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    Chapter 1




    1.




    For a moment Henry though he heard the noise of helicopter blades, but that was impossible, there hadn’t been a helicopter landing in the capital since the UNTAC days and that was nearly twenty years ago. What would he know about helicopters anyway, he had only seen a few in his lifetime, and during the UNTAC years he was married and working a desk job in New York City.




    It had rained most of the evening and now, hours before daylight, the last of the ‘night people’ were sleeping, or pulling their food carts and cigarette stalls from the streets and locking them behind metal shutters. The Lyon D’or Hotel had closed at midnight and the two Khmer boys who kept watch after hours were fast asleep under a single mosquito net.




    Henry slid the gates closed moving past the two boys, a rustle and a few snorts were all he heard. One of the boys rolled over and kicked off his blankets – bad dream, this place will do that to you, he thought, as he walked into the rain soaked streets.




    It was parked near the patio, a Honda 175cc that he had bought new several years ago. He had named it the Flying Dutchman — he couldn’t remember why, one of the many periods in his life best left forgotten. Maybe he had done something crazy, prowling the countryside like a ghost. He didn’t know and this was neither the time nor place to conjure up old memories.




    He caught a glimpse of movement and watched shadows clinging to the walls, rats searching for scraps on the patio of the old hotel. He learned to live with them, as a suburbanite lives with bees and sparrows. They came out after the sun went down, as he had, after the heat lifted, the damn oppressive Cambodian heat.




    It was late April and the hottest month of the year — the early rain it meant nothing. That was the way it was. Sometimes it would rain for a week straight and then nothing for a month, no logic here and it got under your skin, driving you a bit crazy sometimes. In June the rainy season would begin, five months of rain, everyday 2 or 3 hour of it and the streets would flood, then followed by a month or two of cool dry weather, the time of year he liked best. Then the cycle would begin again.




    He had first stayed at the old hotel six years ago. Then he had the room on the right as you looked at the hotel from street. Now that this was his home once again, or as close as he would come to one he had moved to a cheaper and larger room in the back—room number 9, a flimsy door, air conditioning that barely worked, and a bed with a large mirror attached to the wall from floor to ceiling. He’d watch television to pass the time—the stolen cable signal from Thailand showing lousy American movies, CNN, the Australian Network, and the BBC.




    Henry spent his days writing, his employer an English Language magazine called ‘Expatriate’ owned by a stereotypical ugly American named Johansson from his hotel suite in Singapore. The pay was lousy, barely $1,500 a month but it paid the bills and he had a hundred or so loyal readers who emailed almost daily with words of encouragement or occasional ideas. He was a good writer; at least that’s what they told him.




    He also wrote under two different pseudonyms, Arthur J. Frank, an economist and Marion J. Henderson and ex-Wall Street wiz kid, Harvard grad, and business consultant. Both were opinion writers, complete with pictures that he had pulled off the Internet. He remembered Johansson had objected. What’s with the J you idiot? He screamed. In the end there was nothing much he could do about it.




    Henry was probably one of the few people in Asia that could stand working for him. If he left, he’d lose his most durable writer, and two phony members of his editorial staff. So the ‘J’ stayed, and as a compromise Henry wrote the editorials for 20 cents a word.




    He checked his watch. It was nearly 2:30. He pushed the bikes electric starter. It made a clicking sound and then nothing. It had been sitting in the rain for an hour and the wires had gotten wet. Time to buy a new battery, he thought, or a new bike. But it had to last, at least for the next three or four months. The boys hardly flinched, and the girls walking past the Riverside Bar & Bistro, children of the rich and powerful of Phnom Penh couldn’t be bothered with the scruffy Barang dragging the beat up old bike into the street. They knew where he was going, where all the Barang went at this time of night.




    He’d have to use the kick-start. Trouble, he thought, too much force or not enough. Where am I going anyway—or better yet, why am I going? Up and down like making love, one, two, three — and nothing, the big engine was silent and he tried again. The Khmer’s always laughed, electric start they’d yell in Khmer. Piss off, he’d say to himself, cursing the boys. They did it effortlessly, a quick application of pressure, once, or twice, and the engine would start, no idle, balance and go. He looked awkward and unsure of himself, that’s why they laughed. They all did, the big Barang on their motorcycles, prowling the city after dark.




    Henry, a Khmer kid would shout, you’re taking away our business. He was back at the Lyon D’or and they all wanted to know why, the boys, the shop ladies, and the young girl who sold him cigarettes. He didn’t want to tell them, the same 5, or 6 boys that hung around the hotel for the last five years. They probably knew already and it was none of their business.




    He tried again and this time got lucky. He applied the right amount of pressure, pulled the choke, stepped on the clutch and the bike steadily idled. The dogs next door began barking, and the business girls working on the fourth floor brothel across the lane leaned over the railing and giggled. He waved and drove off.




    Henry Mann had lived in Phnom Penh for six years. He had worked for an NGO for a few years but hated all the paper work. He tried pig farming; hunting wild bore, ditch digging, irrigation projects, road building, and even ran a hotel for a time. He traveled all over the country and had seen most everything there was to see. He drank, smoked lousy Cambodian cigarettes, could handle a firearm and spoke a version of Khmer that only old women and business girls seemed to understand. Nearly four years ago he married a local girl, and two months ago she threw him out of the house he had built near the airport. That’s why he was at the old hotel.




    He remembered crossing the border in the fall of 2003. After 3 months of wandering he finally made it to Phnom Penh, the capital city on the banks of the Tonle Sap River. It was a small city of 1.5 million and easy to navigate, the pace laid back and the people friendly. Drive south and you would eventually reach the port city of Kampong Som and the sea, North to the temples at Angkor Wat, the major tourist attraction of Cambodia. Restaurants and cafés catering to tourist lined the river front, and on Streets 136, and 104, other establishments —where for a buck or two you could get a cold beer and enjoy the company of young Cambodian women right off the buses from the provinces.




    As you moved west, the side streets were lined with crumbling pastel colored apartments and Chinese style shop houses. On several corners sat old French Colonial buildings in various states of disrepair. In the center of town, before you crossed Monivong Boulevard, the main thoroughfare, was the old Central Market, an impressive octagon shaped building which quickly became Henry’s point of reference, an easy to find landmark on drunken nights when he became lost driving the crumbling, poorly lit back streets of the old quarter. If you could find it you knew your way home, or at least get yourself to the riverside.




    Since late 2006 the city began to change. Modern buildings replaced old villas and houses. Next to the Central Market a new mall went up — 8 floors of consumer goods that the average Cambodian couldn’t afford. Foreign aid, which in the past had been the driving force of the economy, was replaced by Chinese and South Korean money for bridges, new roads, and modern office towers.




    The country was for sale. Money bought influence and added to the already ridiculous amounts of corruption and graft. Luxury cars and SUV’s clogged the side streets, replacing old Toyotas. The rich kids drove new scooter and wore Italian loafers instead of flip-flops. The girls traded in their sarongs for high heels and tight jeans.




    He wrote about the Boom times, and the Wild West, speculators and land-grabbers, how to get rich in Asia, while he lived on barely 30 dollars a day. Land was flipped again and again and rents skyrocketed. New apartment complexes sat empty as the poor of Phnom Penh were pushed outside the city to dreary resettlement areas, shantytowns or camps. Those without struggled on a few dollars a day as corrupt officials, politicians, army officers, and police chiefs built huge villas on the other side of the river. At the center of it all stood the main man, Hun Sen, a one-eyed ex-Khmer Rough army office, favorite son of his Vietnamese benefactors, and head of the ruling CPP. Crazy mad place, he thought as he drove past the old market.




    It was home now and he had a motley crew of friends mostly from the UK, or Australia, expatriates — a mixed bag of intellectuals, drunks, bums, bohemians, petty criminals, pensioners, and schoolteachers. All had something to hide, personal questions avoided, and last names seldom used. Those he knew rarely discussed their past—some had left families, others had come for work or holiday and stayed on. Angels with dirty faces, dead-enders, or devils with capped teeth and designer sunglasses. It was the end of the line. For those ambitious few technical knowledge was widely appreciated and well compensated. An enterprising man could do all right in Cambodia. If you were stupid, or needed to stay afloat you could open a bar and slowly drink yourself to death.




    There were equal amounts of do-gooders and saints as there were sinners, swindlers, and madmen. It was purgatory, a place to pay for you sins. There was nothing to do, and everything to do. A man could pass the time sitting in cafés watching beautiful brown-skinned women walk by — Waif-like in tight jeans and flip-flops; wearing skullcaps and sweaters in the 95 degree heat. The locals called them ‘Barang’ which in colonial days meant ‘French,’ and now meant foreigner.




    As he drove down Street 51 a light mist began to fall. He downshifted as he neared an intersection. In his headlights he could barely make out the figure of an old man on a Cyclo driving ten meters in front of him. No lights, stupid old man, you should be sleeping near the riverside with your crew, he thought as he slowed the bike. A Toyota Camry flew through the intersection and laid on the horn, missing the old man by inches. The Cyclo driver barely flinched and as Henry passed he could see a rolled cigarette dangling from his lips. He just smiled. He knew where he was going. Have fun Barang. Enjoy yourself.




    As he neared the Pit Stop bar he downshifted and slowed the Honda. It was after hours and tourists, wealthy Khmer’s and business girls lining up to get into the Heart of Darkness. He watched boys on big bikes handing over dollar bills to the parking attendant. A Khmer kid in a flowered shirt was getting frisked at the door. He stopped behind an SUV unloading well-dressed girls in high heels and short skirts.




    Tourists lingered under the red lights. If they were lucky they’d witness a good old fashion Khmer gunfight and survive to talk about it, he thought. He watched a few men stumble out of the Howie Bar, ice heads, tourists, or English teachers. The SUV seemed loaded down with Khmers, and the last girl climbed out and smoothed her dress. She blew a kiss to the man behind the wheel.




    Keo, he whispered to himself. She must be sleeping, he thought, or waiting. Keo waits, and I roam the night looking for something.




    He had come to the right place. Whatever it was you wanted you can find here, he thought, underneath the red lights. He was tired, but not tired enough to sleep, and he was just plain bored. For the last two months he had written, a novel was started, several dozen first chapters, ten or twelve short stories followed by 25, or 30 rejection letters, emails of course, why bother with the expense of sending something as far away as Cambodia. He had to show a friend back home where it was on the map. He papered his small room with them. Thank you but no, try again next year. No one reads any more, why bother there’s the Internet, and no one cares about Cambodia.




    Keo, he said again, as he parked his bike and looked for a familiar face. She didn’t answer. She was fast asleep in the back bedroom of the house they shared out near the airport. She had tossed him out, not exactly, but she made it clear that he had to leave, at least for a little while. In the meantime he would wait. She would come to her senses, or he would run out of money, either one a possibility. He thought of a secret stash, a winning ticket at joker draw, or a straight flush in a poker game, but for now it was the Lyon D’or, sleeping, eating and writing. What else was there to do?




    There was the Walkabout—a place for inspiration, introspection, or reflection—a diversion? She can see me, he thought, she knows I’m here, and if she doesn’t she’ll find out. She called the Lyon D’or daily, the place where he first met her six years ago. The boys will rat me out, those little Khmer finks. I’ll slip them a few bucks to keep their mouths shut.




    As he entered he saw the same old faces, no one he wanted to talk to so he took a seat at the bar facing the door. He ordered a beer, and paid up front, the usual policy at the Walkabout, too many deadbeats. There was a girl sitting next to him, who looked like she had rented the stool since the UNTAC days. She had cut marks on her arms, an ice head, he thought. It took a lot of effort to look away.




    Across the bar sat two pretty Vietnamese teenagers, ‘new girls’ probably, fresh of the bus from Saigon. They did what the older ones girls them to do, there was a hierarchy here, a ‘top dog,’ hardcore’ mentality. Junk sick smiles everywhere, act like you never did it, like you’re an ‘original girl’ looking for a boyfriend to take care of you.




    A browned skinned girl who looked like she was fourteen moved in, squeezing her way between Henry and the old junky. “Excuse me, whatz ya name?” “Henry.” “Henwe?” “Nice to meet you. Me, good boom-boom, yum, yum,” she said. “Not tonight dear I have no power.” “Noooo, good power, very strong, handsome. Pro Sot!”




    To live in Phnom Penh a man had to have endurance. Five years ago he had it, at forty he was willing to try anything, but now, at 45 and quickly passing his prime he had grown tired. His brain couldn’t handle it anymore, sensory overload—the noise, beggars, Tuk-Tuk drivers, the maniacs in their SUV’s, even the business girls seemed to get on his nerves. For the last month all he did was sleep, drink, and pick his teeth.




    There was the writing, the rejection, Johansson’s rants and tantrums, and a few strange and odd coincidences that he couldn’t quite figure out. Keo? Again, his wife, she was everywhere now, tailing him, checking up on him, trying her best to figure out his next move. “Tooth pick please,” he said to the girl behind the bar.




    He looked around at the usual collection of weirdo’s, misfits, drunks, and bums. Across sat two tattooed kids in there 20’s—English Teachers—to his right a man about his age drinking a coke. He was dressed in linen pants and a linen shirt opened to the waste, which immediately made him suspect in Henry’s ‘condition.’




    There was a fat man with cut off jeans and a cowboy hat; obviously there was a rodeo in town that he didn’t know about. There were men with loud shirts and load mouths. When all else fails draw attention to yourself no matter how stupid you look. There was a man in a vest who looked like a magician. He quickly finished his drink and ordered another.




    Mr. Linen jumped up and moved across the room. He finally found what he needed and switched from Coke to Red Bull and Vodka. There is a trick to it, he thought, the trick is not to make eye contact. It was a tough place to be left alone. Eye contact meant everything. It was prelude to the type of activity that had gotten Henry in trouble before, dollar signs appeared in their eyes—all sales final, buyer-beware. There was a clap of thunder that sounded like a giant cash register opening. Lust has a kind of smell, he thought, either that or the bathroom toilets are backing up again.




    It was better to find a place on the wall and stare at it as long as you could. He was looking at something, a small crack, or a tiny speck of dust when a Vietnamese girl sat next to him. She tried to pretend that he didn’t exist either, imagining herself sitting under a tree eating a bowel of rice and a dried rat.




    “Excuse me what is your name?” Henry didn’t answer. She touched the hair on his arm and pulled it. “That’s attached you know,” he said. She smiled. “Me, monkey, sua, Wat Phnom,” he told her. He bought her a drink and ordered a whiskey and coke for himself.




    The pretty Vietnamese girl took his hand. She smiled at him, her skin white, opaque, and wonderful. It took him back a very long time, to Hue, a city near the old DMZ where he crossed the Perfume River on a motorbike and smiled and sang to himself. ‘Come hear Uncle Johns band by the river side...’ In Hue he thought he had made peace with the whole enterprise. He wasn’t so sure anymore.




    He had a vision of a man sitting at a typewriter. His fingers were stained brown and he was wearing a short sleeve shirt and tie. He was that man, he thought, another time and place. The line between point A and point B was dotted with both good and bad memories, and now he was here.




    “My darling, my little brown one waits for me at home,” he said to her. The smile disappeared replaced by a look of confusion. “You go?” She said. The browned skinned girl sitting next to her explained as best she could. Henry had seen the girl before. She had the same broad nose, the same almond shaped eyes, the long dark hair…same, same but different. Longing crept up from his heart, from so far inside that he began to shudder and feel light as a feather. His heart palpitated for a few seconds and then resumed its normal rhythm.




    He wanted God to hand him a giant pencil, erase the line. Destroy the past. He’d be back in New York, watching the news and eating a Swanson’s TV dinner. “A ghost,” he muttered, he took a sip of his whiskey and coke. She turned his hand over and drew what looked like a W in the center of his palm. “Good,” she said.




    He had lied, there was no ‘little brown one’ waiting for him. Not now at least and maybe never again. He turned and noticed that it was nearly dawn. “What is your name?” “Thu,” she answered. “Key’um kohot,” he said, ot songa, ot propown, just me living alone in a small room of an old hotel. His Khmer was getting rusty.




    There were days when he would ride off and disappear, now he just made the same pathetic circle around Phnom Penh staying within his comfort zone, his bubble. It was better then—no worries—get on the bike and ride. He had responsibilities and he didn’t know what to do, or how to handle it. OH, BULLSHIT, YOU’VE BEEN IN WORSE PLACES… REMEMBER THAT TIME? Forget it, he thought, that was long ago.




    The three months he spent wandering — he couldn’t remember most of it, but he knew why he did it. When you make a decision think ten years down the road and see if you can still live with it. You know things will be different. He had washing in the sink, two pairs of underwear. At least he still had his camera gear, the new Canon, the video camera, his old analog stuff. She could have left it by the road, he thought. Why didn’t she?




    I’m sick of staring at the same crack in the same wall night after night, Henry thought. “You want massage?” “Ot Mein.” Maybe for old times sake, he thought, no, it just wouldn’t happen. He needed to go home and sleep. In the morning he’d buy little Leng a present and bring it to her. He knew it was just an excuse to see Keo. They were still man and wife, at least in Cambodia. He remembered their wedding day, an awful affair, three days of music, Khmer dancing, drinking and changing clothes. On the second day he was too hung over to attend so they left his folded clothes on the chair next to her. The monk chanted and threw water at them while he stayed in bed. He jokingly referred to it as the day his wife married his clothes. He wrote an article about it for Expatriate which Johansson promptly rejected.




    Across the room a couple of drunks started arguing, something on the television probably, not the BBC, a football match, Henry figured, drinking beer and geo-politics didn’t mix here in Boom Town. This was the ‘stare into space with beer goggles’ crowd anyway, crab eyes, so you could see in 45 different directions at once. The argument grew a bit heated and some of the girls started moving towards the other side of the room. Not to worry, in five minutes they’d be hugging and laughing and all would be forgiven. That is the life. Murder between the Barang was about as rare as a virgin in the Walkabout.




    He grabbed his keys and headed for the door. On the way out he saw the two drunks shaking hands. He was right as usual. Maybe for Henry there was a lesson in this somewhere, but tomorrow it would be forgotten. Where you go? Home. “Goodbye Hen-we. Goodbye dear.




    2.




    He crawled into bed. The daylight wouldn’t disturb his sleep. The room had no window. If I lose my house I’ll be pissed, he thought as he turned off the light, but he didn’t need to worry about that either, once you marry a Khmer woman she owned everything anyway, so it was never really his to begin with. He knew it going in. Somehow women always get the better end of the bargain. He was still paying the mortgage on his daughter, the first one, the one that he had with the American woman. That too shall pass.




    It was nearing 6 a.m., too late, or early to call anyone. Never mix fish sauce with soy sauce because it tasted bad, he thought, and always wear clean underwear in case you get run over by a bus. Money? He didn’t have much. White women? He knew a few who worked for a local NGO. His wife and dead mother floated into view. Keo sleeping on a hammock, his mother in her usual spot at the kitchen table smoking a Virginia Slim.




    Describe your life to me son, Johansson had asked him during his first interview with Expatriate. He made most of it up. He didn’t owe Johansson the truth and he probably wasn’t going to get the job anyway. His life and resume had become a complete fabrication, an ingeniously constructed series of half-truths, and down right lies.




    I’m writing a novel. Did you see my piece for this or that? My father was also a writer and my mother was an editor at the New Yorker magazine. He remembered Johansson picking his teeth and looking at his watch. Henry pretended that he was someone else, a hungry ambitious writer who had come to Asia on a lark and was looking for work. He gave him a few topics and asked for ideas. Three days later he delivered three well-researched stories to Johansson. The next day he was hired.




    The real Henry was well hidden. He behaved like the rest of them. When they arrived the past was basically swept clean. To his friends back home he was just matter of fact, practical, and somewhat eccentric Henry. He was divorced and had a kid. He had spent time in the military, but nothing really came of it. He loved photography, and could get drunk and tell funny stories. The story of his life was that he had no story. He had done nothing remarkable. As a young man he had gone to art school but wound up working a desk job. He was a good photographer, but not great, and he didn’t have the luxury of doing it full time. His Uncle Richard did it, but he lived in another time and place. He was the man in the short-sleeved shirt and the cigarette stained fingers.




    Do you know what this is? He held it up, a foot or two away. Yes, it’s a picture — a photograph. No shit, jack-off, but who is it of? No clue? Look closer. I don’t get it. It’s you in fifteen years, you’re fatter, you’ve lost some hair, and you live in Asia. Sweet, Jesus. Are you joking? Would I joke with you? It’s me remember, the guy who got you here. Punk. Piss off. Your wife left your shit by the side of the road. I know, but at least I have my gear. Is it real? Sure as shit. God, I look old. He looked at his reflection in the mirror.




    Now go back to 2000. Is this some kind of joke? That was the year my mother died. In August, at her funeral your Sister suggested a trip to Thailand. Did she? Ok, I like the idea and in September I’ll board a plane and fly half way across the world. I’ll bring two pairs of pants, several pairs of underwear, shirts, shoes and all the film I can manage, plus my two favorite cameras.




    For the first five days he was alone. He didn’t mind he had gotten used to it. During the day he walked around Bangkok taking pictures. He liked it, the smell reminded him of the New York City subways, and there were stray dogs everywhere. He took boat rides on the rivers and rode the Sky train away from the tourist area that he stayed in to the outskirts of the City. When his sister arrived they sat in café’s and bars and ate Western food, visiting flower markets and tourist traps outside the city in air-conditioned vans with English speaking guides.




    The food makes me sick, she said. I have diarrhea? So, take your Imodium, your Malaria pills, B-complex, Omega-3, Vitamin C, and your anti-depressants. That will make you feel better. This place is dirty, I think the room has bed bugs, and I hate that there are dogs in the restaurants. Move to another hotel, I’m staying here. Everyone stares at me, she said. That’s because you’re wearing that ridiculous fanny-pack, maybe you should just paste a sign on your head that says ‘tourist.’




    They flew up to Chiang Mai, a northern city where the weather was cooler. They took day trips to the Ma Sa Valley, and in the evening Henry sat alone in the girly bars on Loi Kroh Road. One evening on her way back from the night market she saw him sitting between two girls at the Nary Bar. She was angry and wouldn’t speak to him for two days. He enjoyed their company, so what. They seemed so innocent though he knew they accepted money for sex. Throw your western ways down the toilet — exotic Asia.




    For the next year he bounced back and fourth from New York to Bangkok. He visited Malaysia, Laos, Nepal, and Vietnam. Chiang Mai was his favorite city. He traveled the whole of Thailand in a matter of three months. In late 2001 he packed his bag, sold most of his things and left for good with $7,000 in his bank account. He packed two bags, one for his clothes, and the other for his camera gear. Satisfied, he said to himself. He drifted off into a deep and restless sleep—




    He was sitting in a small café with a blond-haired woman. She was looking for a place in Phnom Penh. She told him she was from California and was sick of her keeping up with the Jones’s lifestyle. He listened to her talk and knew that she didn’t really mean it. She would bring the same sort of temperament, reasoning and logic to Cambodia and would try to keep up with all the other blond haired people who moved here — The Jones’s of Cambodia.




    Soon they would be jogging along the riverfront and imposing their silly live-forever lifestyle on everybody else. Rents would skyrocket, they’d open a Wal-Mart and there would be suburban sprawl at least as far as the airport. Soccer moms would sit outside the Café Metro during the day with their toddlers in tow. In Hun Sen Park there would be precious children riding their tricycles with helmets on, their Cambodian nannies sitting on park benches enjoying lunches of pig brains over rice and reading the Khmer equivalent of the National Enquirer.




    “What about the school system,” she asked him, as he thumbed through a battered copy of the International Herald Tribune. A Khmer woman told her that all children were required to attend at least primary school, and that they were off on Sundays. It was also customary for children to leave school during the harvest season to work on the family farm, and catch their own lunch in the Mekong River.




    There is also a thirteen-dollar a month fee, she informed him, so that the teacher can pay his motorcycle taxi driver, or gas up his own motorbike. If you want special attention be prepared to pay the customary bribe, and there will be no PTA meetings and school is closed for the King’s birthday, Buddha’s birthday, all religious holidays (Chum Ben being the longest), Khmer New Year, the Queen’s Birthday, Hun Sen Day, Liberation Day, and off course, National Plowing Day.




    “…but do they serve peanut butter in the cafeteria?” “My daughter has food allergies.” “Do they have multicultural art programs, advanced placement classes, and caring and sharing days?” The paper had grown moldy and wet in his hands, but he managed to turn to the sports section to read the cricket scores. Bloody hell, he had turned English, he thought, the transformation went further—




    He was now a dinosaur, with a long tail but with hands and arms like a man. He was sitting in a great big field with all his slow moving, and dim-witted dinosaur friends. They were dinking dinosaur beer and feasting on dinosaur burgers. There was classic dinosaur rock coming from a very large boom box. Two of the dinosaurs were playing a game of Frisbee, running on their short dinosaur-man legs. One of the dinosaurs brought his girlfriend along because she insisted and wouldn’t let him leave the house without her.




    They were enjoying a typical dinosaur life on a typical Sunday afternoon. He was relaxing, sitting under the shade of the biggest tree he had ever seen, and then something strange, and very bright appeared on the horizon. Maybe this was the land of two suns. He had read about such a place in his moldy International Herald Tribune.




    He watched a huge comet fly across the sky. It’s the end, he thought—but why don’t I feel anything? It was nice sitting under a shade tree. He remembered his last words on earth were ‘pass the ketchup.’ Why couldn’t it be something heroic, or memorable? When it landed they were all obliterated their molecules tossed a million miles into space. His molecules were happy. Floating around in space is nice, almost as good as the shade tree.




    Spectacular — each molecule had its own thought and sound. Quite nice, its sounds like a symphony. No, more like the sound of a large crowd sitting in a theater waiting for the start of a movie. Nothing really, just noise piled on top of noise until it is unrecognizable. But still it made him feel happy.




    There was a flicker and then it passed. He was standing on a stage, the head of some kind of Jones Town cult. He was preaching moderation and the celibate life, though he could feel the bottle of Mekong whisky tucked into his pants and a packet of Trojans in his pocket.




    One of his parishioners threw a dead fish on the stage, and he quickly had the man executed by a burley tattooed Englishman. A group of his high priced lawyers appeared, dressed in Hawaiian shirts and Speedos telling him that maybe it meant something. “What are you saying?” One of his lawyers told him that it meant his rules stink. He spared this lawyer his life and had the other six disbarred and then executed; their heads placed on sticks and marched through the compound.




    “If you read Rousseau,” he said to no one in particular, “what he is saying is that if you don’t like your life you should pick up and go live in a cave.” He took a hit off the bottle of whiskey and then freed his entire parish. He then had himself executed. His soul went to live in a cave.




    Then the dinosaur molecules that were blown a million miles into space reappeared and converged to form the body of a man. The man looked like him, but was much younger. He began to drift, purposefully at first but then his drifting became aimless. He became very cold and tired and already had enough of his existence even though he had only lived for what seemed like a few moments. It used to be pleasant floating around in space doing and seeing nothing. He heard a voice, and the voice said, “Go.” “Go, where?” “Why don’t you try Asia, I think you’ll like it…”




    3.




    He woke up remembering a woman’s face, but it quickly faded. He moved his head from left to right and thought of other things. It was a white woman’s face, but the only white women he saw where NGO workers and tourists.




    There was no way of telling what time it was in the windowless room. He listened and heard traffic noises outside, maybe 9 am, he thought, perhaps 10. His phone rang. He hated the sound but didn’t know how to change the ring tone. He picked it up and waited, a bad habit he had picked up while in Cambodia. “Hello stranger,” said the voice. It was not the woman in his dream. This one was Asian too. He vaguely remembered her face, and an apartment near Siam Square in Bangkok.




    “Who is this?” “It’s me.” He new she wasn’t Khmer, but there was an accent, the English was good and there was a trace of something familiar. The apartment had large windows, and a view of the Bangkok skyline. A penthouse apartment, everything was white, including the people. “Me? I hate these guessing games.” “Don’t you recognize my voice?” She was taller. They were all taller there. Her make-up was perfect, and he stood in the large living room in an old pair of sneakers and jeans while she was wearing a tailored suit.




    “Don’t piss me off, I have a headache, and I don’t know what time it is,” he said to woman on the other end of the line. She was sitting on the white couch, playing with her hair, and crossing and uncrossing her legs. She had great legs, he remembered. He heard static and elevator music, or was it Montovani, or some 60’s lounge stuff, Andy Williams, Burt Bacharach. “Meiling?”




    She was a Chinese woman from Bangkok. He had met her last year while writing for an American NGO. It was a party, he remembered, a swank affair where he was underdressed and very drunk. She was a former model past her prime, but still very beautiful. She ran several dubious websites introducing Western men to Thai women. She was rich, married to a well-connected Thai man. He introduced her to all the right people: ambassadors, businessmen, and Thai intellectuals. Why she bothered with him was a complete mystery.




    His mind was still sharp, he remembered faces, dates, names—he could recall obscure facts and figures. It was part of his charm. “Yes, darling, how are you?” “Fine,” he mumbled, which was a lie but it didn’t matter. “How would you like to work for me in Bangkok.” “Short time?” “Oh, you know when I here that it gets me hot,” she said. Her latest venture, a chain of upscale pizza shops catering to young Thai’s: spicy chicken, duck, toasted frog, and swordfish. As she described it he started feeling sick.




    She promised him plane fare, and 300 dollars for a day’s work, plus a nice hotel room. “Very generous, I accept.” “I knew you would.” “What are you wearing?” She hung up the phone.


  




  

    Chapter 2




    1.




    He shaved, showered and put on a clean shirt. He chose a white one. He would come to make peace. He was not in the habit of getting down on his knees, but he’d consider it. He wasn’t sure if the shirt color was correct. In American movies the good guys wore white hats, so he figured white was a good choice, but in Cambodia colors had an entirely different meaning.




    He knew not to bring red flowers to a dinner party, but white he wasn’t sure about. Maybe it meant death. Funerals, he thought. Didn’t they wear white? He’d have to ask Mum before he left and hoped he didn’t need to run up stairs to change. He was low on clean clothes and it was either the white shirt or the green one.




    His thoughts drifted back to the border crossing. When he arrived in the capital he stayed in a shabby room near the lake. When the Johansson job came through he looked for a place near riverside. He booked into the hotel, temporary, but stayed for two months. Not bad, 180 a month, air conditioning, hot shower, and cable television. The small hotel was nice, had a pleasant outdoor café and the food was good. In the evenings he would hit the circuit, the local hostess bars mostly, or lock himself in his room to write.




    He rented a small motorbike and parked it out front. The dark days seemed behind him, and he was glad for the steady work. He needed structure badly, he remembered, he didn’t plan on staying long, maybe eight months, or a year. Then he met Keo.




    At the time she was barely twenty, a tall girl with a slim waist, almond-shaped eyes, and a bit of baby fat. She barely spoke a word of English and his Khmer was terrible, consisting of two words, ‘check,’ and ‘thank you.’ Countryside? Yes. The owner called her Nay-uk S’rai, rice farmer, an insult. He watched her closely. She learned English quickly and started wearing high-heeled shoes. She would read the paper, both Khmer and English, and he would teach her a few new words a week.




    In the evening she would sneak off, and they would meet. They never held hands and it was all very innocent. One day she invited him to her flat, a small room near the lake. She sat on the bed and Henry sat on the floor on a small plastic chair.




    She told him that she was born in Kampong Cham and picked rice until she was thirteen. She was one of seven children and her father had died when she was very young. She showed him a family portrait taken many years ago. A group photo of unsmiling peasants, brown skinned country folk who worked the rice fields in the dusty provinces, a house on stilts, the family cow, scrawny chickens and a fish pond.




    He asked her if she would like to go shooting. On her day off they drove out to the range near the airport and she watched Henry shoot at targets with an AK-47. Soon he had her in his arms helping her to aim the old M1 with its broken site at paper targets. The gun smelled oily, and the black smoke from the barrel left a bitter taste in his mouth. He helped her aim the gun and pressed his hand against the small of her back so she’d stand up straighter.




    He left her alone for a round and watched as she pointed the gun at the paper target. He watched as the black smoke curled around her dark hair, and the sliver chain danced around her neck, as the shells flew past his right shoulder and fell to the floor. BANG…CLICK, BANG… CLICK, BANG…CLICK. He watched her body move and the muscles in her arms tense. Her hips swivel at each pull of the trigger.




    A very nice day he thought as he collected his keys. He had a fantasy of them together as the Robin Hood and Maid Marion of Cambodia, prowling the county side on big bikes robbing banks and giving the money to the poor. Her in a small black top, and him in a pair of jeans and an army green tee-shirt, the bad Barang and his sexy Khmer kitten playing with guns. A fantasy. He didn’t have time, he was running late and Johansson would call with an assignment, or just to play games with him. Another woman from his past would knock on the door, throw her arms around him and kiss him. “Don’t you remember me?” I’m gonna ride out to the ranch in my white shirt. He saw another house on stilts, a skinny cow, and a fishpond. His mind was wandering.




    Chapter 1, they meet but good girls in Cambodia don’t go out alone after dark. They don’t shoot guns or go to discos. They wait for a man with a ‘good heart’ and fat wallet to come knocking on their door to take them away and provide for them and their family. He had neither a good heart nor a fat wallet. BANG… CLICK, BANG…CLICK, BANG…CLICK, BANG… CLICK…she was hitting the target, maybe she saw into the future and it made her angry.




    Almost a bull’s eye, at 50 meters, impossible, he remembered. At least she was out, enjoying herself, a break from the six-day workweek, the rude customers and her dead end job as a waitress at the Lyon D’or. BANG…CLICK, BANG…CLICK, BANG…CLICK, BANG…CLICK. Nay-uk S’rai was hitting the target full on, hardcore, force multiplier. He saw her sneaking quietly threw the jungle with a pouch of cooked rice, a gun and a few loaded magazines.




    He knelt behind her. A shell casing hit him in the arm and burned his skin. He bent over and picked it up. It was still hot, and he tossed it from hand to hand waiting for it to cool. Others landed close to him, bouncing along the ground and resting near his feet. BANG…CLICK, BANG…CLICK, BANG…CLICK, BANG… CLICK…He put the spent shell in his pocket and grabbed another repeating the process, flipping it through the air until it cooled.




    She shot two magazines, forty bullets from the old M1, a weapon that he had seen before but never used. It was a relic, and so was he. She held up the paper target and posed for a picture. He took another with his old Mamiya 6x6 camera, Keo holding an Ak-47. They sat for a long time in the shade drinking Anchor beer and watching a boy of about eight cleaning two M-50 machine guns. A group of Khmer men dragged a cow into the back of a truck. A Barang paid good money to kill it with a grenade launcher.




    On his way home that evening he stopped at the Russian Market and asked an old Chinese market seller to polish the shells and make them into necklaces. The next day he retuned paying the old man two dollars fifty for each. One was slightly bronzed, and the other polished a brilliant golden color. He gave her the gold one, but she refused, and took the bronzed one instead, the one that he wanted. “Key’um prok ja,” he said to her. “This one is old like me.” “No, it is brown like me,” she told him.




    He asked her to quit her job and moved her into a better flat. He gave her spending money. During that time Henry worked hard, aggressively pursuing contacts, anyone who could help him gain a toehold in the country.




    His one-year window was slowly closing. On weekends they would shoot. She would spend her days shopping, or cooking for him. During the afternoons she would help him deliver bottles of black label whiskey to new friends. At night he would entertain, and she would stay home and watch television and occasional go dancing with her sister. He tried his best to turn her into a modern Cambodian woman, but it took time. She wouldn’t let go of her provincial ways.




    2.




    He finished his coffee and jumped on his motorbike. If the traffic wasn’t bad it would take him about forty minutes to get to the house. As he drove past the old market he remembered the color of his shirt. It was too late, he turned onto Russian Boulevard and the traffic seemed lighter than usual.




    Past the airport he turned down a dirt road. The road was bumpy and unpaved, and baked bone dry by the sun. It was barely 11 and it was already past the 30- Celsius mark. It would be a hot one and he had forgotten his hat.




    At the seven kilometer marker he bared left passing a dried rice field that stretched for two, or three kilometers. This was the land he wanted. It had a fishpond and a dozen tall trees, but at 35 US dollar a square meter he could no longer afford it. In the last year land prices had gone through the ceiling. Three years ago he could have had the whole 10 plots for less than 20,000 dollars, now it was worth 10 times that. They’ll build a factory there, he thought. No more tall trees and fishponds.




    He passed a young boy with a herd of cattle searching for water, beating the tired and thirsty bull with the end of a tree branch. It would be deadly hot today and he knew that Keo and Leng Saly would be lying on a hammock under the porch sleeping through the hottest part of the afternoon. He hopped he was right. He didn’t have his key, and if she were inside she’d ignore him. Smart girl, he thought watching him stand in the blazing sun sweating, without his hat, his fair skin burning a bright red.




    He turned down seven-kilometer road. Big Fred, an American ex-pat who lived in Cambodia for 16 years sat on his porch drinking beer and smoking ganja. He lived with two reformed taxi girls. There was a rumor that Big Fred was a businessman who dropped out of sight in the early nineties and came to Cambodia via Thailand, just walking across the porous border. This town was full of tall tales. Someone else told him that big Fred was some kind of literary figure from the 1970’s who had written several novels, went on speaking tours and had a nervous breakdown. Fred never went out. People came to him. He had wild parties that lasted for days and then the place would shut for a month.




    He had a western style house that had a garage. It had a blue tiled roof that you could see for miles. He sat on a rocking chair and puffed on a big pipe, playing loud rock n’ roll from speakers hidden somewhere in the house — Jimi Hendricks’s Voodoo Child. He looked surprised as Henry rode past on the Honda.




    Henry nodded and big Fred waved like a retarded child left alone while his dope-smoking parents partied the afternoon away. His taxi girls were nowhere in sight. Fred had bought them a small Toyota to get around in so they left as often as they could. They always came back, usually with bags of groceries from the Lucky Supermarket, or new clothes — before the money ran out. They had a roof over their heads, good food, lots of drugs and a place to sleep. Beats a tin roofed shack in some Delta town with a squat toilet out back, he thought.




    Who ever Fred was in his past life he seemed to have done all right. Most likely he was a day trader, lived off family money, or worked his whole life and just wanted to have a bit of fun before he died. A nice pension goes a long way in Cambodia. He was probably just a mail carrier, or an office clerk like Henry.




    Big Fred, kind Fred — a rescuer of taxi girls, a literary figure, and a wealthy industrialist all rolled up into one, a real humanitarian. He was a mythical American figure living in an American style ranch house 10 kilometers northwest of the airport. He walked around his property looking like a man who had once been ‘someone,’ a man of class and breeding.




    Sometimes helicopters dropped out of the sky and wild eyed Khmer’s in tracksuits would visit. Once the American ambassador dropped in for an afternoon of tea and biscuits and carefully inspected Fred’s property and valuables including his concubine. At the time Fred had four girls living with him but it got too much for the old man so he paid them to leave. A good story, but that’s all it was. Henry never saw the helicopters, the ambassador, or any wild-eyed Khmers. He barely saw big Fred.




    As Henry neared the house he stopped for a moment and looked at the property. Not bad, a Khmer style house sat in the middle of the land. He had built it himself with plans he got of the Internet. To the left a wire pen, empty now, pig farming turned out to be less than a lucrative business. Pigs ate too much and it cost more to feed them then they were actually worth. If Henry were a butcher he would have had a comfortable life, but he knew nothing about carving up a pig. The rotting boards on the porch needed replacing, and the hedgerow on the side of the house a good trimming, otherwise the place looked fine. Dry season work, he thought, it should have been done last month. He remembered his bags on the side of the road, and old man picking through his shirts and underwear.




    He started up the motorbike and made his way up the dirt path stopping under the shade of the banana tree. It was quiet, the kind of mid afternoon silence that could drive a man crazy. This was the best time of day to sleep and dream of what was, or what might have been. To make love in the heat, and he remembered the days in the side room off the kitchen. The way Keo smelled, the way she tasted…




    As the door swung opened he quickly forgot bodies rolling around on clean sheets. She stared at him for a moment and he smiled. He saw the old M1, the gun she had taken into the jungle to hunt the white elephant. She hated the elephant. She was just a simple girl with deep superstitions and unbreakable fears. She hated it because it frightened her. She didn’t want to share her space with something that brought on such terror. It was only a myth, a dream from her childhood. There was no white elephant, like there were no ghosts, headless vampires, or evil spirits, he told her.




    She smiled, raised the gun and pointed it at him. She was never really good at closing one eye so she left both open making her a better shot then he ever was. She had the white elephant in her sites. He got off the bike and took a step toward the house.




    The first shot hit the mirror and sent glass and bits of metal past his head. He felt a stinging sensation in his arm and looked down and saw a small stream of blood. The next shot was above his head, ripping a small limb from the banana tree. He put his arm up signaling for her to stop. His hand, the damn tattoo of a star that she hated, that’s going to piss her off, he thought. The magazine held eight bullets and she had only used two. He remembered how angry she could get.




    He could see the headlines in the Cambodia Daily, “Foreign Man Killed by Angry Khmer Wife.” They would show his passport photograph, it was in the left side corner of his desk. For Keo, perhaps the picture that was stuck to his wall her wearing a bikini holding a bottle of Coke. Better days as the third bullet tore a two-inch whole in the banana tree. Sweet Jesus that was just too close.




    Her mother joined her on the porch shouting something in Khmer and waving her shoe above her head. She threw it at him, both eyes open, and like her daughter she had perfect aim. The shoe hit Henry above his nose in the middle of his forehead. I am the white elephant of your nightmares. I am returning to the jungle to lick my wounds, he thought.




    As Henry drove down seven-kilometer road big Fred was still sitting on his porch. Fred looked happy and stoned, gazing at the sky waiting for the Ambassador, or maybe a visit from Hun Sens nephew — a bit of ganja and a quick shag from one of his Taxi girls.




    He heard that Fred’s girls had all the right moves, did all the right things. Fred had the right idea, with his smoke, his v-tabs, and his taxi girls. Henry’s life was a complete joke and he wanted out. He wanted to head for the airport, jump on the first plane back to the states and get a real job. Trade the guns and the ganja for a suit and a tie, and a new set of golf clubs.




    3.




    She broke a nail. She had put the M1 back under the floorboards, but first wrapped it in canvas like he had showed her. Her hands smelled like gunpowder, and her new blouse had a small hole where a shell casing had hit. She had dressed nice that morning, a red top and a pair of jeans. She had pulled back her hair just right; the way he liked it. ‘Boom Stuff,’ the smell would linger at least for the next several hours. The M1’s magazine had only 8 bullets and she had only used three. She figured on all eight — the final bullet hitting him between the eyes, but her anger had subsided. If he had come a few weeks earlier she would have used all of them.
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