man who doesn’t like beer! Cheers.”

      Maier didn’t like whiskey much either but he lifted his glass. He was on duty.
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            ON THE BEACH

          

        

      

    

    
      Maier was the day’s first punter in the Last Filling Station. The ramshackle bar stood on the edge of a beach in a palm orchard, a few hundred metres west of what was left of Kep-sur-Mer. More than a hundred villas slowly crumbled into the brush along the coast towards the Vietnamese border. Kep was a ghost town about to be reconquered by the jungle. Even the Angkor Hotel, near the crab market, was in a pitiful condition, its pockmarked walls protected by downwardly mobile shards of sheet metal. Maier had taken a room right under the roof. During the night, the rain had roared all around him, loud enough to drown out the noise of the television, which, powered by a car battery, had run at top volume in what passed as a lobby until dawn. Just as well that all good roads in the world led to a bar. And the Last Filling Station was special. It was the only bar in Kep, and in the mornings, it served the desperate.

      “This town has seen better days.”

      “It has. But the impression of total collapse is misleading, buddy. Kep has had a demanding history and it ain’t done yet.”

      The old man behind the counter gave a friendly nod and lit a joint. The moist and pungent smoke rolled through the heavy air towards Maier. The bar’s proprietor was a small, fat man with hairy, tattooed arms that stuck out of an old, sleeveless Bruce Springsteen T-shirt. Born in the USA, no doubt about it. His lumpy face, in which two beady eyes threatened to drown, descended to several ridges of double chins. His voice had crawled out of a Louisiana backwater and forgotten to dry off. The thumb on his right hand was missing. He was a character.

      In the Last Filling Station, the Vietnam War was celebrated like a nostalgic road trip. Behind the counter, the shelf crammed with mostly empty liquor bottles had been welded together from machine gun parts. A torn cloth of the Rolling Stones’ tongue hung like a pirate flag from a wooden pole that had been lodged, with the help of a couple of CBU bomb cases, into the ground in the centre of the small square room. The fan squawked like a tired seagull and barely managed to turn the air. Spent mortar shells and hand grenades hung suspended from the ceiling around the fan. Willie Peter canisters, once the receptacles for white phosphorus, which burned through skin like napalm, served as ashtrays.

      It was too early to smoke and drink. Maier had only just started working.

      “First time in Kep?”

      “Yes.”

      “But not the first trip to Cambodia, right?”

      The American had a good eye for people.

      “No, I was here a few times between ’93 and ’97, came as a journalist.”

      The American’s tiny eyes lit up.

      “Is there anything to report from Kep that the world might be interested in?”

      “No idea. I no longer work in the media business.”

      The man behind the counter shrugged.

      “That’s probably for the best. Folks who ask too many questions around here end up floating in the soup pretty damn soon.”

      “You’ve already asked me three questions, be careful,” Maier laughed and offered the American his hand. The bar owner’s thumbless paw was huge and badly scarred.

      “Maier.”

      “Les. Les Snakearm Leroux.”

      “Really?”

      “Really! My momma called me Lesley Leroux. And they called me Snakearm in Vietnam.”

      “Snakearm?”

      “Because I could squeeze the life out of a python with one hand.”

      “No shit?”

      “No shit. Made a heap of money in some dark places in Saigon, right up to the day we abandoned ship and honour. That was three questions, buddy. One more and I’ll shoot you dead.”

      “Vodka orange?”

      “Bang.”

      The war vet was an instantly likeable guy. And the Last Filling Station was the perfect place to drink your troubles away on a lonely near-equatorial morning. Not that Maier had anything to be mournful about. Not yet. He was only just getting started.

      “So, what happened here? Was the town destroyed in the war?”

      The American shook his head.

      “Kep was the Saint Tropez of Cambodia. The French showed up in the late nineteenth century and started it off with a few hotels, churches and brothels between the jungle and the sea. In the Fifties, Kep became popular with Khmer high society who came down from Phnom Penh and built weekend villas. They had it all just the way they wanted it – waterskiing and cocktail parties, barbecues and Rock’n’Roll bands on the beach. But the good life ended with Sihanouk’s departure. Rich folks boarded up their houses and stopped coming. The KR were here from ’71 to ’77 and they did kill quite a few locals, but there wasn’t much fighting here. Then in ’79, when the ‘Nam invaded, the harvest didn’t happen. People broke into the houses and stripped them, even chiseled the steel out of the walls. Whatever they got, they exchanged with the Vietnamese for rice. Hard times.”

      Les coughed thick clouds of smoke across the dark, scratched wood of the bar.

      “But that was all a long time ago. Now we got three hotels in Kep and the first scuba diving outfit opened some while ago. At weekends it gets really crowded with locals who come for the crabs. The crabs are fucking delicious, you should try them. About a dollar a kilo. Otherwise, backpackers, weekenders from Phnom Penh, adventurers and lunatics. Which crowd d’you run with, Maier?”

      A young Vietnamese woman with a closed face and short black hair that was trying to grow in several directions at once appeared silently in the door between the bar and kitchen and handed Maier his Vodka orange. Les had his hands full with his joint.

      “That’s the fashion in Vietnam these days. The girls want to look like the guys in the boy bands.”

      Van Morrison’s “Brown-Eyed Girl” poured from the speakers that hung amongst the ordnance from the ceiling. The wall facing the sea had been almost completely destroyed and replaced by thin wooden slats. The other walls, in which various calibers had left their marks, were covered with framed photographs of the American wars in Vietnam, Laos and Cambodia.

      Les pointed to a faded image of a young man in jeans, sporting a huge moustache, posing in front of a helicopter, “I was a pilot. First, I flew Hueys out of Danang for the Navy. Later I worked for Air America in Laos. Black Ops. Top Secret. This shot was taken in Vientiane. We flew weapons, troops and drugs for the CIA. Then, from ’73 on, I was here, until the KR took over.”

      “You must have been on one of those last buses full of foreigners to leave Phnom Penh, which the Khmer Rouge accompanied to the Thai border?”

      “No, wasn’t there. Just prior to that, I evacuated employees from our embassy. I flew an overloaded Huey to one of our ships. After the last flight, we tipped the bird off the ship and into the sea, just like my colleagues did off Saigon. You can’t imagine how that felt.”

      “So why did you come back?”

      Les Snakearm Leroux looked around his bar as if he’d just entered it for the very first time.

      “I ain’t a historian or anything. But I saw a lot in the war. I saw a lot of war. Not all of us were junkies, at least not all of the time. I knew even then that politics was behind the rise of the KR. We ran an awesome air campaign against suspected Vietnamese positions inside Laos and Cambodia. We killed thousands of civilians and carpet-bombed their fields. How is a Khmer farmer supposed to understand that a plane drops from the sky and burns his village to the fucking ground? Just think, one payload dropped from a B-52 bomber destroys everything over a three square kilometre area. Everything. Nothing’s left after that. We atomised people. We vaporised them. Hundreds of thousands died. And that was before the KR ever took over.”

      Les lit the next joint. Maier was sure that the pilot shared his story, his trauma, his life, with anyone who came through his door with open ears.

      It was a good story.

      “Anyway, buddy, the war years were my best. We lived from day to day, hour to hour. We drank through the nights and learned Vietnamese, Lao, Thai and Khmer from the taxi girls. Many of us also consumed industrial quantities of opium, heroin, LSD, amphetamines and marihuana, uppers and downers. And in the morning, we were back up in the mountains to pick something up or drop something off, to set fire to some village, to carry on killing. As I said, my best years.”

      A bout of coughing interrupted his nostalgia.

      “When it was all over, I had no desire to go back home. The New Orleans that I’d left more than ten years earlier no longer existed. That’s how it goes in war, I guess. It changes the perspective, and stands everything that you learn about life on its damn head. Back home everything was too much and too little at the same time. And every fucking hippy I passed in the street shouted abuse at me. I had to ask myself, was I a war criminal or not. How much of our responsibility can we shift to others? I had changed into something else in the East. I was burnt out from being burnt out. I couldn’t face queuing up in a supermarket. Never again.”

      Maier nodded and lifted his glass.

      “I would like another Vodka orange.”

      Les seemed to be adrift in reminiscences, and stood nervously fumbling with the napkins on his bar. Was there a signal or did the Vietnamese have the ears of a bat? Maier was not sure, but seconds later, he had a second glass in his hand and the young woman was already disappearing back into the kitchen.

      “You know the rest. We never forgave the Vietnamese and that’s why we supported the KR in the Eighties – embargo, famine, civil conflict – that’s the American way of war. Until UNTAC turned up, with guys like you in the luggage.”

      The American laughed without malice.

      Maier’d had enough history lessons and changed the subject.

      “And how long have you been in Kep?”

      Les looked into his eyes for a second and lowered his voice.

      “Black op, buddy, you catch my drift. I may be an alcoholic, but I ain’t stupid. You’re no tourist and in a second you’re gonna tell me that you’ve come here to buy land. And then you carry on asking questions.”

      Maier did not think too long about his answer. It was too early to make enemies in Kep.

      “I am looking for a piece of land. I have heard that Kep will soon participate in the national economic boom.”

      “Soon.” The old vet laughed. “Maier, if I stumble across a piece in the dark, I’ll keep it warm for you. Ha-ha. You’re all right, aren’t you?”

      “I am alright. And an old friend of Carissa Stevenson.”

      Les passed Maier the joint.

      “If you’d told me that earlier… Carissa celebrated her last birthday in this shack, back in May. Carissa’s my soul sister. As long as my joint is open, she’s got credit.”

      A barang entered. Within a split second, the light in Les’ eyes faded.

      “Howdy, Maupai.”

      The new arrival pulled a sour face. He looked like a man who’d recently retired to a life of leisure and hadn’t yet worked out what to do with the free time at his disposal. He was about the same age as Les, in his mid-sixties, but he was a different type altogether. A man who’d probably spent his entire life in the same job and the same marriage. If such people could live here – the man wasn’t a tourist, he was wearing a worn but reasonably clean linen suit, a white shirt, the three top buttons undone – then Cambodia was on its way. But where to?

      Maupai had thick grey hair that fell across his forehead in a lock that was too heavy for its own good. A gold chain hung around his neck. A French bank director perhaps, used to the good life, who had aspirations to be a mid-career Belmondo or late-career Cassel. More like Belmondo with a season ticket for the opera.

      “My wife’s not well. And the doctors talk about the sea breeze.”

      “Your wife’s not well, cause you’re always in a foul mood and because you screw the local girls.”

      “A beer.”

      Les shrugged. The Vietnamese woman handed the man a can of Angkor. My Country, My Beer, it said on the can. He looked across at Maier, lit an Alain Delon, Cambodia’s fanciest cigarette, and raised his can.

      “Be careful if you’re considering buying land in Kep, monsieur. Many of the documents of the old properties which you will be shown are fakes.”

      Maier tried his most respectable smile.

      “Is real estate the only subject people talk about?”

      The man nervously brushed his hair from his eyes and laughed defensively, “The only subject that is safe to speak with strangers about. Everything else our little community talks about is so evil, you won’t want to know.”

      He put special emphasis into the evil, like a real estate salesman or a priest talking up an unspeakable product to keep consumers tied to their wares.

      “Maier.”

      The hand shake was slack. His English was perfect, but for the pronunciation. His voice was full of pride he took in his own importance.

      “Henri Maupai, from Paris. I was regional director of Credit Nationale, but I got out of the rat-race early. Life is too short for working only, n’est-ce pas?”

      Maier grinned at the Frenchman. That’s exactly what he looked like. Like a man who wanted to get something out of life, but had somehow missed the boat. Really a good-looking guy, but way too boxed in. Here, he could let go. Maier tried to imagine Madame Maupai.

      “Well, you don’t look like much of a backpacker, Monsieur Maupai.”

      “Ha,” the man laughed drily. “This Lonely Planet, the Guide de Routard, they should be banned. The people who travel with a book like that, they leave their brains at home. The little bastards come and destroy everything. They fuck on the beach and upset the locals. They drive their bikes too fast and sleep in the old villas, so they are not paying anyone anything. They hardly bring any money into the country anyhow and they bargain for every riel, and if the room price in the guidebook is lower than offered, they have a fit. This generation is a weird one, incomprehensible. And just think, we put them into the world. We gave them life, everything.”

      His second swig finished the can and he waved at Les. The Vietnamese girl silently put another can on the bar. She smiled, but not at her customer. Maier didn’t like the man much. One couldn’t fall in love with every-one.

      “I have retired here with my wife. I grew up in a France that no longer exists. My children left home. In my time, one might have bought a little holiday house or apartment in Provence, but these days, too many Arabs and Africans live there. They steal your car while you are sitting in it. The concept of the Grande Nation is dead, completely dead. There’s a McDonalds, Burger King or kebab on every street corner. If the Arabs don’t burn our cars, the Americans force their fast food down our throats.”

      The second can was empty.

      “Ca m’enerve. Compared to that, the Khmer are just great. Here the communists killed everyone who could think, but at least the Cambodians have respect, and they smile when I ask them something.”

      Maier silently played with the bar mat and tried to look neutral.

      “Maupai is our village racist. He doesn’t enjoy life,” Les offered.

      “You just enjoy life because you fuck your little Vietnamese and take drugs all day.”

      “You hit it on the head there, buddy,” Les chuckled, not trying very hard to diffuse the Frenchman’s aggression.

      “Have another beer, Maupai, and enjoy the unique ambience of the Last Filling Station. Soon you’re gonna die from misery.”

      “Enjoy, enjoy, you’re just running away from something. One day Kep will be returned to its former glory and guys like you will be thrown out. Kep will bloom, I tell you. Just like it did fifty years ago. A little island of civilization in this tired country. Imagine if we had kept l’Indochine. There would be hospitals, schools, roads, electricity and good coffee.”

      Les sighed and turned to Maier, “People travel around half the world because they don’t like their own country and then they complain about how things are done in their adopted home.”

      Maier was content everywhere. Maier never spent enough time anywhere to get bored. But the Frenchman was drunk and wouldn’t let go.

      “That’s all just talk. You know as well as I do, how mad and murderous the Khmer really are. How can one be happy in a country like Cambodge, a land with so much sorrow? Look at what happened to Monsieur Rolf. A pleasant countryman of yours by the way, Monsieur Maier. A young man from a good family, that much was immediately clear. He came with great ideas and ideals. He wanted to help. And look what happened. And then take a good long look in the mirror.”

      “One day I’ll bar you from the premises, Maupai, because you have a big mouth. You can go sit on the beach, converse with the dogs and get eaten by crabs.”

      The retired bank director laughed loudly, his bitterness gurgling in his throat like long suppressed bile, “By then there will be a bistro and a wine bar here and only the rats will visit you. Until that time, you need my money. See you tomorrow. Salut.”

      Maupai slammed a handful of dollar notes onto the bar and walked out into the sun. Les shrugged while the Vietnamese gathered up the money. ZZ Top played from the speakers overhead.

      “Don’t ask me about the young German straight away, otherwise I might really think you’re a snoop, buddy.”

      Maier also paid. There was no sense in putting a man like Les under pressure during a first meeting. The conversation would continue another time.

      “Nice to meet you, Les Leroux. I will be in the area for a while, so I will drop by again. Great bar.”

      “You alright, Maier, ain’t you?”

      “I am, yes.”

      “Then take care. And don’t believe everything you hear. Kep is a small place. Everyone knows everyone else and everyone thinks they know everything there is to know about everyone else. Almost everything. It’s wonderful, really.”
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      A sandy potholed track led from the Last Filling Station to the crab market. To the north of what passed for town, the densely forested Elephant Mountains rose into a gun-metal grey sky that had conspired with the jungle to fall down and bury everything. You always had to fear the worst in Cambodia. And usually it wasn’t too far off the mark if you did.

      Kep was no exception. The villas of the rich and gone stood on overgrown plots of land, demarcated by crumbling concrete fences and grandiose entrance gates. The side streets that branched off from the coast road had been claimed by tall grasses, and, following the rains, the former streets had turned into ponds and small streams, in which millions of black tadpoles flicked about, hoping to grow four legs before the water evaporated. Kep was an untapped archaeological dig of the very recent past, waiting to be rediscovered by twenty-first century history students. Cows grazed in the middle of traffic crossings. Twenty-year-old palm trees had replaced the street lamps and grew from the foundations of the old buildings. If nature had its way, all traces of human activities would disappear within a few years. No buildings, no streets, not even thoughts.

      Maier walked from property to property, aimlessly at first, in order to think, and to get the vodka and the joint out of his system. He hadn’t smoked for a long time. In Germany it no longer suited his lifestyle. But here… he laughed at himself; anything was possible in Cambodia.

      Maier took a closer look at some of the abandoned properties. Some of the buildings were occupied by penniless Khmer – most of these casual tenants had no belongings and simply strung a piece of tarpaulin between walls that remained standing, to find refuge from the rain. Feral-looking children grew up beneath the improvised plastic roofs. But for the squeal of an infant or the squawk of a chicken, the silence amongst the buildings was complete. Lizards slid silently across hot stones. If not for these occasional signs of life, Maier thought, Kep might have been the perfect town to encounter a ghost. For the Khmer, ghosts were as real and commonplace as the monsoonal rains. And down here in the blinding humidity of an inebriated morning, it was easy to empathise with their superstitions.

      The crab market, a long row of wooden sheds, which lingered under palm trees in front of a ruined colonial rest house, appeared abandoned. Young salesgirls dozed in their hammocks, dogs scratched themselves on the broken tarmac and the surf slashed hesitantly across the narrow, dirty beach. A few hysterical seagulls circled above heaps of rubbish. Maier bought a bottle of water and sat in the shadow of a tall coconut palm. His mind replayed the Frenchman’s drunken speech. What had happened to Müller-Overbeck?

      

      The woman appeared silently, like a cat. Maier’s eyes had fallen shut for just a second. Now they were open and the detective held his breath.

      The famous, impenetrable smile of the Cambodians, the sourir Khmer, a phrase the French had coined a hundred years earlier, was shining down on him like a floodlight at the Millerntor-Stadion. She was the most beautiful woman Maier had ever seen. Not quite perfect, in fact, not perfect at all. But breathtakingly, stunningly beautiful.

      “Hello, Maier.”

      The detective was lost for words. That didn’t happen very often. The woman was well informed.

      “My name is Kaley.”

      She stood in front of him, stock-still, tall for a Khmer, wearing a colourful sarong with flower patterns and a black blouse. Her hair fell straight down to her hips, like a waterfall of black pearly drops cascading in the midday sunshine that just touched her face, fragmented by palm leaves overhead. She studied him.

      Maier recalled old Cambodian ghost stories. Perhaps Kaley was a vision. Had someone slipped something into his vodka? The detective swore never to drink or smoke in the mornings again.

      Kaley was barefoot. Silver rings curled around her toes; the nails painted in a garish red. Her hips were broad, perhaps she was a mother. The black blouse was buttoned up, her prominent breasts vibrated slightly underneath the worn cloth. Her neck was delicate and thin, fragile even. Maier guessed she was between thirty and forty. But he found it hard to guess. Perhaps she was two thousand years old. Maier pulled himself up and looked into her face with care. Through the pitch-black eyes of this woman, you could see all the way into the heart of the world. Or at least into the heart of this unhappy country. A risky business.

      She put her hands together in the traditional greeting and slowly, ever so slowly, and with the utmost elegance, sat down, two metres away under the next palm tree, and stared at him. Directly, openly, vulnerable, invincible. Maier felt his balls contract. Some men would kill for a woman like this one.

      “I am looking for my sister, Maier. Can you help me?”

      Her English was pretty good. But Maier could hardly focus on what she said. He was completely captivated by what she looked like. A long red scar crossed her right cheek, which gave her a crude and mystical aura. A broad white tuft of hair cut across her forehead and across her face like a knife, parallel to the mark on her skin. Her extraordinary physical uniqueness reinforced his first impression: he was facing a formidable, exceptional being.

      Maier had been around long enough to evolve from atheist to agnostic. The Khmer lived in a different world to the barang, a world in which ghosts were as real as a cup of tea. This enabled curious visitors to open doors in their heads through which they could peer into this other world, which was subject to different laws. Maier enjoyed looking. Borderline situations were always crowded with ghosts. Kaley was different from any other woman he’d ever met. For the first time in his life, Maier felt fear in the presence of an unarmed, friendly woman. A strange, foreign feeling and one he relished. Mostly it was her black, so very black eyes. The expression in her eyes made him want to offer her some commitment, a promise, a finger, anything, even if it would bind them to the bitter end.

      Her end, not his.

      Maier felt callous for a second. Then he remembered to breathe slowly and enjoy life.

      “How do you know my name, Kaley?”

      “Les told me. Les my friend.”

      “Was your sister just here a moment ago?”

      “No.”

      “When did you last see your sister?”

      Her expression remained impassive. She just kept looking at him. He had the feeling that she was very close to him now and that she could sense something in him that he had no conscious knowledge of.

      “When I am little girl. In our rice field. But now she is coming back to come and get me. I think that maybe you see her?”

      Maier shook his head.

      “What gave you that idea?”

      “Les told me that you are good man with good heart.”

      “I am a man.”

      “I know.”

      Maier began to sweat, sitting in the shade.

      “I have to go.”

      “Where do you have to go, Kaley? Stay another moment.”

      As soon as the words passed his lips, Maier knew he shouldn’t have asked.

      “Les said you are good man,” she said stubbornly. But she stayed. And smiled at him. He’d be responsible for what was to come. He’d asked her to stay.

      Maier knew she’d go with him. He only had to ask. And then she would never be able to sit in front of him as she did now. He remained silent. Her first question had been her last. You were only asked this question once in a lifetime, or at all. It was like a Grail. He offered her his water. She took a swig and handed him the bottle back. A few drops ran down her chin and fell onto her black cotton blouse where they turned to steam.

      “I tell you a story. An old Khmer story that people tell in the village at night.”

      Maier nodded to her with encouragement.

      “A long time ago, a rich woman live in Kep. Her name Kangaok Meas. She very cruel woman and treat her husband and her slaves very bad. Kangaok Meas have slave called Kaley. Kangaok Meas beat and curse Kaley every day. Even Kaley work in the field all day, she hardly have enough to eat. When Kangaok Meas find out Kaley is pregnant, she send her husband away to the harvest and make her work harder. On the day Kaley get her pains, Kangaok Meas beat the girl with a yoke and shout, ‘Because you love your husband, you forget that you are my slave. I will kill you and your child.’

      “The husband of Kangaok Meas felt sorry for Kaley, but he scared of his wife. When she angry, she bite him, scratch his face and kick into his balls, so he almost fall sick. Soon Kangaok Meas died and was reborn as the child. The people in the village hated the child. Not even Kaley like the child. Ten years pass and one day, Kaley tell her daughter to work. Now Kaley daughter work in the sugarcane field from morning to night time. Then she marry the man who is no good, always drunk. When the girl get pregnant, the husband beat her and she die with her child.”

      Somehow, Kaley took something like a bow in front of him as she rose and for a split-second Maier could see into her blouse. Her breasts shifted with the rhythm of her sparse, elegant movements. Kaley moved so slowly that he could enjoy the eternal second. These were forbidden fruits. You did not look at the cleavage of a ghost, a goddess or a cursed being.

      “Thank you, Maier.”

      Kaley departed as silently as she’d come. He was alone. More alone than he’d ever been in his entire life. In a sudden flash, helped along by her outlandish tale, the monotonous, lazy rush of the surf and the shrill squawking of the seagulls, he was acutely aware of the terrible transience of life’s most wonderful moments. He sat in the shadow of the palm tree, as if paralysed, desperate to stop time.

      

      A long while later, Maier shook his head. He’d made a promise to a vision, he knew that much. He smiled. Now he was in the story, in the case and on the case. Now, he was sure, he had the case of a lifetime to work on.

      And who had named her Kaley?
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      The policeman was in his mid-fifties. Maier was standing on the first floor of a dilapidated villa when he saw him approach on a small motorcycle. He was fat and every time he drove through a pothole, the rusty vehicle beneath him bounced him around like a balloon. An old German Shepherd ran behind in his wake.

      The ruined villa stood on oddly angled concrete pillars, had round windows and a spiral staircase with aspirations that extended beyond the first floor. The building, which lingered in the centre of a long-abandoned palm orchard, looked like an unlikely prop from a war movie.

      The policeman, now stationary and sweating heavily, waved up to Maier. He took his cap off to wipe his broad forehead and, and, with these few gestures, he managed to convey the impression of an officer who’d not worked this hard in a long time. Maier jumped down the broken stairs and met the man halfway.

      The handshake was almost wet, like his eyes. The man sweated so hard that he seemed to cry permanently. He also chewed betel – periodically, he spat huge blood-red gobs of juice onto the floor. A well-oiled side-arm hung from his belt. Otherwise, this cop looked scruffy.

      The dog had caught up and sniffed his way around Maier. Maier liked dogs and the policeman’s companion quickly lost interest.

      “Police dog. Very good dog.”

      The policeman patted the head of the exhausted animal. People in Cambodia rarely showed this much affection to their domestic animals.

      “Soksabai.”

      “Do you want to buy this house?”

      His English was not bad, nor was it very clear.

      “I am just looking around.”

      “This property for sale. But you go quick. Prices go up every year. Fifty percent.”

      The officer of the law swayed back and forth in front of Maier and for a second it looked as if he was about to embrace the German detective. The two men stood, silently facing each other. The cop looked at Maier with crying eyes.

      “Where you from?” he managed after a while.

      “From Germany.”

      “Germany is rich country.”

      It sounded like “I want to fuck you”.

      Maier let the statement stand.

      “My name Inspector Viengsra.”

      “My name is Maier.”

      Inspector Viengsra pulled a small red pill from his breast pocket and pushed it into his mouth. His teeth were almost completely black, perhaps that’s why he didn’t smile much.

      “Yaba?” Maier asked innocently.

      The policeman nodded gently and grinned, without showing teeth.

      “You’re friend of Mr. Rolf?”

      “No.”

      The inspector pulled a face and then pulled Maier onto a broken stone bench in the shadow of an old mango tree.

      “If you want to buy land in Kep, you need friend. No friend, no land. Very difficult. Many people not honest, many document not right.”

      Maier shook his head in shock.

      The public servant nodded solemnly and, wincing and with some difficulty, pulled a document from his hip pocket.

      “Here you see. This is real. For this beautiful house.”

      Maier turned around. The ruin which he had just wandered through was about to collapse. The armed real estate man next to him was going the same way.

      “Just fifty thousand dollars. Good price. The barang buy. We build Kampuchea again. Every year more.”

      “I will think about it.”

      The policeman leaned over a little too far towards Maier. “And be careful if you see the beautiful woman with the cut on her face.”

      Maier nodded respectfully.

      “I fight many years. I fight Khmer Rouge. I fight many battle and massacre.”

      Maier sat, waiting for more.

      “Death is a lady, monsieur, I tell you. Every time I fight the enemy, I see the woman. Death is a lady. Every time she come, we all know, someone die. But you never know who goes with the lady. Sometime the enemy, sometime my friend. Maybe me next time.”

      The policeman yawned and scratched his balls.

      “Why is the woman with the scar so dangerous? The war is over now.”

      Maier was not going to get an answer. Despite his intake of amphetamines, Cambodia’s finest had fallen asleep on the broken bench.

      Maier left quietly. The dog didn’t budge.

      Police dog.

      Nice dog.
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