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			PRAISE FOR CAMBODIA NOIR

			“Cambodia Noir is not for the fainthearted. Nick Seeley’s debut novel takes the reader into the Inner Circle of Hell: Phnom Penh, Cambodia, a city of drugs, death, and violence. Seeley’s characters are alive, until they’re not, and his plotting and pacing are as sharp and original as his writing.”

			—Nelson DeMille

			“The more dissolute photojournalist Will Keller looks for a disappeared young intern, the more he needs to watch his back. Monsoon-fueled Phnom Penh rumbles with murderous cops, an impending military coup, machete assassinations, and swerving motorbike rides on pitch-black roads. Nick Seeley’s Cambodia Noir is a mangrove swamp of a thriller you won’t put down. A terrific read.”

			—Jason Matthews, New York Times bestselling author of Red Sparrow and Palace of Treason

			“When you think there is nothing new on the mystery scene, a debut blasts into your orbit and excites all the feelings that reading a great novel once bestowed. Imagine a Graham Greene of the zeitgeist, sprinkled with the audacity of John Burdett, fueled with a narrative reminiscent of the early Deaver or indeed King in his prime, and then add the finesse, the art of James Sallis and you have Cambodia Noir. It is that good, heartbreaking, and brutal, insightful and deeply informative, as if Paul Theroux suddenly wrote an Ellroy homage. It strikes chords of all the great novelists. Best of all, it not only reestablishes noir as a serious and imaginative genre, but manages to place it in a whole new dimension of exciting possibilities.”

			—Ken Bruen, award-winning author of The Guards

			“How do you sum up a book as layered as Cambodia Noir? It’s a riveting sequence of meticulously choreographed psychological stripteases. It’s an eat-you-up-suck-you-in page-turner. Cambodia Noir is refreshingly rich with human emotion and unsolvable problems. ­Seeley is an imaginative storyteller with a journalist’s eye for detail. You feel that on every page of this bubbling cauldron of a book.”

			—Caroline Kepnes, author of You and Hidden Bodies

			“International journalist Seeley’s debut novel puts the traditional noir story on ’roids. . . . The fast-moving narrative is like riding through Phnom Penh’s streets on the back of a motorcycle. . . . Delivers an up-close, jarring look at a city rocked with unrest and an atmospheric take on that enduring noir protagonist, the dissolute foreign correspondent. A sinuous, shattering thriller.”

			—Booklist (starred review)

			“A super debut from a talent to watch in the coming years. It’s quite a tale, one that sweeps the reader into peril and passion, all unraveling at the perfect pace. A treat from start to finish.”

			—Steve Berry, New York Times bestselling author of The Patriot Threat and The Templar Legacy

			“If ever a case was made for place as character in a novel, Seeley makes it here with scene after nightmarish scene. . . . This is distinctive work. The plotting is wily and entertaining, the take on Cambodia, trenchant and disturbing.”

			—Kirkus Reviews

			“Seeley gets Phnom Penh in the same way that John Burdett gets Bangkok, with descriptions so vivid that even if Seeley never mentioned the city by name, anyone who had ever spent time there would recognize it immediately. The thriller unfolds at a breakneck pace, with a backdrop of unrest and upheaval, and characters that blur (or totally obliterate) the lines between good and bad. Seeley impresses on every count.”

			—BookPage, Top Mystery Pick

			“A compelling story of depravity and redemption with echoes of Twin Peaks and the bleakest works of Jim Thompson.”

			—Publishers Weekly, “On the Radar” Debut Fiction Pick

			“Nick Seeley’s Cambodia Noir is a tense and compelling neo-noir. This striking debut makes it clear that Seeley is a fine storyteller and a master of narrative voice. Highly recommended for readers looking for edgy and artfully crafted suspense.”

			—Mark Wisniewski, author of Watch Me Go

			“Gritty, atmospheric . . . A powerhouse debut from a future star.”

			—Steve Ulfelder, Edgar Award–nominated author of Wolverine Bros. Freight & Storage

			“This thriller has it all: sex, drugs, and mystery.”

			—Metro

			“[A] journey to the heart of drug-fueled noirness . . . Nick Seeley keeps the pace cranked up. The writing is crisp and edgy, staccato.”

			—New York Journal of Books

			“Propulsive, entertaining, and slightly psychotic, Cambodia Noir is an enticing blend of politics, drugs, and mayhem. This ambitious first thriller from Nick Seeley, a journalist who spent a decade in the Middle East and Southeast Asia, is not for the faint of heart. . . . ­Cambodia Noir is a fast-paced, surreal journey through an out-of-control nation. . . . A violent, unforgettable thriller.”

			—Shelf Awareness

			“Reads like a dark collaboration between Graham Greene and Hunter Thompson, with a dash of a coherent William Burroughs thrown in . . . I loved every word of this gorgeous, frightening work. . . . It’s a drug that will stay in your system long after you think you’ve expelled it. And like a drug, it should come with a warning label. It’s that good.”

			—Bookreporter

			“A high-octane thrill ride.”

			—The Daily Telegraph
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For Kate, who made it possible.




DIARY


June 28, 2003


[image: Images]Airports kill me.


I need to stop thinking about Paris, which is close to impossible at the best of times. But in the farthest wing of Frankfurt terminal, a couple of hours before dawn, as I’m waiting for a plane to carry me away to a city whose name I cannot properly pronounce . . . well, it’s a terrible place to be alone with one’s thoughts. The lights went dim sometime after two, taking the incessant chatter of Sky News with them, so I have no way of knowing quite what time it is. It feels like the heat’s gone, too, and I’m sitting wrapped like a bonbon in souvenir scarves, scribbling nonsense.


For the first hour or so I kept my eyes closed and tried to picture beautiful things: the quiet terraces of Machu Picchu at dawn, or the minarets of Istanbul from the window of a descending plane. But all I could see were the catacombs, with their walls of silent skulls and femurs. In the air-conditioned chill, I felt like I was still down there, rubbing elbows with six million Parisian dead. It was peaceful. No war or massacre filled these halls with bones: they were carted here at night to clear out the city’s teeming cemeteries. In one spot, where the remains didn’t quite reach the low ceiling, someone had installed electric lamps on a wire, so you could see how far back the charnel house went: row upon row upon row, under glowing bulbs that swept into the dark like the lights of the Vincent Thomas Bridge. . . .


That’s when I smelled it: that perfume, like copper and roses, saturating the air around me, and my eyes snapped open. There was no one there, of course: just an airport, scented with nothing but industrial-strength cleanser and heartbreaking loneliness.


I have to think about something else!


Write something. Anything . . . eeny-meeny-miney-moe . . .


Keeping this journal is supposed to . . . I don’t know, make me aware or mindful or something. These days I’m not certain that’s such a good idea. A lot of my life would be better off forgotten. Perhaps I can find a certain ink that will fade, slowly, into the cream of the paper, taking all my history with it. Or just a marker: I can be like the post office girls in the war, inking out indiscretions from soldiers’ mash notes and love letters. My diary will read like the NSA’s Greatest Hits: page after page of neat black lines.


I’ve written things here I’ve never said out loud, things I’ve barely dared to think. Surely I could put down why I had to leave Paris?


But you would just think I was being ridiculous. Someday you’ll read this, laughing, shaking your head at the silly girl you used to be. You’ll wrack your brain, totally unable to imagine where you were when you wrote it, or what you might have been thinking.


Isn’t that what I’m hoping for, really, as I fill these blank pages? They hold the promise of that day: when I will be long gone, and you will have forgotten what it’s like to be haunted.




WILL


OCTOBER 3, 2003



I used to be good at this goddamn job.


Most guys act like there’s some big secret to shooting news, but that’s bullshit: 90 percent of everything is just being there. I was always there. I don’t buy the superstitions, the prayers or the signs and portents crap, but I had something: luck, a nose for it—whatever. Blood hit the street, I was the first one with a camera out.


Now I’m stumbling downstairs at 5:00 a.m., wondering how much I’ve missed. I should have known something was going down tonight, should have smelled it on the wind—


Instead I was fucking dreaming. Can’t remember what, but it felt important. Violent. Then the phone, and I was fighting, kicking, clawing my way back through last night’s whiskey and cigarette tar and dirty sheets, until I found the fucker under a pillow. Khieu’s voice on the line: that meant police stuff, probably drugs. Still, I almost went back to sleep. Fucked if I was getting out of bed to watch Cambodian cops score a few baggies of Captagon and yaba, and I told him so.


“This different,” Khieu said, voice calm as a telemarketer’s. “Police make raid on army.”


That got me up. Fortunately, I was still dressed.


I bounce off the wall at the bottom of the stairs and shove through the door into the garage. It’s packed with the low-grade touristic paintings and fake temple carvings my landlord sells on the street, and I try not to fall on my face as I squeeze past them. Fumble through the three padlocks on the security grate, morning air damp on my face.


The street outside is empty, silent. Mist hovers over the lawn of the National Museum across the road. On the corner, the motodops are sleeping on the seats of their bikes, knees in the air. They’re the hungry ones: nowhere else to go. As I hit the sidewalk, one of them wakes, pushes off his kickstand and starts nosing toward me. I shove past him—bad manners, but he drives too slow.


Prik’s still snoring. I swear, the Khmer guys call him Prik: means “hot stuff.” He’s got the most crapped-out two-stroke scooter I’ve ever seen, but he drives like he’s found a way off this rock. I shake him awake.


“Street 602—hurry!” He pivots into the seat like a gymnast. I jump on back and we’re off, spraying gravel over the dirt road.


Maybe we’ll make it.


I shut my eyes and feel the morning glide over me. As soon as I do, the dream comes back—like it was waiting. There’s a river, wide and dark and slow. Towers on fire in the night. And again that feeling it means something, that the world’s about to change—


The smell of rotting vegetables drags me back to the present. We’re passing the traffic circle where the neighborhood brings its garbage. This city hasn’t had regular services in decades, but the Khmers cling to some crazy sense of order, piling their trash in neat mounds on curbs and medians, sometimes seven or eight feet high before someone finally hauls it away.


Buildings flow by—shadows in the dark. French-colonial apartments from the fifties and sixties, peeling plaster, wrought iron dripping rust. I check my cameras as Prik slaloms around mud and potholes. At the corner a chunk of road is missing, and we have to slow to a crawl in the uneven dirt. Light a cigarette.


Khieu said the cops were going after the army. That’s messed up, even for Cambo. It’s no secret the army controls most of the drug trade—the stuff going overseas, anyway. The police have their own rackets going, and they leave the army alone. If this bust is for real, it’s a message—but who knows what it means? Maybe some general overreached, and this is a slap on the wrist from on high? Or a dumb show for the foreign governments that pump money into the war on drugs? The cops have been talking tough about trafficking lately. Good for business, with the government the way it is: roust a few pill factories, show the world Cambo hasn’t totally fallen apart.


But it could be something else completely. Since the election went bad, everyone’s a little wild. The PM didn’t get his majority, can’t form a government, so the state looks weak. All the old deals are breaking down. Hun Sen won’t fall—he’s been prime minister for twenty-five years, no one’s laying a glove on him. But who’s in his corner, who’s out in the cold? It’s all up for grabs, and the dogs are circling.


A little action would be nice: I gotta sell something.


Try to remember the last time I sold a picture that was actually news.


There is no news from Cambodia. These days everyone’s jazzed on Iraq, Bush’s war starting to go bad. I wanted real work, I’d go there, get embedded. Should be good for some bang-bang.


If anyone’d take you. Nine years out here, what are you?


Not much better than those empty fuckers hanging around the riverside, calling themselves journos as they shoot portraits of their hooker-girlfriends and blag for gear. Another ghost, whose luck ran out a long time ago—


Stop.


There’s stuff I’m not allowed to think about.


Lean forward so my mouth is by Prik’s ear. “Faster,” I say, in Khmer.


No more war zones. I can die here just as easy, and it’s more fun.





The address Khieu gave is in the middle of Phnom Penh, off a main road near the university. The streets are still dirt, but there’s more road than pothole. New apartments, villas with lawns for well-off businessmen and foreigners. Not the place you’d expect a drug bust. I lean forward again as we turn onto the side street:


“Slow down.”


Prik nods and eases off the gas. For a minute we’re coasting as I scan the silent houses: uneasy. It’s more than the square-john neighborhood, something else is making me nervous—a hint of warning in the air? In the distance I hear the crackle of a megaphone; shouted orders I can’t make out.


We turn the corner, still cruising slow, and I see the scene up ahead: beat-up cop cars lining the street, headlights picking out a house in the middle of the next block. More shouting from that bullhorn.


Now the feeling hits me full on: danger. I can almost smell it, coming from that lit-up house and blowing down the street, drifting over the cops huddled behind their cars and making the hair on their arms stand on end, slamming windows all along the block until it reaches me, setting the blood rushing to my hands and pricking like needles in my fingers—


It’s the smell of nerves on edge, of tempers frayed; of drawn knives, and fear, and things about to go very bad.


Prik feels nothing, doesn’t even tense, and I start to tell him to pull up, to wait, but as I open my mouth I see the nearest police car flash white—


For a second, everything stops. Then the air splits and shivers around us, and we’re spinning, unstuck from the pavement and skidding sideways off the road—


Crashing takes forever: Prik struggling with the handlebars, sparks flying as the chassis hits the ground. Numbness as we start to slide, in my leg and up my arm. I’m still hanging on to Prik, weightless as the bike drifts away from us, finally coming to a stop against a wall, and over and over in my head I see that car turning to fire. My ears are ringing—eventually I realize it’s the explosion, grenade probably, nothing big, but if we’d been closer—


Grenade.


The word snaps the world back into focus: You are in shock.


Sound comes back first: deafening spatters of gunfire. Screaming. Then pain, racing up my side where I’ve slid through the dirt. Prik’s a few feet away, up on one elbow, staring at the flaming wreckage of the police car. I grab his arm.


“Move! Now!”


We drag ourselves off the street, behind the corner of the villa we’ve crashed into. I run my hands over him, checking for wounds, for bones out of joint—his left side is a mess of scratches and blood, but I don’t see anything permanent.


There’s blood all over.


“Now feel me,” I shout to him, in Khmer. His lips move, but I’m having trouble hearing him. “See if I’m hit.” I could be bleeding to death and not even know it. Prik looks puzzled, so I reach out and put his hands on my chest, and he gets the idea. Pain shoots through me as he touches my left arm, and his hand comes away red and shiny. He grabs again, harder, and the world goes dark at the edges—


“You okay,” he shouts. “Just skin.”


My arm is a raw, red thing, but the camera looks all right. I take a test shot: there’s no light back here, but I hear the shutter snap and the screen comes on. I gesture to Prik to stay put, and I crawl to the edge of the house. Put the camera out first, watch what’s happening on the screen:


Car headlights, muzzle flashes. Fire and smoke. Hard to see anything clear. Glimpses of the cops running, sometimes shooting—they look focused on the house. I step out onto the street, camera held high over my head. I’m still a block away, well behind the firing line, but I can see it now: uniformed figures crouching, moving, guns out, hide—shoot—hide. That officer still shouting, but I can’t hear him. No one even looks my way.


Take a few steps forward: line up my shot. Crank the ISO. I’ll get heavy grain, but I can’t use my film camera—it’s loaded for flash and I can’t risk it, not until they know I’m there.


Through the lens, shadowed figures. About a third of the guys are in helmets and tac vests, the rest are just uniforms. I hold the shutter: long bursts, clickclickclickclickclick, hoping to catch faces lit by the shooting. Get one huddled behind a car, gun over his head, firing at random—he looks about sixteen. Just a kid: the older guys know a car won’t stop a bullet.


Another step closer. The air stinks of melting upholstery and CS gas.


Zoom in on the wreckage of the car. Men on the ground—three at least; one is screaming, one maybe unconscious. Blood on the pavement. Uniforms rushing to pull them clear, put pressure on wounds. Lucky: A grenade against a whole line of cops? Could have been a lot worse.


The officer’s voice, louder now he’s got his bullhorn back:


“Stop, stop, stop!”


A last few gunshots in the direction of the house, then quiet.


I walk right up to the cops—careful, deliberate steps. Focus on the guy with the megaphone: small, wiry, a captain by his stripes. Snap. Pan my lens down the line: tired faces, puffy eyes, lips tight with tension.


Snap.


Men rushing to help the wounded.


Snap.


The kid who was firing his AK over the car sees me. He waves to the captain, shouts something I can’t catch. The officer makes a dismissive gesture.


The kid comes over. “Off-limits.”


“I’m with the paper.” Hold out my press badge.


He looks at it, frowns. “Off-limits.”


I slide out the $20 bill I keep tucked behind the ID card. The kid takes both. After a second, he gives the badge back with a shrug: Your funeral. Turns away, already bored.


With the guns quiet a moment, I switch to the real camera: better resolution. The tactical guys are lining up, ready to bust down the front door, and I shoot a few as they get ready. No one stops me. Then they’re up the steps, battering through the lock and tossing in a couple more tear-gas canisters. I get as close as I can, clicking away as the armored figures vanish in the smoke.


Then it’s quiet.


People are coming out of their houses. Motos buzz by on the nearby streets, and a few stop at the ends of the block to stare. The jerk from the AP shows up, parking his big dirt bike with a flourish, tossing back his hair and looking around to see who’s watching. He glares at me for being here already, then makes a big show of passing his papers around to the cops, who don’t exactly care.


Somewhere in here, my knees start feeling wobbly. I’m covered in blood. The whole left side of me is torn up. Ripped jeans, leaking red. Thoughts held down by shock and adrenaline start bubbling over. It occurs to me I almost got shot for a picture no one wants. Light a cigarette and wait for the jitters to pass.


In the house, shouting. Footsteps. One of the tac guys comes out and waves to the captain, who follows him inside with another officer, and the street goes still again: everyone’s watching. After a while, they get tired of it. People are just starting to mutter and turn away when the brass come back out. Behind them, the tac guys are frog-marching two middle-aged men down the steps: loafers, shirts with alligators on them, hands cuffed behind their backs. They look about as unmilitary as it gets. Was Khieu way off base?


The cops hustle the men into the back of a waiting van, and I move in quick with the digital. They wince and turn away from the flash: haggard faces, unreadable under fresh bruises. One has blood coming from his eye. I’m about to ask who they are, but the captain steps in, face clear as day: That’s enough. I back off, hands up, but he’s already moved on, barking orders.


The van drives off.


More journos are showing up now, crowding around the wreckage, pestering the cops as they go through the long, boring business of searching the house. One more guy gets hustled out—a young thug, bleeding pretty bad. From the scraps of chitchat I hear, there’s more won’t be coming out standing.


I’ve smoked through my whole pack by the time Khieu shows up. Even at this hour, his trousers are perfectly creased, his hair pomaded into a curl. If they put five-foot-three Cambodian guys on the cover of GQ, he’d be it. I can see my reflection in his shoes—it’s not pretty.


“Nice of you to come,” I say.


“I’m all the way across town.”


“You just didn’t wanna get shot at.”


He gives me an enigmatic little smile. I pull out the camera, show him the guys in the van, but he shakes his head: doesn’t know them. “I be back.” He wanders off before I think to ask him for a cigarette.


Hell.


But I’m not waiting long. After a minute I see him pushing back through the crowd, with Bunny from Radio Ranariddh limping behind him, grinning like a maniac. I can’t help grinning back.


Bunny is probably four foot six, with squat, uneven legs, a hump on his left shoulder, and dangling arms that end in stubby, shortened fingers. His real name is Bunly, but he simplified it for the foreigners. He doesn’t mind not being taken seriously. The radio station he works for is the mouthpiece for Prince Norodom Ranariddh’s FUNCINPEC party: they’re the strongest opposition to Prime Minister Hun Sen—not that that’s very strong. Prince Ranariddh spends a lot of time at posh embassy parties, and half of Bunny’s job is to go along and soak up the gossip. His looks make people uncomfortable, but they also make him harmless. He smiles and wisecracks, and folks tell him where all sorts of bodies are buried.


“Keller,” he crows in his strange accent, a mix of Khmer and Oxford. “Glad there’s someone still trying to be a pain in everyone’s ass.”


“I hear you’re keeping up,” I say. “You got told by the man himself.”


He laughs. “You know, now he doesn’t have a government, he’s not really prime minister, is he? So it’s no harm to the national interest if I point out a few little things.”


“Doubt he’d agree with you.”


“He’s too big.” Bunny laughs again. “A pest like me? Not worth the candle.” He wiggles his eyebrows. “I’ll keep my head down a bit, it’ll blow over.”


“Good luck with that.”


“I’m a lucky guy.”


“Better than smart.”


“You’d know, Keller. Now give us a look-see, eh?” He’s excited: his sources haven’t told him who was in the house yet.


I hold out the camera, screen zoomed in on that beat-up face.


Bunny lets out a low whistle. “That is General Peng Lin. Four stars, head of international cooperation at the defense ministry.” Shit: Khieu was right, after all. Big rank to get stuck in the back of a police van. In chinos and a polo shirt, he looks like he should be running a laundry.


“Why’s he here?”


“Police say this drug house,” Khieu says, trying to keep up with the English.


“Sure,” I say. “But that could be a cover. Maybe someone just wanted Peng out of the way.” I look at Bunny, who shrugs.


“Drugs wouldn’t be a shock. I’ve heard rumors about a crew in ICD calling the shots.”


“Yeah?”


“The army’s basically a cartel, eh? Someone’s gotta run it. Not the guys at the very top, the political figures: they don’t want to be too close to anything. The bottom ranks just do as they’re told. Somewhere in the middle are the guys who actually make the decisions.”


“And you think Peng’s on the list?”


Bunny grins. “Could be. At his level, he’d be number one, maybe number two in terms of operational control of the drug traffic for the whole damn country.”


“Maybe not for long. The political guys won’t like this.”


“We’ll see. We still don’t know why the police would move on him. Now if you’ll excuse me, I’m going to try to find out.” Bunny lurches off to talk to the brass, still grinning, with Khieu trailing after.


I am drained, empty. Still out of cigarettes. Thinking about leaving, but something stops me. A change in the air? I push back toward the house—see the guy from AP watching me funny, like he wonders what I know. More cops have arrived now and staked out a perimeter. Just inside, the captain and his officers huddle together, talking low. Now and then one of them throws a glance up at the door of the house, face hard and tight. I get them in frame and take a shot—waiting for what’s next.


They head up the steps, standing on one side in a line. A uniform comes out; on his shoulder, a flat, brown bundle the size of a cinder block. I hit the shutter and freeze him in the flash, carrying what looks like eight, ten kilos of junk.


My mouth starts to water.


This town has been dry since I got back, and now here’s the fuzz with an exact metric shitload of the stuff. It’s still wrapped in that waxy yellow plastic, dark red stamps on the side: a dragon in a triangle, laced with twining script—Burmese or Thai, can’t be sure. Straight from the factory, barely cut. I’m snapping frantically, my palms tingling like they’re scalded.


Slow down.


Think about the shot, not about the junk.


The uniform starts down the steps, and behind him comes another, with another bundle. Then another. They just keep coming. The cops around me are statues, staring. Half these guys probably deal on the side, but they’ve never seen shit like this.


The shutter clicks, recording stony faces, frozen eyes, and nervous fingers. Everyone thinking the same thing. This isn’t some scrap over territory, or a put-on for the foreign donors.


This is a goddamn war.




DIARY


June 28


[image: Images]The world can surprise you: it is so very big. Fly far and fast enough, and when you stop you can actually feel it curving away beneath your feet. A new country always feels like a fresh start.


Here’s what it’s like:


A tiny plane, smelling of cigarettes.


Heavyset men in suits—Chinese, Vietnamese, Thai—squeezed into the seats like overstuffed toys. What are they traveling for? Shiny hotels and business lunches? Or unspeakable appointments in Phnom Penh’s dancehalls and massage parlors?


Seat pockets stuffed with newspapers in a dozen scripts, none of them Latin.


Purple velvet outside the windows. We fly low.


And then landing, tumbling out of the sky in jerks and stalls, through clouds of evening rain.


No one respects the fasten seatbelt sign . . . bodies tangle in the aisles and soak me in their tarry smell. . . .


When the door opens, the heat slams into me like a fist, a physical blow—then gives way, suffocating and wet. I have stepped into the maw of something, I am breathing its air.


Metal steps down to the tarmac, still glistening from the monsoon. The runway is a narrow ribbon of black; beyond, darkness and wet grass. In the distance, hot wind whips a row of palms against a sky of looming violet cloud. Lightning in the distance flashes red, like a scar.


Cambodia.




WILL


OCTOBER 3



The new scum are swarming the office when I arrive. A fresh batch, but they’re always the same: greedy fucking American twentysomethings, sniffing around a newsroom for the stink of human tragedy. They’re huddled under the AC now, scrubbed pink and shiny with sweat, pretending to listen to Ray as he goes on about ethics or something, but they don’t give a shit: it’s blood they want. They fly halfway across the world for it; now it’s in the air.


I’m in no mood for interns, and I fix my eyes on the carpet, hoping to slip past before they see me. No chance, the newsroom barely holds ten people, and they’re on me like fat, white leeches:


“Mr. Keller—”


“Was it Hun Sen?”


“Are you all right? We heard—”


“What happened?”


Never look at the eyes, they’ll go into a frenzy. I’m trying to push past, face to the floor, following the twisted vine of computer cables over frayed carpet—


“What happened?”


Flashback: that stretcher getting shoved down the steps. For drug dealers, the cops don’t always bother with a sheet, and there was my eating money: the only shots the local tabs will actually pay for.


Snap, snap.


By the time it was done, the city was turning hot and brown. It took me ages to get out of there: rush hour, sweating, gridlocked between the aid agencies’ giant Land Cruisers and the swarms of motos buzzing around them. My bang-bang high had gone south, and all I could think about was how to get another. The paper wasn’t open yet, so I hit the twenty-four-hour Internet shop, bought a six-pack of Beerlao, and spent the next hours uploading the digital shots. An act of contrition, mostly: it may be war now, but it’s not a war anyone cares about.


I should have called the office at some point, but I just sat there smoking, staring at the little gray bars as they ticked across the screen and wondering what I just saw. It wasn’t until the pictures were mostly done that I noticed I was still covered in blood. Decided a shower was in my best interest—to prevent exactly the kind of scene I’m in now, surrounded by cutthroat children looking for war stories.


“What do you think this says about Cambodia’s political stability?” one of the little monsters asks.


What the fuck is he talking about?


Ray saves me. He leaps in and starts screaming at them, some stuff about integrity and restraint. He’s got his voice cranked up to fever pitch and the bloodsuckers scatter, cowering back into the shadows and crawling under desks, and then Ray’s shoving me into the back hall—


“Hey, man, hey, where you been? Gus is eatin’ the fucking walls, man, says he’s gonna break your goddamn fingers.”


Not necessarily an idle threat. On top of running the paper, Gus is now the informal manager of a Khmer kickboxing club. I piss him off, he’ll be rattling my cage at dawn, dragging me out to the club’s shed by the lake for some concussion therapy. I’ve got reach on him, but he’s still two hundred pounds of angry Argentine, and he goes down hard. Worse is when he makes me fight Khmers: fast little fuckers, love a go at a big guy. After sparring with them you’re lucky if you can stand, never mind walk away.


“What time is it?”


“Man, it’s, like, two thirty already,” Ray says.


Shit. I think back through the hours; can’t account for them. What happened to today? “Here.” I shove my memory card into his hand. “Get a layout from that, then tell Gus I’m in the darkroom.”


Turn to go, trip over another bunch of cables. Sparks; shouts from the newsroom as computers go black. “Christ. Somebody’s gonna die in here someday.”


“No shit, man.” Ray stares at me. “We got a pool goin’.”





The art is good. Digital’s all right for flash and bang, but you want the real thing, you need film. For some reason I loaded color this morning, which is pointless for the paper, but I’m not regretting it.


Here’s the captain, haggard and red-lit by dawn, looking down at the charred pavement, glinting gold with spent casings. Behind him, smoke from the burning car obscures the sky. He’s got a face like one of Rodin’s burghers: satisfaction barely registering in his eyes, in the set of his mouth. But there’s disgust, as well, with what he’s had to do and what it cost him.


Here’s the ambulance man, a cigarette dangling from his lips as he wraps gauze around a cop who took shrapnel in the side. He’s smiling, making a joke, but you can see the hollowness in his eyes.


Here are the uniforms, pushing down the stairs with those great bricks of heroin on their shoulders: faces blank, eyes glazed and terrified. Actors who’ve forgotten their lines. They don’t even know what the play is anymore.


Been a while since I did anything this good.


Shame no one will buy them.


Behind me, I hear something like a gorilla try to tear the door off its hinges. Then there’s Gus, shoving himself into the tiny room, breathing in my ear as he stares at the luscious brown bundles.


“Khieu says that’s ninety ki’s prime Burmese heroin,” he whispers. “Pulled it out of the fuckin’ walls. That’s millions by the time it hits Sydney or Hong Kong. Someone fucked up big.”


There’s no space to turn around, but I can feel him looking: he thinks I’m up to something. It was drug shit this morning, so he’s been waiting, wondering what story I’ll tell. He doesn’t actually care what I do, he just gets his kicks giving me a hard time. You make your own fun in Phnom Penh.


“This isn’t a fuckup,” I say. “You don’t catch the head of the army’s drug business in a house with half the country’s product just ’cause someone was careless. Those cops didn’t know what they were gonna find, but someone did.”


“You think Hok Lundy’s trying to push out the competition?”


I mull it over. The cops mostly deal internal, small-time stuff, but the head of the police has his own outfit. One of the few who can: his daughter’s married to the prime minister’s son. Over time, Hok Lundy’s built himself up into a major player. He’s strong in Phnom Penh—maybe he thinks he’s got strong enough to tell the generals to get off his turf.


“Could be,” I say.


“He’s a brave guy.”


“Brave has a short shelf life.”


“He could take it quite far, though.”


If he tries a coup, we’ll have blood in the gutters by nightfall.


We’re both quiet a minute. Finally, Gus: “These are good shots.”


“Fuck off. You’re gonna use the shit I gave Ray, the guy shooting over the car.”


He doesn’t bother denying it. “It sells papers. These are better.” Unspoken accusation in his voice: Why don’t you get out of the sticks, Will, go do something real? Go to Iraq like everyone else—


“Fuck you,” I say too loud. “And your war. I’m fine here.” Now I do turn around, forcing him back against the door. “You really gave a shit, you’d gimme a little time out of this fuckin’ city.”


For a second I think he looks surprised. “What do you want to do out in the provinces?” Suspicious bastard.


“Take pictures I can fuckin’ sell. It’s Phnom Penh no one cares about, fuckin’ politics. They’ll buy KR. They’ll buy landscapes. Shit, I can take pictures of kids with big, hungry eyes and hawk ’em to Oxfam for brochures, but this—”


“So it’s money.” He’s done being surprised. “I thought you went to Vientiane for money. A week back, you’re broke already?”


“I was broke when I got back. Vientiane went bad.”


“I don’t want to know! And I can’t pay you to fuck around in the trees when there’s a war about to start.”


“There’s always a goddamn war.”


I feel my jaw clench. See it in his eyes: A good war is just what you need.


I want to hit him in the face. Reach for a cigarette instead.


He grabs it out of my mouth.“Hijo de puta, what’s wrong with you?”


Fucker went to Georgetown, speaks better English than me—he just swears in Spanish because he likes the sound.


“Don’t be a baby. I won’t burn the place down.” Take another one from my pack, light it.


Gus’s eyes are narrow, bloodshot. He runs a huge hand through three days of beard. “You just fogged everything that wasn’t fixed.”


“Who cares? No one’ll use ’em, anyway.”


“Do what you like,” he says finally.





The scum are still floating around as I leave, excited looks on their pasty faces as they chew over all the things that could go wrong between now and tomorrow. I’m dizzy from hours in the dark and too much developer. Gus is off in graphics, so I stop at his desk and steal the cigarettes he keeps for emergencies. Then I’m back on the street, dazed by the afternoon sun. The Cambodia theme song starts playing:


“Moto? Moto?”


“. . . need a ride?”


“. . . want a girl?”


“. . . come and eat—”


“. . . anywhere you want—”


“. . . where you go, handsome guy?”


“. . . she very pretty—”


I pass by and they sink back to their perches, waiting for the next mark.


Trees line the block outside the office, curving overhead like a roof and splashing the ground with dappled light. Even in the shade it’s hot, and my shirt is stuck to my back in seconds. Day workers sleep on the grass next to the snack carts. It’s quiet: you wouldn’t think a war was about to start.


I’m only going a few blocks, but the state I’m in, not sure I’ll make it on foot.


I stop to buy a fried banana from an ancient woman with a table by the side of the road. It’s the tiny, sweet kind—tastes of woodsmoke and honey, and I savor the rush of sugar.


It’s not enough.


The country can go to hell without my attention. I need a beer.


“Moto, mister? Moto?”


“Sure. Take me to the river.”





The Foreign Correspondents Club will be rammed: anytime a gun goes off, all the journos and aid workers get thirsty. I don’t want to hear more people talking about how thrilling it all is, I just want a drink.


There’s a new place just across the road—an open-air pub on the corner, looking out over the quay and the water. Posh, empty; the neon over the awning says THE RIVER’S EDGE. I go in. A hardwood bar carved with twining snakes, and a girl behind it: black eyes, face like a temple statue, busy doing nothing. She smiles as I step off the sidewalk and tells me I am very pretty. Then she says I look like I need a drink.


“Those things don’t go together.”


“I not see you yet,” she says, whatever that means. “How long in Cambodia?”


“Nine years.”


“Oh!” She grabs my hand in both hers, like I’ve just told her about Ma’s tragic death in that threshing-machine accident. “You want a lot beer.” She smells of cheap soap and whiskey. “I am Chantrea. You call me Channi. I work before at Ms. Pong bar, but I not see you there. I think you new, but you old.”


“Don’t flatter me.”


She giggles. She’s still hanging on to my hand, and I’m not minding it too much. Force the feeling down with a pint of cheap beer. Chasing girls in a place like this is a good way to get knifed: managers don’t like it. I case the joint as I finish my drink. Shiny: fresh paint, wooden chairs—no plastic lawn furniture here. Someone had cash to play with.


A wiry thirtysomething with little scars all over his hands pops up next to me as Channi pours my second. He’s the manager, he says. Terry. He asks if the girls are paying attention to me. “Lip service,” he calls it, with a little Mona Lisa smile, “they giving you lip service?”


“Channi’s keeping me in peanuts.”


Terry used to work in steel in the Midlands, but there was no future in it; then he did travel for a while, but that didn’t suit him either, so now he’s moving into food and beverage—hey, everybody’s gotta eat. He winks like we’re in it together now. He’s bringing some class to this place, there’s a second floor, I must try the snooker table—


“If the beer runs out,” I say.


He puzzles over that. I turn away and he dives for the sidewalk, and fresher-smelling punters.


I have a third, then a fifth. A truck roars by in the distance, ancient engine clanging. Outside, the streets are coming alive: blaring horns, slamming blinds, people finishing errands and scurrying for cover. Time to wrap up what you’re doing; to get home, if you have one. Time to take shelter. A final door bangs shut and for a second there’s perfect quiet—like someone’s clicked a shutter and we’ve been caught, frozen in this moment forever.


Then the monsoon hits. Sheets of water rip across the world beyond the awning.


Terry doesn’t seem to notice the rain. He’s busy smiling his Mona Lisa smile at me over his shoulder. Channi’s smiling, too, as she tops off my beer and slides over more peanuts. It’s like I just won some fucking award.


Something’s happened, but nobody else notices, they just keep grinning. The moment passes. Not even a snapshot: just a rumble in the distance, then the rain.





Back at the house; unsteady on the narrow stairs. Almost night now. I rattle Gus’s gate in the dark; no answer. Up to my floor, stumble over the suitcases on the landing. When I was in Vientiane, Gus put one of those American vampires in here. Girl left her shit while she went on some backpacking jaunt, and here it is, still in my hall, waiting to kill me. Consider trashing the stuff, but it’s too much effort. I’ll make Gus deal with it later.


I thought the beer would get me to sleep until it was time to go out, but I just lie there in my cage, listening to the rain. Pictures keep flashing in my mind: men in dark uniforms with plastic-wrapped bundles on their shoulders. The general and his aide crumpled into the back of a police van like yesterday’s newspaper. The police and the army, facing off. Why now? The Eastern drug trade is peanuts these days. Ten years ago, maybe, it was big—four times as much dope coming out of the Triangle, all headed for the States. But times change: a few warlords crash and burn, supply declines. The US invades Afghanistan and a new supply appears, traveling west through Turkey and Europe. Cambo gets left with the scraps, again.


But out here, we’re hungry. Even scraps are worth fighting over.
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[image: Images]Phnom Penh airport is tiny, made of cinder blocks and glowing with yellow sodium light. Border officials wear uniforms embroidered with pagodas and elephants. . . . Stamps, visas . . . and then waiting, and more waiting. I’m not sure if the men here make a fetish of blond girls the way they do in Japan, but I don’t much want to find out. I wrap myself up and fade from view. It is one of life’s little consolations: realizing I can choose whether or not to be seen.


It’s a while before the boy comes, but I spot him at once. There aren’t many foreigners here, waiting—or arriving, for that matter—and he’s the only one who fits the type. He might be 25 or 26, actually, but there’s still something boyish around him. He’s got that phthisic look, with curling blond poet hair and a hawk nose, and, pinky swear, he is actually wearing round, gold-rimmed spectacles! He’s like a cross between D’Artagnan and Sherlock Holmes. He’s worrying about whatever made him late, and not sure who (or what) he’s looking for, but still he moves with the thoughtless grace of someone who has always been beautiful.


Jealousy.


I let myself remain invisible for a while, just to watch him, until . . .


“Hello?”


“Oh! Um, hello?” Very proper English accent. Very posh!


“Are you looking for me?”


A pause. “You’re Jun Saito?”


Even when I let them, they don’t see me.





It took some time for him to drag my stuff into this huge black monster of an SUV, but now it’s done and we’re off. The boy is up next to the driver, chatting to me over his shoulder as if he’s some midnight DJ, talking us through the gray pre-dawn hours on the freeway. I know I should be listening, but I can’t stop looking out the windows and writing it all down.


An airport road goes nowhere, connects to nothing. Its end is the edge of the real world, a border between us and the sky. We cross over and for a moment we touch the clouds—but we always end up in another airport, on another airport road.


Just past the soft shoulder, men and women sit in lawn chairs in little circles of light—not from streetlamps, but electric bulbs hanging on poles or swooping from billboards on ribbons of wire. Old women fan themselves next to carts stacked with juice, or food, or Fanta bottles that the boy says are full of gasoline. Old men play cards on folding tables and drink strange canned drinks. A few young girls sit alone, and I don’t dare ask what they’re there for. They watch the cars with the faces of stargazers watching comets, hurtling distantly by with a whispered promise of obliteration.


Then the city, glowing like a Catherine wheel. The boy sends the driver down Sisowat Quay, which he says is our neighborhood: It runs all down the Tonlé Sap river, and we drive through the wide lawns of the old colonial hotel district . . .


. . . along an acre of bars and cafés, tiny shops offering Internet from child-sized bamboo cubicles, restaurants serving seafood and pizzas laced with marijuana for the tourists . . .


. . . past wide green festival grounds around the royal palaces, gleaming gold pagoda tops in the background . . .


It’s all brilliant-colored and strange and exciting. This place is so beautiful . . . I can’t help but think that everything will be different.





The apartment is shatteringly empty. It’s like a prison cell.


A long, rectangular room of cinder blocks . . . on one end, a door leads to a balcony; on the other, a second opens onto the landing, where a camp stove on a counter makes the kitchen, and a corner next to the stairs is walled off to form a tiny bathroom. The doors aren’t even solid, they’re grates of heavy steel without glass. The windows have these slats that only close to a 45 degree angle: this place barely counts as indoors.


They called it the cage, and so it is: I am a bird now.


There’s no furniture but a bed with a single sheet and a bare wicker desk. Apple crates pretending to be shelves hold a few dog-eared airport crime novels, some colored filters and lens cases, and a stack of manuals for camera equipment. The photographer’s room is a perfect reflection: he leaves nothing of himself behind.


When he returns, I wonder what he’ll find of me?


It was practically a party when the boy and I arrived. The house sits on a dark side street near the river. The bottom floors are a Cambodian artist and his wife, the third is the paper’s editor, Gus, and the fourth is the photographer (now me). They all met us outside as we pulled up. The artist had to welcome us with all sorts of complicated greetings, which the others stumbled over each other to translate. Gus is older, late 30s, I guess, but crazy and South American and built like a wrestler, wrestling me and the boy and my luggage out of the car as he kept up a patter about the paper and the elections and what all we’d see and we’d do, and the boy chiming in on the choruses . . . and in the background the photographer, just leaning against the building, smoking and watching. I don’t know how to describe him: big, I guess. God knows how old he is. I think he’s like me: when he wants to, he can make your eyes slide right past him. We all sat in Gus’s room, and he poured us whiskeys and congratulated me on not dying in a fiery plane crash, at which the boy laughed. I did, too, as it seemed expected of me.


It was an odd night. On the one hand, oh God, the awkward . . . phony cheer and big smiles. There was something between the two men, I could tell by the way they danced around each other’s words. I’ve taken the photographer’s room because he’s traveling, and at one point I asked him where . . .


“Laos,” he said, “Vientiane.”


“What for?”


“Work.”


Then he lit another cigarette. He’s like that. And I would totally have called him on it, but suddenly Gus was asking me about school, and the program that sent me here, and what my training had been like, and I had to think of the answers and so I forgot all about the photographer . . . just like I was supposed to. I want someone who protects me like that.


The boy wanted to be charming, but there was something on his mind as well: he kept getting dragged back into his thoughts when the conversation lulled.


But despite all that . . . it was kind of wonderful. The three of them, they would never admit it, but they were friends. They had that way about them: they’d been through things together, and often when they spoke it was in words that barely made sense to me, an inner language that might as well have been Cambodian. (The older two actually speak Cambodian—they call it Khmer—which only made things worse.) How long would I have to stay here, before I could understand what’s going on?


But for a couple of hours, whatever it was they had, I felt like I was part of it.


And then, just like that, it was over. The photographer had to catch a plane. Gus and the boy had work in the morning, never mind Sunday. They told me to take the day and explore the city, and then suddenly they were all gone and I was back in this empty cell.


I know it’s impossible, it’s too dangerous, but I catch myself wondering—what would it be like to stay?
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