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I. SIEM REAP


It was mid-May in Siem Reap, in north-west Cambodia. The city is famous as the gateway to the ruins of Angkor, the former seat of the Khmer kingdom from the 9th to 15th century. In its heyday, it was the size of New York City.


At this time of year Siem Reap, like the whole of northwestern Cambodia, was sweltering in the heat and high humidity. This year’s rainy season was already making a violent impact very early in the year. The clouds of the southwest monsoon lay leaden over the tall tropical palmyra palms and monkeypod trees.


In the Rue Charles de Gaulle, tuk-tuks rushed past. Some undaunted tourists braved the tropical downpours and got rides to the temples. Others, already soaked from the rain, were driven in the opposite direction, back to their hotels.


Huge lakes had formed on the streets. The locals who ventured out on foot with umbrellas waded expertly through the numerous streams and pools of water in their flip-flops. Street stall owners were busy using broomsticks to make the water run off the makeshift canopies of their wooden stalls.


Kongsita, who had just dropped off the last tourist at the hotel in his tuk-tuk, was glad that he could finish a little earlier today and drive back to his family in the rainforest of the temple district. The morning had been humid and muggy, but at least there was no rain. He had brought some early risers to the entrance portal of the control points for the various temple complexes shortly before seven. He was delighted to have had, for some years past, a few regular customers who had been booking him for several days at a time whenever they came to Siem Reap. It brought him a good income.


On the Rue Charles de Gaulle, in the direction of the temple complex, the traffic gradually thinned out, owing to the unbridled downpour from the sky. In weather like this, many tourists preferred to walk through the covered markets in the city.


The intense, sweet, heavy scent of damp earth in the air mingled with the memories of a day that had been successful despite everything. He had taken some tourists to the magnificent, elaborately decorated temples and to the majestic Angkor Wat (which is even depicted on the Cambodian flag). He smiled every time at the astonished faces of the visitors who gazed in awe at the imposing structures. The thought of this historic place filled him with quiet pride.


The steady clatter of his tuk-tuk filled the humid air. The rain was now coming down harder, pelting tirelessly on the roof of his vehicle as he fought his way home. Every drop that hit the windscreen made him more aware of his great responsibility for his small family. Thoughts about this flashed wildly through his mind.


If he could put aside just a little more, his five-and-a-half-year-old daughter would be able to attend school in a year’s time. This was something most people could hardly afford.


He himself had grown up without education in a family of seven children and had started work early, doing all kinds of errands for the city’s shops and traders. He had been obliged to do hard physical work because he could only afford to buy a cart that he had to pull himself. Once he had his first savings, he was able to buy a kind of motorbike with a trailer. The trailer was not particularly large, as the engine would not have been able to handle a bigger load. So several trips back and forth would be necessary for larger deliveries. It was a real back-breaking job.


When he decided to buy a tuk-tuk, he had to take out an exorbitant loan from a moneylender in the city. It had been hard at the beginning, just covering the interest from his daily earnings. He had many sleepless nights, and his wife had given him a hard time at the beginning. With more experience, and thanks to tips from colleagues about where and at what times tuk-tuks were needed most, he had become increasingly established. Kongsita was very proud of what he had achieved, and he would pay off the loan at the end of this year.


He fought his way towards the checkpoint leading to the temples. The rain felt cold on his skin, even through the tattered plastic tarpaulin which barely protected him. Kongsita could hardly see the road ahead of him, but his hands steered his vehicle automatically. In the first headlights of the late afternoon, the puddles glistened on the potholed asphalt like liquid silver.


As he turned into a side street, his headlights swept across something at the side of the road. Kongsita instinctively hit the brake, causing the tuk-tuk to skid and lurch to a halt.


Through the murky view, he could just make out what looked like a small sack or bundle of clothes at the side of the road, lying in a water-filled hollow. He felt the water running down his face as he got out. The rain drummed down on him as if trying to chase him away from the place.


The bundle, which was lying on its side, had moved slightly. As he approached it, half-crouching and blinking, it whimpered feebly. The child was small, barely more than a few months old. It kicked a little. When he turned it onto its back, raindrops fell on its small, regular, fair-skinned face.


The baby looked at him out of the cloths. Large, almost astonished eyes met his. Had someone lost it? Or had it been abandoned?


He looked around. He was completely alone on the street. His thoughts raced. He had enough problems of his own. How could he possibly take care of another child?


An inner urge to leave crept over him. One step, two steps – but he couldn’t go any further. The little creature’s need for help stopped him in his tracks. His Buddhist conscience spoke to him. What if no one else found the child? Kongsita sighed. The decision was made before he consciously made it. He carefully picked up the child, holding it protectively against the relentless rain and waded back under the roof of his tuk-tuk.


He placed the child carefully on the driver’s seat next to him. Then he gripped the wet throttle and drove off into the twilight. Kongsita sensed that this evening would change his family’s life. What would his wife say?


‘Ba, Ba!’ His little daughter Sopheap threw her arms around his wet trouser legs as he entered the large family room of the hut, which was covered with palm leaves and served as both a dining and living room.


‘What have you got there?’ she wanted to know, her eyes wide and inquisitive.


‘A baby.’


Sopheap looked at him questioningly. ‘Is that how babies come into the world?’


‘No, I found it by the side of the road.’


Sopheap rushed to her mother, who was just coming out of the bedroom at the back. ‘Moam mi, Ba has found a baby!’


His wife looked aghast at him and the rain-soaked bundle in his arms, a questioning look on her face. He carefully placed the baby on the large table and began to tell the story.


Incredulous, Tevi shook her head. ‘But Kongsita, what are you going to do with a baby sharing the hut with us?’ she asked, softly but definitely. ‘How are we supposed to feed it? A baby like that needs a bottle every half hour. We can’t keep the child.’


Sopheap was following her parents’ conversation with great interest.


Kongsita ran his hands through his hair in desperation and snorted. ‘Yes, I know, but what could I do? I couldn’t just leave it and drive away.’


Tevi nodded. ‘Yes, I know what you mean. Probably I would have done the same thing myself. Still, it isn’t a solution.’


Kongsita let out a breath in relief, and started to answer, but he was interrupted by a plaintive whimpering cry. He and Tevi looked at each other and turned to the small bundle without saying a word.


‘You see, that’s what I mean.’ Tevi raised her eyebrows and indicated the boy.


‘I’ll take the little one’s wet things off for a start.’ She went into the bedroom, shaking her head, and looked through the chest of drawers for some dry towels.


Sopheap bent her head over the baby. ‘Does this mean I have a little brother to play with now?’


‘No, sweetheart, he doesn’t belong to us.’


‘Then why did you bring him back with you? Is he only here on loan?’


Kongsita groaned inwardly and made a face. ‘No, we are going to try to find his parents.’ He said it in such a way that Sopheap knew she had better not ask any more questions. She just gave her ba a questioning look.


Tevi came back with the towels and wiped the baby’s delicate face. ‘I’ll give him a quick bath, so he warms up a bit.’


Kongsita sat down wearily at the table and nodded.


When the boy was back on the table, now wrapped in dry towels, he started crying pitifully.


‘He’s hungry,’ Tevi declared. ‘I absolutely must call the midwife and ask her for baby milk.’ She shook her head, looking worried. ‘I would really like to know what could have driven someone to abandon a baby that was only a few months old on the side of the road in pouring rain on a day like this. Another case of poverty, I expect – with a family that already has too many children.’ She sat down thoughtfully in a chair with the baby on her lap, and rocked the little one back and forth until he stopped crying. ‘We should ask at the orphanage if they can take him and if they have a surrogate mother there.’


‘The trip would take hours, and we don’t know what would come of it. With the little ones, it can’t be done,’ replied Kongsita.


Tevi suddenly opened her eyes wide. ‘Listen, what about Wat Damnak, that monastery with the Buddhist nun. You can drive by there tomorrow and ask if she can help us. She’s always well informed and she knows a lot of people.’


Kongsita shrugged his shoulders obediently. ‘Okay, I guess I can give it a try.’


The next morning, Kongsita was already sitting on his tuk-tuk at first light and driving to Wat Damnak. Damp swathes of mist were rising from last night’s rain.


On arriving, he asked to see Voramay, a nun who followed the path of Mahayana Buddhism. Fortunately she had not yet left the monastery for her morning alms round.


‘Sit down, Kongsita,’ she said with a smile.


They sat down in the open area in front of the altar. The smoke from many incense sticks curled mystically as it diffused in the room, which was now flooded with morning light.


The nun looked at him patiently but questioningly. Her quiet dignity was impressive.


He lowered his head. ‘Voramay,’ he said hesitantly, ‘I need your help.’ His voice was no more than a whisper, but as he gave her a detailed account‚ he regained confidence.


‘I understand.’ Her voice was gentle and had a calming effect. Just from her expression, he could tell that she understood the responsibility weighing on him. Her well-proportioned face was criss-crossed with many fine wrinkles, and her alert eyes radiated an unwavering wisdom. She was probably in her seventies, though Kongsita did not know her exact age.


Voramay had fought for a long time to be recognised as a bhikkhuni. Becoming a fully ordained nun had been anything but easy. Despite all the resistance and hostility towards female religious, she had followed her path with conviction and was now able to pass on her Buddhist teachings and beliefs. Many, like Kongsita now, came to her regularly from the city to seek her advice.


‘My wife has agreed to look after the child for now, but we can’t afford it for long.’ He could feel nervousness again getting the better of him.


The nun smiled and laid a hand on his arm. ‘Come, let us pray for good karma and the right path for the child.’ Her calm voice, murmuring the monotone mantras, sent a wave of relief through him, and gradually his tension fell away.


When she had finished, she smiled reassuringly at him again. ‘I’ll be going to Preah Khan temple to collect donations for the monastery and the school. I can ask around there if there is a childless couple who would like to have children. I was just about to leave anyway.’


‘Voramay, I can give you a lift there. I still have to pick up a couple of tourists from their hotel in the French quarter and drop them off at the temple complex of Angkor Thom. That’s on the way.’


‘Thank you, I’ll be happy to accept your offer.’


Kongsita quickly helped Voramay pack some water bowls and begging bowls with incense sticks and her rice snack in a bamboo cane, and then got into his tuk-tuk with her.


She smiled at him during the journey. ‘You have entrusted me with an honourable task for today. I look forward to finding the right way forward for us all.’


In the late afternoon, when it was no longer so humid and the rain had eased off, Voramay planned to visit the hut of the midwife living in the jungle outside the park. She was always well informed about the latest additions to the family because, as a traditional Ayurvedic obstetrician and healer, she had access to the huts of families in the area.


When Voramay sat down in one of the central aisles of the Preah Khan temple and spread out her begging bowls, an old acquaintance joined her. It was the park ranger Nu. Voramay had known him since he started working there. They had some time for a chat every morning. He and his family regularly came to the temple festivals at Wat Damnak monastery. A small family of good people.


He was surprised that she was at the temple so early today. She told him about Kongsita’s visit in the early morning.


Nu nodded sympathetically. ‘I’ve heard the daughter of an elderly farmer at West Mebon recently lost her baby in childbirth. Shall I ask around?’


Voramay smiled. ‘We’ll be glad of any help you can give.’


A young girl with a rucksack in the colours of Spain on her back, accompanied by her local guide, sat down in front of Voramay and, with the help of the guide’s translation, asked her for words of blessing for her future. The guide smiled a little shyly and added that he had known the girl for some years, as she kept coming back.


Voramay smiled gently and tied an orange, self-braided woollen ribbon around her wrist while uttering auspicious mantras. In return, she received a few donations from her and an open but shy smile from her big brown eyes. With perception based on experience, Voramay saw that the girl was carrying an inner grief. For a brief moment, the young woman opened her eyes wide, apparently because she felt caught out. But she regained her composure.


Voramay nodded to the guide and spoke in a quiet but insistent tone. ‘Tell her that everything will work out. Nothing happens in vain, and painful feelings inside us help us to appreciate happiness all the more later.’


The man nodded uncertainly, and translated into English.


The girl looked down at her arm with the orange ribbon. A tear ran down her cheek; embarrassed, she wiped it away with the back of her hand. She exchanged a word with the guide, which Voramay didn’t catch, and the two visitors said goodbye with the lotus greeting. Voramay looked after them thoughtfully.


Then a local woman in flip-flops wanted to talk to her. She asked her blessing for the planned extension to her hut.


It was now midday, and it looked as if the leaden clouds would rain down again in the next hour and into the early evening.


In view of the impending monsoon rain, Voramay decided to set off on the long journey home now and visit her friend, the midwife Kunthea, on the way.


She was in luck, as Kunthea had just come back from her first rounds when Voramay arrived. The midwife offered her a freshly prepared guava juice which Voramay found very refreshing.


Kunthea was a quite ample middle-aged woman who was held in high esteem by all the locals. Her skin was bronze-coloured, and with her smiling eyes and apple cheeks she made a warm and engaging impression.


‘Are you busy with births right now?’


‘No, not unduly – it’s mostly young mothers who have no idea at all about breastfeeding, or who are overwhelmed by everything that comes after the birth. I’m having to give them a lot of support at the moment.’


Voramay wanted to know if Kunthea was aware of any children being lost at birth, and told her about the foundling and Kongsita.


The midwife raised her eyebrows and nodded meaningfully. ‘Yes, there was a sad case the other day. The baby was too weak, probably had breathing problems. It died shortly after birth. It was a real shock for the poor girl. It was the first child, and she and her family had desperately wanted to have it. Hmmm, unfortunately there was nothing we could do. You know, it was the daughter of the farmer’s wife Vanna, who has a vegetable and soup stall at West Mebon. You must know the family too.’


Voramay nodded. She had known the family for a long time, and the park ranger Nu had told her about the tragedy that morning.


‘Tell me,’ Voramay asked the midwife, ‘do you think you could ask carefully whether this farming family could possibly take in a three-month-old boy?’


The midwife swayed her head back and forth, in some doubt. ‘Well, it wouldn’t be their own child. I can enquire though. I have to check on her tomorrow anyway. I’ll want to go round to Kongsita’s wife as well, she needs baby food for the little one.’


Voramay thanked her and looked up at the sky, a little concerned. Her old bones did not appreciate the constant dampness. She got up quickly, hoping to get back to the monastery before the next heavy rain. She thanked Kunthea for the juice and raised her hands in a lotus farewell.


She was surprised to see Kongsita in front of the midwife’s hut. He stopped his tuk-tuk next to her. ‘Are you going back to the monastery?’


The nun nodded.


‘Come on, get in, I’ll drive you back. I’ve just dropped tourists off at their hotel after a sightseeing tour. Any news concerning the little one?’


‘Yes, I’ve just spoken to the midwife. There might be a possibility for the boy. Kunthea knows a family who recently lost their newborn. She’ll pop round to see them tomorrow. But don’t get your hopes up just yet. Your wife may have to look after the boy at home for a day or two. If we can’t find a foster family then, we’ll have to report it to the authorities. Could your wife manage for a few days?’


‘I think so,’ he said. ‘I just hope it works out with this family.’


In the early evening of the day after next, while Kongsita was still out working, Tevi received a surprise visit from the midwife in her hut.


‘How is the boy doing?’ Kunthea asked. ‘Are you managing to look after him all right?’


Tevi swayed her head from side to side. ‘I’d be quite happy if the little one got a new family somewhere soon. As Kongsita is still paying off loans and our daughter needs to go to school, we don’t have much left to live on.’


‘Yes, I know. That’s why I asked a few families about it. The only one that really comes into consideration is that of the farmer’s wife Vanna, who has the vegetable and soup stall. However, the husband turned me down yesterday. I think he and his wife are still too upset by the death of their newborn. However, they did enquire about the boy this morning.’


Tevi raised her eyebrows with interest. ‘Oh, that would be so nice, almost like a twist of fate!’


She looked thoughtfully at the little one in his cot. Kunthea swayed her head back and forth. ‘I completely agree with you. It’s high time the little one had a family.’


Long after the midwife had left the hut, Tevi sat with the baby on her lap in front of the hut under the old knotted fig trees with their thick trunks, and tried to imagine the little one’s destiny. He seemed to be a very quiet boy. Striking were his rather light- coloured complexion and his large, alert eyes which tried to take in everything in his immediate vicinity, and looked at her as if asking a question.


She went back into the hut and put the little one in his improvised bed to prepare an amok, a traditional curry dish, in the kitchen. She needed to have it ready before Kongsita returned from kindergarten with their daughter.


As she placed the amok on the dining table, she could already hear the clattering sound of the tuk-tuk. Sopheap rushed into the hut with her little rucksack on her back (she was very proud of this rucksack), and wrapped her arms around Tevi’s legs.


‘Moam mi, today I wrote words. I can write our names now! What’s the baby’s name?’


Tevi looked at the entering Kongsita with a long meaningful look.


‘We don’t know, dear,’ she replied, ‘he doesn’t have a name yet.’ She turned to Kongsita. ‘The midwife brought me some more bottles of baby food today. That should be enough for the next few days.’


The next evening, just as they were finishing dinner, Tevi heard the humming sound of a motorbike turning into their mud track. Sopheap stood curiously in the open doorway. Her hand slid questioningly into Kongsita’s, who was now also standing in the door.


A young couple were sitting on the machine. The man and woman politely offered a lotus salute as they dismounted.


‘I am Arun, and this is Chenda, my wife. Kunthea told us that we could come round today … er … because of the baby.’ He looked a little embarrassed.


‘Do come in,’ Tevi called out. She had agreed with Kunthea that the two of them could see the little one at any time. She had specially cut up some fresh fruit and arranged it on a woven banana leaf.


Tevi knew that the loss of their baby had been a hard blow for both of them. Nevertheless, after giving birth just two months ago, Chenda was a graceful young woman of twenty-two with high cheekbones and flawless skin. She wore her long dark hair up in a bun.


Arun was only three years older, and tall. Although he was very slim, almost lanky, you could see muscular upper arms under his shirt from all the lugging of goods for his parents-in-law’s vegetable and soup stall. His smile was friendly but a little uncertain. Fine laugh lines had formed around his eyes.


‘Kunthea told us about you… and about what happened.’ Tevi got the words out with difficulty.


Arun nodded sadly, his head bowed. ‘Yes, it was very difficult for us. We had actually planned to get some distance, to leave it for a while, but then Kunthea came to see my wife and told her about your baby … er, I mean, the foundling.’ Arun scratched his neck nervously. ‘Please excuse our curiosity, but Kongsita, do tell us what happened. Where did you find the baby? How did it happen in the first place?’


Shyly but attentively and nodding frequently, they followed his account – shaking their heads again and again in amazement at the plight of this little creature.


While Kongsita offered them fruit and a guava juice, Tevi went to the sleeping area at the back of their hut and returned with the baby in her arms, a mischievous smile on her face. She had wrapped him in fresh white cloths.


The heads of Arun and Chenda shot up. They held their breath and tried to catch a first glimpse of the baby. The little one’s big brown eyes followed what was going on around him with curiosity.


‘So here is our foundling with the button eyes. Isn’t he adorable?’ Tevi laughed heartily.


Chenda and Arun craned their necks, each of them trying to catch a glimpse of the boy’s face.


As Chenda and Arun bent over him and studied him closely, they couldn’t hide their excitement. A strand of Chenda’s hair had come loose and fell over the white bundle. Suddenly a small arm reached out for it, and the little one started babbling. Chenda playfully put the strand between his little fingers, and he laughed audibly for the first time. The delicate, fair-skinned face looked at her, fascinated. Almost as if he were asking a question.


Tevi smiled and winked at Kongsita. ‘He really is a very beautiful boy. Just look at his eyes and his fair skin, Arun. And how strong he is, after all he’s been through!’ Chenda turned to Arun with enthusiasm. She looked happy.


‘Chenda, could you take him for a moment? The midwife gave me a bottle of baby milk. I’ll just get it.’


Chenda carefully took the baby, who was now making soft noises indicating hunger. With a smile, she rocked him lightly back and forth. Arun watched the whole scene with an incredulous expression.


Tevi came back with the bottle and handed it to Chenda. The baby began to suck on the bottle, studying Chenda intently.


‘Arun, why don’t you hold the baby?’ Chenda smiled radiantly at him.


‘No, leave it. I don’t know if I would do it right,’ Arun said, feeling insecure. Before he knew it, he had the wriggling child on his lap. Two arms reached out towards him.


‘Maybe he wants to be held upright,’ Tevi suggested. Arun placed the little one on his lap, the feet on his thighs. They looked at each other.


‘I think he likes you.’ Kongsita grinned mischievously.


Tevi shot Kongsita a sidelong glance in response to this rather tactless remark. But the young couple, completely under the little one’s spell, didn’t notice.


They were looking at one another, Chenda with an almost pleading look in her eyes.


Arun turned to Kongsita. ‘The boy really is something special. I think Chenda and I will discuss it quietly this evening. We are still uncertain, and we will need to talk to our parents about it.’


Chenda looked at Arun questioningly, but said nothing, looking back down at the white bundle she was holding in her arms again. It was clear that both of them were completely taken with him.


The young couple made a grateful goodbye and left with friendly smiles. They rode the rattling motorbike back onto the road.


Kongsita had just dropped off a tourist at his hotel in the old French quarter around noon when he saw the midwife in the street.


‘Hello, Kongsita, I’m just going to the West Baray reservoir to see Chenda’s family. They would like to talk to you. Are you around by any chance?’ Kongsita looked at his watch. He had a pickup at a hotel in the city centre in an hour. There wouldn’t be enough time for him to get there and back from West Mebon. He bit his lower lip. He would have to ask a friend to fill in for him. Hopefully he would be available at this time.


A moment later, he was able to give the midwife a reassuring nod. He hoped that this was a good sign for him and his wife, as well as for the baby.


The family’s vegetable and soup stand was picturesquely situated by the large water basin of West Mebon. Quite a few tourists would be milling about here. Having been on a day’s mountain bike tour, they liked to get something from the soup kitchen or else just drink a cup of freshly squeezed sugar cane juice with lime.


The farmer’s wife Vanna greeted him respectfully and offered him a noodle soup with lemongrass. ‘This is one of our specialities,’ she told him. Chenda and Arun sat down with the midwife.


‘Well,’ Kunthea opened the conversation, ‘the families of both Chenda and Arun would like to take the little one in. I can report the birth to the authorities, they know me well. It’s all right this way and it’s less complicated. No one has to worry about any subsequent questions.’ Kunthea nodded confidently.


Chenda’s face glowed with joy and excitement. Arun gently stroked her back and smiled at her. ‘We are so happy! We can’t tell you how happy we are.’


The midwife smiled with satisfaction and turned to Kongsita. ‘Could you give me a lift right away so that we can take the little one to his new family?’


Kongsita was swallowing the last of his soup and almost choked on hearing her words. He nodded his head enthusiastically. His wife would be overjoyed.


To celebrate this surprisingly speedy and fortunate outcome, they clinked their glasses to the big event with a freshly squeezed sugarcane juice, wishing the young couple good luck and good karma with the new addition to the family. Arun laughingly took Chenda in his arms. She had joyful tears running down her cheeks.










II. MUNNY


‘Munny, please clear your school things off the table so that we can eat.’ It was late afternoon and Chenda was standing in her soup kitchen, chopping lemongrass for the noodle soup on a small board. Customers were no longer expected at this time of day, and the family was usually left to itself.


The little foundling had by now grown into a lively boy of eight and a half years. They had named him Munny, which means ‘intelligent’ in Khmer. His large, watchful dark eyes, contrasting with the beautiful, almost elegant, light complexion of his regular features, had suggested the name to the foster-parents.


Munny more than lived up to his name. He had an amazing ability to deduce things he didn’t yet know from things he was familiar with, just by applying logic. He only asked questions when he didn’t understand how things fitted together. To the delight of Chenda and her mother Vanna, he was particularly interested in herbs and spices. For his age, he was already able to distinguish an astounding number of them and knew how they were used in the home and in medicine.


Voramay was responsible for the latter. She had taken him with her into the rainforest repeatedly, ever since he had been able to walk longer distances on his own. She let him feel that he was a very special gift for her and that they had a special kind of connection, almost as if she were his grandmother.


Munny’s eyes lit up every time he was allowed to go exploring with her. In her own special way, gentle Voramay had become his patient mentor. Munny had idolised her since he had known her. Chenda and the whole family appreciated her attentive nature and her patience in answering Munny’s many questions. She openly showed her joy and was proud, like a grandmother, that she was able to pass her knowledge on to him.


Munny had a very keen sense of smell and taste, which did not escape Arun and Chenda. He had a habit of promptly sharing this with others, which sometimes led to embarrassing situations. Recently they had been invited to a family dinner where he bluntly stated that the cook, a friend of the family, had used a spice for the curry that didn’t suit.


Chenda had dismissed this with a smile, visibly embarrassed, stating that she also used it in this dish. They had only just managed to stop the vehemently protesting and recalcitrant Munny from making further inappropriate comments about their hostess’s cooking.


Whenever Arun was able to take his son to the old market in town, Munny was given something to eat that he hadn’t tried before. Munny liked this kind of guessing game with his father and looked forward to each new discovery. ‘I must take this to Voramay and ask what can be made from it,’ he would say.


Sometimes it was dried fruit or the finely ground powder of a spice or a root that inspired him. Munny always came home from the market with a new collection of ingredients, which he proudly presented to his grandmother Vanna who praised him to the skies.


Every evening, like this one, the whole family ate outside at the big table of their soup kitchen, and Munny told what he had learned at school. Without any effort on his part, Munny had become an excellent student and didn’t have to study much for the assignments the teachers gave him as homework.


Munny was fidgeting at the table. ‘Moam mi, Ba, can I go to Lake Tonle Sap tomorrow? I don’t have school. My friend will show me his family’s vegetable fields on the water! They can walk on the water there! Please, can I go? They have chickens and a dog too.’


His parents laughed at his curiosity. Arun looked at Chenda questioningly.


Vanna laughed. ‘Well, then you can see where some of our vegetables come from.’


‘How are you going to get there?’ Arun asked.


‘Boran’s father will give us a lift in his delivery truck and bring me back in the afternoon.’


Arun grinned to himself. ‘You’ve got it all worked out, haven’t you? Well, when you’re finished with your chores, you can go.’


Munny jumped up ecstatically and threw his arms around Arun’s neck.


Chenda laughed. ‘Munny, I’ll give you some rice snacks for you and Boran to take with you tomorrow. And you can take some soup from Grandmother as a gift for his family, that will be enough for all of you for lunch.’ Chenda was always very careful not to be a burden to anyone. On the contrary, she was always finding small ways of showing her appreciation.


The next morning, Boran greeted him euphorically from the truck, hailing him from a distance.


Boran was a ‘lad from the country’, as the farmers around Lake Tonle Sap are generally known. He was very powerfully built and had a broad, winning smile. By contrast with Munny, his was an open, boisterous and impulsive character.


He was in the same class as Munny. Different as they were, they had got along well from the start and had been good for each other in their own special way. As a result, Arun’s and Chenda’s family had become friends with Boran’s family. Boran’s father supplied their soup kitchen with fresh produce from the lake. Once a week they got freshly caught fish as well.


The boys drove off, laughing jubilantly, in the back of the truck. They were obviously having a lot of fun together. Arun and Chenda waved after them. Smiling happily, she took Arun’s hand.


When they arrived at Kampong Phlouk, a stilt village, Boran raced to his father’s boat. ‘Look, Munny, this is our boat. I can drive it already.’ Boran proudly started the engine. His father came up and got into the boat, with a few tools he had brought from the land.


Munny was amazed. It was his first time at the lake. Since they lacked a means of transport and couldn’t spare the money for the almost hour-long bus ride, they had never been able to afford a trip south. He enjoyed the breeze and the smells on the lake very much. It smelled a bit like when it rained in Angkor, and the earth gave off all that spicy moisture. Only now something else was in the air too: fish!


They passed the endlessly green floating fields. The lush colour reminded him of the rice fields in and around Angkor. He saw the families in their bamboo huts on stilts. Boats everywhere. It was very busy. Boats were being loaded, building materials unloaded. Nets were being repaired, plants for the fields carried on board. Steam rose constantly from cooking stoves. Munny absorbed all these impressions like a sponge.


‘We’re there,’ Boran announced, rousing him from his thoughts. Boran jumped onto the footbridge of one of the bamboo houses and threw the line around the pole. ‘Look, up there is where I live. I can see all the way to the opposite shore. Come with me, I’ll show you.’ He pointed to a half-open stilt house with two floors.


They raced up a steep ladder to the top floor. Munny just managed to say a hasty hello to Boran’s mother on the kitchen level, before being amazed by the breathtaking view from Boran’s room one floor up.


‘Look, over there on the other side there’s a crocodile farm belonging to a friend of ours. I often go there when Ba goes to his fields. I help feed the baby crocodiles. It’s really exciting. Of course, they have really big ones too. The big ones are Siamese crocodiles. But they are in a big pool further away. Otherwise they would eat up the little ones.’ Boran told this story excitedly, in a loud important voice.


Munny gave him a baffled look and shuddered. ‘Ugh, that’s really gross. I’d be afraid of being bitten by the little ones.’


‘Nah, it’s not dangerous. Sometimes I even take a small one out and play with it.’


Munny’s eyes widened. ‘Whaaat? You’re not afraid?’


‘No, you just have to know how to handle them.’ Boran was visibly proud of his knowledge, which was met with wide eyes and an incredulous shake of the head from Munny. ‘Does your ba know about this?’ Munny asked him.


‘Oh yes, of course – but I had to promise to stay away from the big animals. Besides, the owner of the farm is a friend of my parents. He buys our fish waste and the bad fish. For crocodile feed. That’s how my father always gets rid of the whole catch.’


Munny let his eyes wander over the magnificent scenery. The lake was huge. He had never seen a lake that big before. His father had explained to him the night before that this was the largest inland lake in Southeast Asia. Munny couldn’t really imagine how big Southeast Asia was, but this lake had to be really, really big.


‘Come on, Ba will take us across to our vegetable fields by boat before lunch time.’ Boran pulled Munny by the sleeve towards the stairs. The two of them enthusiastically dashed down and back onto the boat, where Boran’s father had just loaded baskets with a few shovels and harvesting tools. When they arrived at the floating field, Boran leaped out with practised ease and moored the boat. Munny was flabbergasted. The field was like a small island. He thought that Boran would sink into the water at once. But it didn’t happen. The swaying network of plant stems beneath supported him effortlessly.


‘Come on, Munny. Look, you can walk quite normally here.’ Boran’s father helped him out of the boat, having seen the uncertainty on Munny’s face. ‘Look, I’m three times as heavy as you are, and it carries me. Don’t worry, Munny.’


The first steps on the field felt very strange. It was almost like standing on a trampoline that was constantly moving. But then it was great fun.


‘Here are some clippers. You fill the small basket with aubergines. I’ll check the fish traps.’ Boran’s father waded to the opposite edge of the field, where he pulled a fish trap out of the water with a handful of medium-sized fish. ‘These can go with your mother’s soup for lunch, Munny.’ Looking pleased, he tipped the small grey-brown fish into a container.


On the journey back to the hut, Munny enjoyed the refreshing wind on his face.


In the meantime, Boran’s family had gathered on the first floor, the kitchen floor, for dinner. The whole family was very lively and laughed a lot. Everyone was talking at once. Three generations were gathered around the soup pot on the floor.


The grandmother was feeding Boran’s four-year-old sister. Boran’s mother pushed freshly fried fish pieces from the wok over to them, which everyone put into small bowls filled with a spicy fish paste. From another bowl, they spooned in the vegetable broth from Munny’s mother.


Munny literally soaked up the different aromas from this kitchen. He was fascinated by how different his mother’s soup tasted, even with other ingredients added to it.


Boran’s mother nodded approvingly. ‘Munny, tell your mother that she is an excellent cook and we thank her very much for this treat.’


In the late afternoon, Boran’s father told them they must leave for the hour-long drive back. Boran nudged Munny. ‘You absolutely have to come with me to the crocodile farm next time you’re here. I’ll show you everything. It’s really exciting, and I can show you around. You’ll like it.’


Munny had his doubts, but didn’t want to appear a wimp and nodded eagerly.


‘Ba, can you take us both over next time?’ Boran asked his father. Busy untying the boat, he just nodded.


When they arrived home, Munny excitedly told the family all about it. ‘Can I go to the crocodile farm with Boran next time? I really want to see how he feeds them. He says he has a feeding hook. Oh please, I really want to watch.’ Munny was hopping from one foot to the other.


‘If your marks are okay, you can go during the school holidays,’ Chenda replied.


Munny couldn’t get the thought out of his head that his best friend was braving the crocodiles at close quarters. He admired Boran’s courage.


A week later, at school, Boran excitedly told the class how he was doing so well on the crocodile farm that he would soon be allowed to feed the larger animals under supervision. ‘You know, when I finish school, I want to be a crocodile breeder too. I could feed my family with that. You earn a lot more than you do with fishing.’


Munny was speechless. He marvelled at his friend’s courage and plans. He had to tell Voramay about this the next time he saw her and find out what she thought, because he highly valued her opinion and the way she looked at things.


Since he was turning nine in a few days, he knew that Voramay would come by on his birthday, which he was already looking forward to. She always brought something special with her in the way of plants and spices.


On his birthday, he ran excitedly out of the school by the monastery into the open. His father was going to pick him up today together with the tuk-tuk driver Kongsita, whose family had taken the afternoon off for him.


And sure enough, Kongsita and his wife, along with Sopheap, his Ba and Voramay, were all there at the school gates. He gave them all a warm welcome, and was very happy that Voramay had come with them right away.


When they arrived home, the soup stall was already steaming. It was chicken in lemongrass with lots of fresh coriander, his favourite dish.


Just as they were about to take their seats at the table in front of the soup stand, a delivery truck drove by and stopped at the side of the road, throwing up a huge cloud of dust. With much hooting, Boran got out of the truck with his father following him. What a surprise! Boran hadn’t told him at school that he’d been invited as well. Munny and Boran hugged each other, laughing and slapping each other on the back. Boran and his father greeted the rest of the birthday party with friendly smiles.
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