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  INTRODUCTION




  I first went to Cambodia as a young man because it seemed the most exotic and dangerous place in the world to go. Like so many others, I was drawn by its recent history of tragedy, its continued lack of stability and its tremendous ruins at Angkor Wat. I also went because my mother had specifically asked me not to, and I was still at the age where annoying my mother was something I delighted in. Now I feel ashamed of most of those reasons, especially as I quickly learned that Cambodia’s was an ancient and complex culture where real people dealt with real problems and had immediate and far more pressing concerns that more or less ignored all of the romantic obsessions I had brought with me.




  So I began to go back to Cambodia over the years, taking the short trip from Ho Chi Minh City to Phnom Penh whenever I could, meeting and losing friends and watching Cambodia change. I also watched Phnom Penh grow into one of Asia’s most enchanting cities, the kind of place that traps expatriates, artists and writers and renders them all fiercely protective of their adopted home.




  Cambodia became a place that obsessed me. I slowly built up an enormous library of books about it, and began to count members of the Cambodian diaspora among my friends, neighbours and spiritual advisors. I taught English to Buddhist monks in a ramshackle Cambodian monastery in the suburbs of Sydney, I ate at the one or two Cambodian noodle bars nearby, and I dreamed of Phnom Penh, always.




  Most of my trips to Cambodia were, of necessity, short, but they took place over a number of years, allowing me to really be aware of the enormous changes happening there. When I knew I would be writing this book I took two, much longer, trips and it was during these that I collected most of the stories you will read here.




  Many of the things that enchant me about Cambodia also serve to aggravate me sometimes. The clear and sometimes prim morality of the Cambodian people occasionally infuriates me, but at the same time I appreciate the tremendous kindness they show to each other, and the depth of consideration they have for the sufferings of all. There is a consciousness that all are linked in this chain of suffering, and those without gratitude or mercy are viewed with suspicion and contempt.




  People are shy, but once you have their trust they include you so completely in their lives that it can become bewildering. Cambodians have a passion for communication, and are happiest when surrounded with people. In this high-tech age people have extended that sense of communication to embrace all kinds of technology, and the frenzied connection continues via telephones and Facebook. The poverty of most everyone I know causes them to be energetic and resourceful, but hardly anyone is willing to sacrifice friendship for any kind of financial gain.




  Perhaps more than any other country in the world at the moment, Cambodia is the subject of speed tourism. Vast tour groups from many countries fly in for two or three days, often only visiting the ruins of Angkor, then leave again. It is such a shame, because Phnom Penh, Cambodia’s capital, is an exquisite place that offers some of the finest comforts available in Asia, and Cambodia’s small towns and cities are almost universally beguiling, with their remnants of colonial architecture, their slightly scuffed appearance and their quiet and shy but smiling inhabitants. Almost any detour off the beaten track in Cambodia is immensely rewarding, though accomplishing it may not be easy.




  I realise I’ve barely mentioned Angkor Wat in this book, but that is perhaps a reaction to the fact that, after the despicable Pol Pot period, it is the subject of most other books about Cambodia. There is no denying its hypnotic fascination. Nothing can beat that first sight of it as you approach in the early morning. No-one is prepared for its size or its majesty. I am secretly an Angkor tragic, my interest fuelled by a lesser-known Cambodian obsession with the occult meanings of Angkor Wat and its prophetic purpose.




  But this book is about the people of Cambodia, my friends and acquaintances who have enriched my life with their love, their warmth and their profound generosity. I can’t ignore some of the tragic elements of Cambodian history as much as I might have wanted to. The fact is that in Cambodia, the history of the Khmer Rouge years still lives, and everyone still talks about it, even people born years after its end. I have a feeling Cambodia will remain haunted by its past for several generations to come.




  Yet there is so much more to Cambodia, its people and its culture than skulls, destruction and ruins. I hope I will convey to you the ever-present sense of magic that is alive in Cambodia, the wonderful ways in which people express their spiritual ideas in their everyday lives, and the great attention to small aesthetic detail. And I make no apologies for frequently alluding to the tremendous physical beauty of the Cambodian people. It is there, it is noteworthy, and I will not deny it.




  Cambodia is rich in beauty. Its stark, unique rural landscape—dry for so much of the year until it floods and becomes rich and fruitful—is often invoked by its people, who all romanticise an idea of rurality that sometimes hides the starker truths of poverty, malnutrition and lack of access to education and health services. But one of the most remarkable days in my life was spent in the rice fields of Kompong Speu in the dry season. I was in the company of a farmer who knew no English, and we spent the day collecting the fruits of the ubiquitous palm trees, the juice of which he would later turn into sugar.




  When we finally reached the river, muddy and brown at this hottest and driest part of the year, we ate the parcels of sticky rice and dried fish he had carried for us, and then, with no words at all, we stripped and plunged into the thick water. Nothing had ever seemed colder or more refreshing, though when we emerged we were covered in a viscous brown sheen that I retained till I showered in my pristine hotel room later that night.




  As we walked home we stumbled upon a line of young monks picking their way along the narrow paths that delineate the rice paddies. They shrieked and ran towards us when they saw us, boys once again, forgetting their monastic vows of sobriety and self-possession. And suddenly I was aware of the gifts of this remarkable place—a simple, unpretentious hospitality and a willingness to allow me, a stranger, into their world if I was willing to accept them as they were.




  I carry parts of Cambodia with me always, not least because the incredibly tech-savvy inhabitants of Phnom Penh are constantly online, and at any time of the day or night I am likely to receive an SMS, email or Facebook message from a monk, a hairdresser, a composer or a sandwich hand asking me how things are and telling me all the latest gossip. But I have also been changed by the manners and attitudes of my Cambodian friends, and the sensibilities I picked up during my longer stays in their country. A more careful attention to the pride and dignity of others, a softer and more forgiving approach to friends’ foibles, and a capacity to simply sit and wait, because it will all happen at the right time.




  I hope this book will bring alive some of the charms of Cambodia, whether you have visited it before or not. The lavishly and extravagantly painted temple interiors, the presence of old spirits and ghostly guardians, and the sometimes down-at-heel, but always exquisite, symmetry of its architecture and art. This is an account of my memories and experiences. I don’t seek to tell the story of Cambodian history—that has been done so much better in greater books. I don’t claim to speak for Cambodians, or understand completely their culture. All I have done is tell you some of the stories of the wonderful and fascinating people I encountered during my journeys. They have blessed me with their spirit, their good humour and their stories. I hope you will love them as much as I do.
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  LOOKING FOR PEK VANNAK




  Pek Vannak had once been my friend. But that was a long time ago in a very different Cambodia: in 1996, when I first visited, we had been inseparable companions exploring a scarred and crazy Phnom Penh that barely felt like a town at all. Now he was lost, he had been lost for years, and who knew where he was. Maybe in America? He had always said he had close family in America, and he had shown me their photographs and their letters. These were sacred objects to him. Maybe he had been one of the lucky few who had made it and was living his dream in some obscure suburb of Houston or New Jersey. But I wanted to find him, to make this connection with my fractured past, and so I enlisted one of my friends, Mak, to come with me to his old street address. Having been back in Cambodia just a few days, I found myself thinking of Pek Vannak constantly.




  Walking up and down the street I was totally lost. There was nothing to remind me of those nights sixteen years ago when we would sit in his front room watching TV and eating barbecued chicken on skewers. This was the middle of the day, there was a thriving, stinking market on the street, and people were everywhere. At last arriving at the address, my heart sank. There stood before us a massive new building, maybe only two years old, one that had swallowed up a half-dozen of the old shop houses that once stood there, Pek Vannak’s among them.




  We began asking people if they had known him. No-one had. People were helpful, even curious, but, they explained politely, these shops were all new and all the old people had moved out long ago. There was a man on the street fixing watches at a little wooden box. He looked old and comfortable, the type of guy you can imagine had done exactly the same thing for sixteen years.




  ‘What did you say his name was?’ he asked, cocking a deaf ear to our enquiries. Mak was clutching a piece of paper on which I had written the old address, the one where I used to send letters, postcards and photographs. It was written in English, of course, but the old guy stared at it bravely for a moment.




  ‘Can’t help you,’ he said, handing it back. ‘I can’t speak English.’




  I jumped forward, insisting we keep trying. ‘But tell him what Pek looked like. He was so distinctive—short and slim but horribly scarred, his nose and lips half torn away.’




  The old man laughed when this description was translated to him. ‘Well, that’s not a face you’d be likely to forget,’ he said. ‘But I’m certain—no-one lives around here who looks like that.’




  ‘How long have you been here?’ we asked.




  ‘Two years, maybe three,’ he said, looking apologetic. When he noticed my sad face he looked concerned and said, ‘I hope you find your friend. You are a good man to remember an old friend like that. I hope you can be reunited.’




  We walked doggedly up and down the street, staring hopefully into houses and shops, asking shop assistants and soft-drink sellers and motoduhps, but all of them shook their heads and smiled in an embarrassed, apologetic way, hoping we’d go away and not ask them more questions. Pek Vannak’s house had been bulldozed, there was no getting away from the fact. It had been replaced with a pink faux-marble edifice that housed jewellery shops on its ground floor and apartments above. My search was hopeless.




  And yet it felt so good to look for him, even if I couldn’t find him. I was talking about him, and people were engaged in my search, in my interest. People were treating me with sympathy and kindness, as a person who needed help. It brought out the best in everyone. Mak told me there is a TV show that reunites people lost during Pol Pot times. Maybe you could go on that, he suggested. I considered the possibility.




  Memories of the friends of one’s youth always remain the most powerful. The myth of Pek Vannak had grown in my mind over the years. His absence, his difference, his vulnerability—all had become exaggerated totems for me, taunting me with my own lack of constancy, my own failures as a friend: I had never sent him money and in the end I had stopped communicating with him. And now he was lost, forever.
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  Back in 1996 I was a much younger man, dazed and confused and wandering around Phnom Penh like the lost soul I was. I spent much of my day on the grounds of Wat Koh, at that time a busy urban monastery packed to the gills with young monks. I was enchanted by the place, and would be up at four in the morning in order to get to prayers on time and then hang out in the monks’ quarters.




  The monks there were all wonderful characters. The old ones were very thin and somewhat haunted, all of them survivors of the Khmer Rouge times and many of them veterans of one army or another; it pays not to ask in Cambodia. As Nic Dunlop, biographer of Comrade Duch, one of the Khmer Rouge’s most hideous butchers, writes: ‘As a fighting force, the Khmer Rouge no longer existed, but former members were everywhere: as government officials, army generals, village leaders. As one Cambodian put it, “They are all around us; we live among the tigers.”’




  But it didn’t stop me being endlessly curious and the thought always lingered in the back of my mind: what army had they fought in? And, once you started asking questions, the monks quickly fell into stories of war, fighting, bloodshed. They were carriers of story, and those stories were inconceivably horrible. Talking to them I could see the truth of what Vann Nath, an artist who recorded the hideous torture inflicted on Cambodians at the infamous Tuol Sleng prison in Phnom Penh, said: ‘The legacy of the Khmer Rouge lives on today—in the separated families, the orphans, the thousands of haunted, wounded people.’ These monks, slender and watchful as they smoked cigarettes and squatted in their thin orange robes, were indeed haunted.




  What they had lived through was impossible for me, with my life of privilege and peace, to even imagine. They had existed in a time of no culture, no religion and not even any medicine. I have been stunned to read over the years of the wilful stupidity of the Khmer Rouge ruling machine, who were unequipped to provide even the basics of civilised existence. In Khmer Rouge hospitals, untrained nurses were, according to journalist Joel Brinkley, ‘injecting patients with Pepsi or coconut milk’.




  The younger monks at Wat Koh were mostly from the provinces, smooth-skinned and improbably muscular young men with bright eyes, cheeky smiles and curious minds. Smuggling me into the quarters was one of their great games, and I would be seated in the corner and treated like a pet. I didn’t mind. I had nothing else to do.




  One of the other activities on the monastery grounds was an English conversation club, which lasted all afternoon. Local university students would gather and chat in broken English. To be honest I tended to avoid this. I know it was churlish of me, but the conversations were always painful and stilted, the same five or six questions asked over and over whenever someone new arrived.




  But one afternoon, bored and desperate for company, I wandered over to the big shady tree with its concrete benches scattered below. There was the usual gathering of students, all of them impeccably dressed (at that stage most universities in Phnom Penh required a uniform—some still do) and terrified at my presence. Conversation rolled along at the pace of molasses, and I was at the point of desperation when a quiet young man appeared. He was tall and in profile exceptionally beautiful, with curly hair which, though more common in Cambodia than elsewhere in Asia, was still unusual enough to make me notice.




  Aware of my look, he turned to face me and smiled. Seeing him face on, it was all I could do to stifle a gasp. I am certain my eyes must have expressed my shock and even revulsion: the exquisitely handsome right side of his face was balanced by a hideously scarred left side. His left nostril was torn away and the lip under it ripped jaggedly. A pitted scar ran all the way up to his left eye, which was pulled down into an unusual angle. ‘Hello monsieur,’ he said, smiling in his strange way and reaching out a hand. ‘My name is Pek.’




  Pek and I chatted, and I was charmed by him. I suppose my interest was flavoured with pity, and a certain condescending fascination that someone so unfortunately disfigured should also be smart, sweet and funny. He was a university student studying French and English literature. A country boy, he had come to Phnom Penh and was living with his rich Chinese aunt over by the Independence Monument. This aunt was a stall holder at Central Market, at one of the elegant raised booths right in the middle of the market. And so began my strange familiarity with this most iconic building in Phnom Penh. Pek casually asked what hotel I was staying at, and I blithely told him. After half an hour or so I left and we waved at each other, both refreshed by this unusual and mutually satisfying meeting.




  Pek and I quickly developed an intense, even romantic, relationship, though it was entirely chaste. We would sit together stiffly on my bed and watch whatever was on TV. Pek had an insatiable taste for television, having grown up without one. He would drive me around Phnom Penh on his motorbike, taking me to the museum or to visit relatives and friends working at various shops around the city. We would eat, but I quickly learned that, because of his facial deformities, Pek couldn’t take spicy food—the various mucal responses to chilli or pepper caused him severe pain.




  He neglected his English conversation club and became jealous of my time and friendships with other Cambodians. He distrusted the motivations of the handsome young monks and warned me to stay away from the pagoda. One of his familial obligations was to work a few shifts a week at his aunt’s stall at the Central Market, a huge Art Deco pile in the centre of Phnom Penh, and he insisted I accompany him. And so I sat incongruously on the raised platform behind the elegant antique wood and glass cabinets selling silver Buddha statues and huge penises carved from bone. It was an eclectic collection of objets d’art, and in those days business was not very brisk. The stall holders here sat right next to each other, with no physical barrier marking their stall out from the one next to it. I would regularly stray over into a neighbour’s stock, but this was an accepted practice, and if you sold one of your neighbour’s knick-knacks you would get a cut of the resulting profit.




  I was, of course, a great object of fascination to the neighbouring stallholders. As I sat uncomfortably on a tall stool, one by one they would come by to see me and pepper me with questions. Being inveterate retailers, they were all multi-lingual and the conversation would range freely from English into Chinese and Vietnamese, where I was comfortable, and even into French and Khmer, where I was entirely lost. The sweet, plump-faced old lady at the next stall would give me little gifts every time I came: a tiny tiger rendered in silver; a beautiful little Buddha carved in wood; a minute Kwan Yin made from bone. I still have all of these charms. ‘You are such a good man,’ she would say, cupping my face with her soft hand. ‘To be so kind to this poor, luckless boy. To give him your attention. You make him so happy. Just look at his terrible face,’ she said, switching to Vietnamese to save his feelings, though he knew exactly what she was saying. ‘He will never find a wife. I pity him.’




  Pek seemed oblivious to these public displays of pity, which he attracted as a matter of course. Being hideously disfigured was not at all uncommon in Cambodia in the 90s, a country more literally scarred by war and internal conflict than any other. But when he and I were alone we would never, ever talk about the way he looked. And I had been brought up never to ask difficult or personal questions, even if I was burning with curiosity. And so I never knew what had happened to him.
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  Cambodians set great store in friendship. One of their favourite folk tales is that of Khvak and Khven, a blind man and a cripple who combine forces to become rich and powerful. The sharp-eyed cripple is carried about on the back of the strong and dogged blind man, and together they are unstoppable. I frequently saw statues of the two in temple courtyards, where their little moral tale made them the perfect allegorical figures.




  Frustrated by wavering insistence on walking up and down that useless street, and bored by my slightly lost and vacant state, Mak finally said, ‘This is boring, chasing after some ghost in your past. Let’s go to Olympic Market.’ Olympic Market was always where we went when were bored or hot. In fact, it wasn’t the market we were visiting at all. We would walk straight by it, down through the multitudinous pharmacies and past furniture shops till we reached a section of town that seemed to specialise in soft drinks, beer and dry goods.




  In this stretch, trucks big and small would load themselves with all kinds of mysterious produce—one day it was an entire load of plastic rocking horses—and head off to provincial cities. Our unlikely hang was a truck stop cafe, the kind of place that sold cheap food and iced drinks to the hot and exhausted transport workers. The proprietor was a thin Chinese man with a nasty black dog that would always lunge at me. He knew exactly six words each in English, Vietnamese, Mandarin and French, and it was on this basis that we would converse for great lengths of time. Our chats were normally over the daily paper, a particularly sensationalist broadsheet that he read carefully throughout the day. It was safest if we stuck to the pictorial section in the middle, which offered a weird collection of salacious and funny pictures stolen from the internet and affixed with Khmer captions. Elephants holding babies, monks doing bad things, men swallowing snakes—these were the items that delighted us both, and once we’d finished our analysis the pictures would be passed around to the assorted truck drivers and manual labourers who sat about the cafe shirtless, drinking cheap iced tea. This man became my friend, and he would bounce with excitement whenever I returned from a few days out of town. I met his children, though never his wife. I shared his home—he lived in the cafe when it was closed late at night—and we shared some intimacies in the thirty words we could converse in.




  My Cambodian friend told him the story of my fruitless search, and all of the cafe listened in. The truck drivers, the load carriers, the delivery boys from the provinces, all nodded quietly and added their opinions and suggestions, their eyes filled with sympathy.




  And it occurred to me that all of these people had lost friends and loved ones in much more tragic and hopeless circumstances. But they showed nothing but warmth and concern about my plight. Perhaps this shared experience connected all of us, showed us that everyone, in poverty or in privilege, loses someone important. All of these men had lost a friend, and my own loss had somehow put us all on an equal footing.
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  A GATHERING OF MONKS




  The squat, dark and bass-voiced young monk had invited me to a little event he was organising. ‘Just a quick thing I have arranged at the Buddhist Institute,’ he said. ‘It would be so nice if you could come.’ When I agreed, he arranged for someone to collect me and was very pedantic about me writing down the correct date, time and location. ‘We’d all be so pleased to see you at our small gathering,’ he said charmingly.




  The casual nature of the invitation and the fact that when I travel I resolve never to say no to any invitation, caused me to accept, though I had grave misgivings. From experience I knew that official Buddhist events in Asia could be ghastly affairs, with long speeches in languages I did not understand. They were also opportunities for me to make multiple social gaffes. But the monk’s charming and offhand invitation lulled me into thinking it would be a casual affair that I could duck into and out of, so I duly noted it down in my calendar.




  When the day arrived I had decided to dress a notch above my usual slovenliness. I was aware that this was a monastic gathering, and that it was at Phnom Penh’s rather palatial Buddhist Institute, and the small measure of social propriety that still rests in my weary conscience forced me to wear a button-up shirt and my best pair of jeans. In truth, I had nothing more respectable in my suitcase.




  As we approached the building I became rather disturbed to see that the institute’s main reception hall was overflowing with monks, hundreds of them buzzing away as they greeted each other, constantly throwing the ends of their orange robes over their shoulders, or pulling the cloth more tightly against their bodies to avoid unseemly slippage.




  Vibol, the event’s organiser and the man who had invited me, came running down the stairs to greet me. ‘You have come!’ he cried, grabbing me by the hands in a most casual and un-monk-like fashion. ‘This way, sir, everything has been organised for you.’ This talk of organisation made me instantly wary. How much organisation had my presence at this ‘casual gathering’ required?




  But this gathering was becoming increasingly less casual by the second. Entering the hall I saw a massive banner declaring the celebration of World Human Rights Day, one of those days declared by the United Nations that Cambodia tends to celebrate as a public holiday. I had wondered why everyone wanted to meet for lunch today, and I was already regretting the beers I’d had with my friends a couple of hours before.




  One side of the vast hall was taken up with monks, young and old, wearing the subtly shifting shades of Buddhist robe, some reflecting sectarian provenance, others reflecting nothing more than an eye for fashion. Robes come in a variety of fabrics and colour in Cambodia, though all fell within a limited palette, starting at day-glo orange and ending in a deep purple. At the very front row sat the Patriarch of Cambodian Buddhism, an elderly fellow with a quick smile and a demure but still present twinkle in his eye.




  The other side was taken up with lay people, male and female. The front row was politicians and the miscellaneously ennobled, who are numerous in Cambodia and have a lot of time on their hands. The next row was movie stars and singers, and there at the end was an empty seat that I realised, long before it was explained, was intended for me. All of the men were sweating in suits, and all the women dressed in crisp white blouses and exquisite silken sarongs. I glanced down at my thoroughly disreputable outfit, hardly different from what I’d wear on an inter-city bus, and my heart sank.




  I was slowly, painfully introduced to all of the VIPs, the monks first. I was at home with monks, though I winced when I was described as ‘the famous Buddhist writer’, all the time conscious of the smell of beer on my breath. When it came time to meet the non-religious I was a mess, recklessly screwing up the complex system of sampeah, the pressed hand greetings that are raised higher or lower according to the status of the person you are being introduced to. I’d almost certainly offended a whole host of ‘excellencies’—as every second person I met was addressed—with my clueless hand gestures. The showbiz folk were easier, many of them proffering a hand to be shaken, Western style.




  Taking my ridiculously elevated place, the monk Vibol rushed over and squatted by me. ‘No problems, sir, everything has been organised. You will be giving us a quick speech on Buddhism and human rights. Not to worry—whatever comes to mind. People just want to hear you.’ I glanced around me in a wild panic, and crossed and uncrossed my legs, trying to hide the scuffed and dusty shoes I’d so casually thrown on. I had been lured here under false pretences, a lamb to the slaughter. I was about to make a fool of myself in front of a couple of hundred of Cambodia’s most powerful people.




  Noticing my discomfort, Vibol smiled and placed a comforting hand on my shoulder. ‘Oh don’t worry,’ he said. ‘You are a clever and educated man. You will have no problems speaking to us on this subject. Besides, it’s just a couple of words, that’s all.’




  ‘How long, exactly?’ I asked, hoping that I might escape with a warm greeting and a few clichés about how much I respected Buddhism and Cambodia’s place in the world.




  ‘Not long at all,’ responded the monk. ‘I’ve got you down for twenty minutes.’




  ‘But that’s impossible!’ I said. ‘I can’t speak on such a complex subject unprepared. You really must excuse me from speaking—can’t someone else do it?’




  The monk looked worried for a fraction of a moment, but his smile returned as he regained his natural confidence in my abilities. ‘Oh, you exaggerate,’ he said. ‘You’ll be fine. Besides, it’s really only ten minutes—someone will translate you after each sentence.’ The thought of this added complexity made me even more terrified, and I began to sweat like crazy.




  The event began, and we stood up through Cambodia’s unexpectedly long national anthem and then for an even longer official Buddhist anthem. Then someone sang a long-ish patriotic song, all while we continued standing. Finally we relaxed, though my mind was racing through a million possibilities on that subject I’d never in my lifetime given even a moment’s consideration: Buddhism and human rights. Everyone was up on their feet again as the Patriarch took the platform, and then down again for a politician, a millionaire and a movie star. These were all pretty substantial speeches, and I was hoping that by the end of them all there would not actually be any time left for my appearance.




  As the movie star was headed into the final forty-five minutes of his off-the-cuff speech, the harried MC came running down the aisle. ‘Are you ready, professor? You are on next.’




  ‘I’m not a professor,’ I said, causing the MC to check his script in an annoyed fashion.




  ‘It says here you are,’ he insisted. ‘Anyway, it doesn’t matter. Makes you sound better. You don’t have a jacket you could wear?’




  ‘No,’ I apologised. ‘I had no idea I’d be speaking . . .’ The pained expression crossed his face again, and the small school boy in shorts and long socks that was standing with him giggled.




  ‘Where’s my translator?’ I demanded, deciding to take an offensive stand to regain some of my dignity.




  ‘Here,’ said the MC, pushing forward the skinny child. I had a sinking feeling that we were designated to be the novelty act. Was I going to be asked to play the harmonica next? In the thunderous applause that followed the end of the actor’s speech, I began to rise out of my seat with great trepidation. The young woman who had been assigned my protector beamed up at me as a bank of lights were being wheeled into place in front of the stage and a handful of cameramen began to position themselves.




  ‘So exciting,’ she said, guiding me into the aisle towards the front of the auditorium. ‘We have just discovered your speech is going to be televised,’ she whispered into my ear, leading me up the stairs to the platform. Taking my place behind the lectern, almost delirious from fear and anxiety, she handed me a plastic bottle of water and, just before she left me alone, she told me her final, delicious, piece of news.




  ‘And it’s going out live!’
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  THE TRUCK DRIVER


  AND HIS GHOST




  The day after my disastrous speech, I was scheduled to take my first ever trip to Battambang, Cambodia’s second city, some 300 kilometres northwest, and five hours in a cramped local bus from Phnom Penh. I had already been a month in the city, and almost every time I headed down to get a bus ticket I would flick open one of the local papers and the front page story was invariably something like: horror bus smash—5 dead. The Khmer-language papers were worse, featuring full-colour photos of the mutilated bodies and the ruined buses, cars and motorcycles. Cambodia was going through an epidemic of traffic accidents, and wizards, shamans and miscellaneous fortune tellers across the country were busy selling charms, talismans and special lucky pendants that would guarantee people safe passage. The drivers were fleeing the scenes of these crashes, fearing being murdered by mobs of angry bystanders.




  The morning I was scheduled to leave for Battambang, my travelling companion Panit arrived bright and early at my room, brandishing that day’s edition of the most lurid newspaper. ‘Happened again,’ he stated cheerily. ‘Six dead in devastating crash on the road to Sihanoukville. One of them a foreigner!’




  ‘Perhaps we shouldn’t go,’ I said, my eyes lingering on the two-page spread of horrific photographs.




  ‘Are you mad!’ said Panit, his eyes flashing with fear. ‘My mother has been preparing for us for days. Besides, nothing will happen to us—I have this.’ He lifted his T-shirt to expose a piece of plaited white cotton wrapped around his waist. This was his own magical belt, a thing he often invoked when embarking on any act of recklessness. I remembered that one of its most important functions, often described, was full protection against automobile accidents. ‘I have this, and as for you, you are a good man—you don’t have any karma to be involved in a bus crash. Quickly, get packed—we leave in half an hour.’




  The bus station was a kind of clichéd third-world horror story, dense with beggars, women with babies, and huge piles of stuff to be transported by the buses as they crossed the country. With no functioning domestic postal service, Cambodians rely on the buses to take even small things to their families in the provinces. Panit regularly sent fruit, photographs, clothes and even money to his family in the hills surrounding Battambang using the bus post. It was up to him to call them and tell them to be at the bus station at the right time to collect their packages.
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