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Wat Opot Children’s Community, pencil drawing by Pesei



With humility and discernment, Gail Gutradt introduces us to Wat Opot, a thriving community of over fifty children and young adults, many of them members of the first generation of Cambodians to grow up living with HIV. This community is the life’s work of Wayne Dale Matthysse, a U.S. Marine Corps medic who, having failed to prevent the deaths of two Vietnamese children on one gruesome day during his wartime service, has since served the orphaned, poor and ill in Central America and Southeast Asia. He and cofounder Vandin San opened Wat Opot as a hospice for people with AIDS in the years before antiretroviral medications were available in Cambodia. With the advent of effective therapy, Wat Opot has been transformed from a place in which the abandoned and castoff received end-of-life care into a source of hope and opportunity for its young residents, whose aspirations have grown apace. Gutradt’s admiration for Matthysse’s inexhaustible dedication to Wat Opot—as well as for his capacity for drawing on the resources, cultural and personal, that he sees all around him—is leavened by a frank account of what it’s like to lack other resources, money usually, needed to prevent suffering and early death.

Gutradt’s deep comprehension emerges from her own narrative, woven together with the individual stories of children at Wat Opot as they receive their initial AIDS diagnosis and then begin a lifetime of treatment. She charts their reflections as they assimilate the loss and abandonment they’ve experienced within their families, and as they come to understand the raucous, dynamic community at Wat Opot as home. Gutradt doesn’t shy away from examining the power imbalance between volunteer caregivers and those to whom they minister, the limitations of a visitor’s ability to care for the chronically ill, the unintended consequences of well-meaning projects and the often-agonizing moral dilemmas involved in caring for the sick and dying when certain resources are scarce.

In a Rocket Made of Ice offers readers rare access to the extraordinary people of Wat Opot, as well as substantive insight into the complexities of caring for the poor and sick in the developing world. Much more than a story of hope in the face of grim news and chronic disappointment, Gutradt makes a compelling case for the efficacy of ingenuity, imagination and a commitment to human dignity when we accompany each other through adversity.
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Paul Farmer, MD, PhD, is Kolokotrones University Professor and Chair of the Department of Global Health and Social Medicine at Harvard Medical School, Chief of the Division of Global Health Equity at Brigham and Women’s Hospital in Boston and cofounder of Partners In Health. He also serves as UN Special Adviser to the Secretary-General on Community-Based Medicine and Lessons from Haiti. Dr. Farmer and his colleagues have pioneered novel, community-based treatment strategies for the delivery of high-quality health care in resource-poor settings. He is the author of Infections and Inequalities: The Modern Plagues, among many other titles, and has written extensively on health, human rights and the consequences of social inequality.


Author’s Note

Indecisions and Decisions

In 2001, when Wayne Dale Matthysse and Vandin San founded Partners in Compassion, a tiny nondenominational nongovernmental organization (NGO), there were no AIDS drugs in Cambodia, and no means of testing for HIV either. The very idea of children “growing up with AIDS” would have seemed impossible.

Today, some treatments are available, and Wat Opot, a self-supporting program of Partners in Compassion, has evolved into a visionary community where HIV-positive and HIV-negative children live together as family. And because they are growing up side by side, the fact of AIDS deeply affects all the children. Whether they have been orphaned or watched their friends and siblings die, live with HIV or AIDS themselves, or are nurturing younger siblings who are infected—or if their family or community has been touched in some other way by the disease—these children are growing up with AIDS.

During my first five-month visit to Cambodia I had no thought of writing a book. I was not a writer, but I became one, because I found a story so worth telling. I am not a journalist, nor is this a book about AIDS in Cambodia. All the statistics you need are available online in the many publications of the United Nations and the Cambodian National AIDS Authority. But behind the spreadsheets are real people whose lives are acutely affected by abstract policy decisions, trade agreements and political dramas. As the African saying goes, “When elephants fight, it is the grass that gets trampled.”

When you first meet the children you would be hard-pressed to guess who is HIV positive and who isn’t. I first wrote In a Rocket Made of Ice using the children’s real names, but then realized that this breach of privacy might cause a child to be stigmatized in school or in the village. Neighbors know that some of the children at Wat Opot are HIV positive, but not which ones, and even after children leave Wat Opot this information could jeopardize their careers and social prospects. It is still a child’s own personal decision whom to tell, and whether to tell, and when.

For this reason I have chosen to change the names of most of the children and adults, both HIV positive and negative, and to not name the children in the photos or put their pictures with their stories without their permission. Thus the inclusion of any child’s picture says nothing at all about his or her HIV status. The names of some volunteers have been changed as well.

Renaming people is no small matter. Cambodian names are meticulously chosen with due consideration given to meanings and portents, and I found the struggle to change the names of my friends profoundly unsettling. I consulted many Khmer baby-name lists and names of friends of friends on Facebook, looking for more than forty new but common names that were easy to pronounce for a non-Khmer reader. Although I tried to find a name suitable for each child in sound, poetry and meaning, and in some instances asked a child to choose his or her own name, I apologize for any choice that might make a child unhappy.

Khmer is difficult for an English speaker, and I am ashamed to admit that in four long stays at Wat Opot I learned very little. Complex vowel sounds, implosions, unfamiliar gymnastics of mouth and tongue and my own aging brain made it hard for me to learn more than a smattering of words. Moreover, at Wat Opot there is a conscious effort to help the children grow up speaking and understanding both Khmer and English. Volunteers sometimes lapse into a hodgepodge of the two languages, but Wayne is careful to speak in complete, well-articulated English sentences, as a model for the children. During my time with them their English grew by leaps and bounds, while my Khmer remained risible.

Khmer words in this book are transcribed as this foreigner heard them, with no claim to accuracy. As Khmer has its own unique alphabet, descended from the ancient scripts of India, a child may spell his name in English one way today, another way tomorrow. A visit to any Khmer Facebook page will confirm the variations of spelling. Nicknames abound, often formed of the final syllable of a given name. Thus, Sothy becomes simply Ty. There are also affectionate pet names, such as Srey Mom (Precious Girl), or descriptive nicknames such as Srey Map (Chubby). Sometimes a child may decide they want to be called by another name entirely.

Throughout the book I have tried to make the Khmer words available to an English-speaking reader, and any inaccuracies are not a mark of disrespect for Khmer culture but simply my attempt to make foreign words accessible to people who may never have heard the language spoken and are unfamiliar with complex phonetic notation. Some of my transliterations come from pronunciation guides in Khmer-English dictionaries and guidebooks, but even these disagree. “Thank you” might be written o-ku!n. Or then again, it might be or-gOOn. What to do? In the end I have tried to write words and names in such a way that the reader will not trip over them or feel stuck. Although Khmer differs from Thai or Vietnamese in that it is not a tonal language, in a few places I have included stress indicators. Thus, Malis, a girl’s name meaning “Fragrant Jasmine,” is not pronounced like the English “malice,” but the more graceful mah-LEE.

Over the years, Wayne has worked on a document he calls his Statement of Passions and Beliefs. Many of the quotes in Chapter 19 and throughout the book are from these writings; others are from a series of taped interviews by Andy Gray, mostly on matters of spirituality; and some are excerpts from Wayne’s letters to me, or from my own journals, notes from conversations with Wayne during many a long evening.

Choosing just a few images from more than six thousand photographs taken over seven years felt like a treasure hunt. Over time, images and words have intertwined into a tumble of beloved faces and memories, and together they form a journal, the images complementing volumes of late-night notes written by candlelight. Now and then, as I worked on this book, a photo triggered a metaphor that became in turn the seed of a story. Thus, a simple image of a kite flying in the smoke of a cremation inspired the tale of the singing kites. (There are, of course, many others, but I leave them to the reader’s imagination.)

Sometimes I was concerned that the camera might come between me and the kids. I needn’t have worried. When they had enough of my prowling about, someone would sneak up behind and goose me just as I was about to snap a photo. I soon learned when it was time to put the camera away.

[image: ][image: ]


From 2005 to 2012, I spent a total of almost fifteen months at Wat Opot. I made four trips: October 2005 to April 2006, January to May 2007, December 2009 to January 2010, and December 2011 to March 2012. Most of my stays were during the dry season, when there is often no rain at all for four or five months, so when I picture Cambodia it is rarely the radiant washed colors of the rainy season I recall, but more often sun-faded surfaces covered with a patina of dust. December and January are cool months. The children wear sweaters in the morning and we all sleep under thin blankets at night. Toward the end of January temperatures begin to rise, and daytime heat may climb to the triple digits. Everybody naps.

After my second visit I thought to take a year off from volunteering to write a book, but one year stretched to nearly three. I spent one of those years being treated for cancer, but stayed in close touch with the people of Wat Opot. During the long summer and fall of chemotherapy and radiation I often longed to return one more time to see the children. Their experiences and mine were becoming intertwined as I found myself dealing with serious illness, and memories of their courage and joy often sustained me. Sometimes it seemed I might never see them again. I poured my longing and love into telling their stories.

Though slow and measured in some respects, life at Wat Opot can also be disorienting. There are dozens of children and an ever-changing stream of volunteers. Travelers you meet for a day may later return and stay for months—or not at all. People arrive on short notice: NGO groups, college students, government officials, donors. The children too come and go, sometimes returning to their families, leaving for university or taking a job. Sometimes—rarely, these days—they die. The structure of this book reflects my own leaving and returning, learning a little more each time, becoming closer to Wayne and the children as we have all grown older. What we learn about each other in life is not revealed all at once, but slowly, in increments, through a variety of interactions and events. Wayne calls these, simply, “the things we go through together.” So I ask the reader to relax into the chaos, knowing that life is not linear, but can perhaps better be viewed as a spiral, as we revisit certain events and people, explore expanding dimensions, recognize contradictions and deepen our love for each other.

In the end it all comes back to the children. Despite the name changes and other complexities, I invite you to do as I did: Stay a while with the children of Wat Opot and meet them as who they are, whole and vibrant, with their powerful personalities and enormous souls.
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1

Sita

Shhhhhh. Listen. Sita is waking the day.
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Sita turns on her portable radio the moment she wakes up. She raises the volume as high as it will go, way past the point of distortion, then twists the dial back and forth searching for something that pleases her: the trailing melodies of Buddhist mantras, a marching band playing the national anthem of the Kingdom of Cambodia, karaoke tunes, monks chanting, more mantras, marching, karaoke, monks and on and on and back again.

I open my eyes. It is still dark outside, and only the dim differentiation of wall from ceiling, sky from wall, barely perceptible through the pink mosquito net, shows where my single window looks out onto the world. In the distance a rooster crows weakly, sounding cross. Is it too early for him as well?

A wandering many-voiced chant arises from the Buddhist temple next door, the morning prayers of young and aged monks. One dog barks. From across the way another answers.

Sita is playing a Western song now with lyrics in Khmer. Her cheap speakers crackle under the strain.

A gecko begins chirping on the stucco wall.

On the porch outside my room Wayne is still a snoring mountain. His mosquito net is tucked into the black fleece blanket on his bed. Wayne says he sleeps outdoors so he can hear the children when they cry, and manages to sleep, often uneasily, through noises less urgent.

Somewhere in the children’s quarters a baby cries out from a dream and is comforted. Wayne rolls over and draws his body upright, dangling his feet over the side of the bed. He wears yesterday’s black trousers, dried mud still on the cuffs from working in the garden. The crying has stopped now so he sits quietly, wrapped in his blanket, collecting his thoughts for the day, breathing himself awake, perhaps praying. A pair of small feet drop over the other side of the bed and stumble off toward the bathrooms behind our house. Mister Phirun, at nine years old the oldest boy with AIDS, sometimes wets the bed. None of the boys wants to sleep with Phirun, so Wayne lets him crawl in with him sometimes when he is worried or lonely. Wayne wakes up often during the night and he will carry Phirun out to the yard, hold him at arm’s length to drain and return him to bed without waking him.

Wayne calls all the kids Mister or Miss, especially the very little ones who run around with no pants. It is a matter of respect for the children but also on occasion affords much-needed comic relief, as in “Mister Vantha! Where are your shorts?”

The children begin to wander in from their various sleeping quarters, gathering near the bathrooms outside my window. They are still half asleep, most of them, and sit in dazed solitary silence on the bamboo slat bed next to the wall in the manner of small children softly awoken, holding their toothbrushes and soap and waiting their turn in the bathroom. Their towels are draped about their shoulders or dangling unconsciously from their hands. Now and then a little one nods off to sleep as he waits, and his towel drops to the ground and he draws his bare shoulders in and up against the morning dampness and hugs himself and looks even smaller than before.
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Now Sita squats by the faucet outside her woven mat house and draws a little water to wash herself. She wears a worn flowered sarong hastily tucked in above her breasts, and her hair tumbles uncombed about her neck and shoulders. In spite of the radio, in spite of the insects and the chirping gecko and the whispers of children, in spite of dogs and roosters and monks chanting, the air has until this moment still possessed the integrity of night. But when Sita opens the tap her simple gesture signals the onset of the day’s activities, because somewhere else Mr. Sary has opened the valve that allows water to flow down from the holding tanks on the roof and the water hits Sita’s plastic bucket with a noise like a string of small firecrackers. In the bathroom next door I hear the cistern beginning to fill and the children splashing about, giggling and whispering, washing themselves modestly under their clothes.

Sita has lived here, on and off, for six years, her residency interrupted by a series of transgressions, petty thefts and infractions that have made her at times unpopular with her fellow residents and unwelcome in the community. Each time she has left and failed to make a life for herself in the outside world Sita has returned, tentatively at first, testing the boundaries, subtly insinuating herself, promising that she has mended her ways, until finally Wayne’s resolution fails and he persuades the other women to allow Sita to move her few belongings back into her small house.

As with nearly everyone here, her life has been a series of the setbacks and rejections, catastrophes and abandonments, that beset people infected with HIV/AIDS the world over. Such stories abound, every imaginable permutation of sorrow and many that are unimaginable. Sita’s own story includes elements not uncommon: an abusive father, a lover who impregnated her and infected her with the HIV virus, then the death of her baby and beatings from her family and, when her illness became public knowledge, a village that tormented her and made of her a pariah. Perhaps like many poor women she has sometimes been forced into prostitution, at least informally, to feed herself. Wayne considers these things when he advocates for her in the community, and the others relent because, after all, Sita’s life has not been so different from their own.
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The daylight has begun to come up now and Sita emerges from her house, dressed for the day, and begins sweeping the pounded dirt courtyard, bent over her short broom. Her dusty sarong has been properly tied, falling in a modest pleat from her waist. She wears a black blouse with panels of openwork lace, a garment that hints of the dressier ensemble it may have been part of before being sold as surplus from the sweatshops of Phnom Penh. Her high cheekbones, full mouth and high forehead give her a face that might be called sculpted rather than pretty, with a trace of knowing irony in her eyebrows. Yet I have seen her transform, and once, when she was clearly smitten by a young volunteer, she became girlish: radiant and unguarded and wonderfully soft. I could see then the beauty Sita had been and the wife and mother she might have been and the passionate woman she can be.

She moves aside a grass mat barrier to reveal a small space adjoining her house. It is no more than eight feet on a side and forms a tiny walled garden on one side of which Sita has planted pink, orange and red zinnias. Once the garden was open, but the bony cows that are allowed to graze freely in the dry season, topping Wayne’s young mango trees and eating whatever else they can find, made a meal of Sita’s flowers. So she has enclosed it, a hidden jewel, radiant in a dusty world. It is her refuge, her pride and her testament, like her radio that blares forth its witness every morning to the world and declares before Heaven, “Yes. I am still here. Listen! I am alive!”


2

A Workshop for Souls

My favorite way to arrive at Wat Opot is by tuk-tuk, an open-air surrey made of welded rebar and decorated with a bright fringed canopy. The tuk-tuk is the poor man’s chariot and can accommodate several generations of a large Cambodian family, or one Western visitor with luggage for a lengthy stay. It is towed behind a motorbike, attached by a ball hitch. On the back of the tuk-tuk is a sign welcoming “Responsible Tourists” to Cambodia and announcing that the driver is “Absolutely Against Child Sex Tourism.”

You hail a driver outside the Golden Gate Hotel on Street 278 in Phnom Penh. He knows you by now, knows all the volunteers and knows which of the ornamental gates off Highway Number Two South to turn through to access the rough dirt road through the village of Sramouch He and on to the Wat Opot Children’s Community.

The trip takes about an hour and a half, as the tuk-tuk is slower than most other forms of public transport, but more enjoyable than being crammed with your parcels into a crowded bus or shared minivan and even nicer than riding in the back of a private taxi, whose air conditioner and windows may not work and whose driver’s taste in music—always loud—may not agree with your own. In this surrey you can see and be seen, make funny faces at children along the road, enjoy the view of life and, if the rains come, you can let down the plastic shades and breathe the moist ozone-scented breeze that will settle the dust at last.
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Wat Opot (a wat is a Buddhist temple, also called a pagoda) is a small village sanctuary, which in 2000 donated five acres of unused land for a small project to provide palliative care to some of Cambodia’s poorest people who were dying of AIDS. The temple itself had been desecrated in the late 1970s by Khmer Rouge forces who had used it to store corpses. The land in question was known to be haunted.

Wayne Dale Matthysse, an American who had been a medic in the Vietnam War, began the Wat Opot Project with a young Cambodian Buddhist, Vandin San. Over the years it has grown from a hospice into a vibrant community for children whose lives have been impacted by HIV/AIDS. About a third of the children are HIV positive, and all have lost at least one parent to AIDS. At any given time between fifty and eighty-five children, HIV positive and HIV negative alike, live together at Wat Opot as family, along with a number of adult patients.
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On the last day of October in 2005, three months after my sixtieth birthday, I arrived in Cambodia and took the first of many tuk-tuk rides to Wat Opot. I had imagined Cambodia to be somewhere between Conrad’s Heart of Darkness and Coppola’s Apocalypse Now. The night I arrived I wrote in my journal,


First impression of Cambodia is that it is like the other poor places—same materials—bam-bam [corrugated tin] roofs, concrete or wooden houses—and except for the temples no decoration—along the roads very few places that are new, none that are fancy. Some neighborhoods in Phnom Penh with little row houses. But overall the dust, people making small market, nothing extra. Still, a lovely sweetness and quick response to a smile. I am met by the director and cofounder of the program, Vandin San.

Then south to Wat Opot. Arrival, meetings, many children and helpers. The kids are wonderful, beautiful—one boy runs out and hugs me. Lunch is fish from the little pond and string beans, rice, fruit, fried potatoes. Wayne gives me the tour—suggests some projects—I am still numb, exhausted—going through the motions of civility. I crash in late afternoon and wake for dinner saved for me—crash again till 4 a.m.

Wayne tells a litany of stories, of children here who have been abandoned or exploited—sold to prostitution, strip-searched when they visit family for any penny or anything worth selling. Adoptive parents who bought a boy, dropping him off at Wat Opot when they suspected AIDS. They wanted a child to raise who would care for them in their old age, not one for themselves to love and care for. Men getting drunk, raping their wives. Now the woman is pregnant, has AIDS or has a sick baby. Stories on top of stories. Women here who have lost children, now caring for the children of other women who have died. Wayne seeing God even in the least of these.

Where does the social contract break down? Where is the heart lost? Is it poverty, or some flaw in human nature? Is this the natural state, and the rest only stories that make us play out care and kindness? Or are these perversions caused by the collapse of culture, trauma of history, poverty and fear? For my part I will need to focus on the children, in the present, on being kind and giving them whatever I am able, and not whether one or another is HIV positive. Just be with them as they are and love them as well as I can.



When my friends heard that I would be going to Cambodia to volunteer for five months they questioned whether I might instead stay for a shorter time, “to see whether you like it.” I had never spoken with Wayne, the director, but had received a few enthusiastic emails, welcoming me in spite of my inexperience and lack of professional qualifications. Rebecca, a pediatric nurse who had been volunteering at Wat Opot for some years, had phoned me when she was in the United States. She had first met Wayne when she visited Cambodia with a Christian mission group. She could see that he needed help and had begun praying that he might find someone who could make a commitment to the project. After a while she came to realize she was that person. Rebecca left her job and grandchildren and moved to Cambodia. She had now been living at Wat Opot for about five years and told me stories of the children, how they would love me, teach me Khmer and guard me from all harm.

Although I grew up in a Jewish family in New York City, as a child of the 1960s I had also dabbled in Eastern philosophies. I had little experience of Evangelical Christianity, and the sort of fundamentalism that was gaining political clout in the United States seemed more foreign to me than Cambodian Buddhism. I wondered how Rebecca and I would get along. Wayne, in contrast, although he came from a devout background, seemed dedicated to making Wat Opot a nonsectarian refuge, free of proselytizing. In the end I told myself that there would surely be things I wouldn’t like, and if I knew I’d be leaving soon I would never try to come to peace with them. I figured I’d better plan to stay awhile.

Before many weeks had passed at Wat Opot, I would find that the problems were different and the joys more profound than I could have imagined. I will tell you about both in this book, and to that extent I could not help but write a book within a book, one about une femme d’un certain âge who goes off to find her soul by volunteering in the so-called Third World. It’s a familiar theme in this isolating age, and although some of my own story inevitably crept in, the book I hoped to write is not about that. It is the lives of the children I want you to know about.

I arrived at Wat Opot at a time when antiretroviral medicines (ARVs) had only recently become available to treat the first generation of children with HIV/AIDS. In those days, Cambodia had one of the highest infection rates in Asia and many children were being born HIV positive. But things had begun to change. Médecins Sans Frontières—Doctors Without Borders—had arrived in Takeo Province in 2003, bringing the first ARV program to a simple clinic in the provincial capital, also called Takeo. It’s a small city, about an hour south of Wat Opot, with a current population of approximately 39,000 people. Very sick children who formerly would have perished in the AIDS epidemic were for the first time on medication, and they were clearly beginning to grow stronger. The problem now was how to nurture these traumatized children who had watched their parents and friends sicken and die, who might themselves have been close to death. How to convince them that with care they might grow up, go to school, live near-normal lives? This was a time when widespread attention turned to the epidemic in the developing world, before the economic downturn and relentless military spending spilled the seed of the largest donor nations, a time before people with AIDS would once again begin leaving the hospitals to die at home because there were no services or medicines for them. This was a hopeful time.

And I would like you to see how a good man with fifty dollars in his pocket and very little backing walks into the chaos of a post-apocalyptic country and wrests from the devastation a small island of compassion and comity. Those of us who yearn to “do something” in the world need such models, need to study real people who are not stopped cold by a lack of funds or support from international institutions or by the sheer enormity of the problem, people who are far from perfect but who can live in the reality of the moment and perceive what is needed and how to meet those needs with the materials at hand.

Wayne does not regard the Wat Opot community as existing only for the benefit of the children, although that is assuredly its primary purpose. Rather, he opens the gates to anyone on a journey who stumbles upon this place and feels called to linger with the children. Asked one afternoon whether there is any thread that unites the volunteers who have passed through Wat Opot, Wayne replied simply, “Loneliness and the need for touch.” Even if people show up not realizing what is lacking in their lives, when the first child comes to hug them something changes, opening them in a way they likely could not have named before, answering a hunger that many of us in the West do not even know we have. Still, for all our hungers and traumas and our need to love and be loved, our compulsion to see ourselves as kind and useful in the world, maybe in the end we are only another passing caravan, a footnote in a long history. For us it is a brief visit, and then we leave and again we are alone. We come and go. But the children, in a sense, are eternal.

What Wayne did not mention on that occasion was the opening of the heart to compassion, which happens to many people who visit. After I had finished writing the first chapter of this book, I sent it to Andrew, a young Australian volunteer on whom Sita had developed a crush. Sita used to come to Andrew’s room late at night and he would have to ask her to leave—very politely and kindly, because he was a sweet man—but it was difficult for him. And he would complain to me that she was putting him in the painful position of having to reject her night after night. But after he read the story he told me it helped him to appreciate and love Sita. This made me realize the power stories can have to transform the way people feel and love. I began to understand that Wat Opot was—is—a workshop for souls.


3

Family Pictures

Mister Sampeah [sam-PEE-ah], the first child to greet me when I arrived at Wat Opot, was all elbows and knees, mischievous eyes and a wide toothless grin. There I stood, apprehensive and exhausted after a thirty-hour flight, and it was Sampeah who ran out from a huddle of momentarily shy children to throw his arms around my knees. I felt my heart burst open, and from then on nothing was ever the same.

Sampeah’s story is a mystery. Wayne guesses he was about four years old when he came to live at Wat Opot. Late one night an ambulance pulled into the clinic to drop off a woman patient. She had been beaten unconscious and her wrists showed rope marks where they had been bound together. The ambulance attendants were riding in the front seat, and when they opened the back door out jumped a skinny little boy with no front teeth. No one had seen him climb in and hide behind his mother’s stretcher. Before Wayne could ask any questions the ambulance and its attendants disappeared into the darkness. Wayne wondered whether Sampeah had lost his teeth defending his mother from her attackers, but like many questions about Sampeah this one will never be answered. His mother died that night without ever having regained consciousness.

No one knew where Sampeah came from or whether he had family who might have been looking for him, but one day, when he was playing with the other children, one of the Khmer staff overheard him say the name of a village. Wayne asked him whether this was his home, and would he perhaps like to visit to see whether they could find his family. Sampeah’s reply was a stifled “No!” and a face so fraught with anxiety that Wayne would never ask him again.
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After dinner my first night I walked with Wayne to the crematorium for the brief memorial service that is held there each evening. The children chant a prayer invoking the name of the Buddha and sing a Christian hymn of thanks for the lives of their loved ones.

An unruly group of kids fell in behind us on the dirt path, calling out, “Meestah Wayne go pa cha!” They shouted and sang and jostled each other, hanging in clusters from our arms and hands. I wished I had more fingers.

The crematorium—pa cha in Khmer—stands on the far eastern edge of Wat Opot’s slender strip of land. It is an austere white structure, square, with seven levels tapering toward a pointed top. Chimneys in the upper levels allow the smoke of burning bodies to rise and blossom, pure white against a blue blue sky.

On the western face of the pa cha are three doors. The door on the left opens to a small chapel with a simple white sarcophagus where the dead can rest until family and monks arrive for the funeral. A painting on the wall shows a beam of light ascending from the ocean to the clouds. In the center, behind steel doors, is the furnace itself. As a body is consumed by flames, bones and ashes sift down through a grate onto a ragged sheet of corrugated tin and are collected through a low door on the rear of the building.

To the right of the furnace is a tiny chapel called the family room. Inside, we crowded onto floor mats across from a wall of pictures of parents and friends who had perished of AIDS. On that first night, Wayne explained that after each cremation the children help to wash and select the bones for the little brass urns that sit in a glass case underneath the photographs. Each urn is carefully tied with a web of string and bears a tag with a name and a tiny portrait.

Behind the pa cha is a small memorial stupa called the chaet dai. It is painted the saffron of monks’ robes, brilliantly brushed over with gold paint. Any ashes that are not put into urns are added to the remains of hundreds of other souls in this communal crypt.

The children love to climb on the chaet dai, and even mourners at a funeral do not mind their noisy play. People say that it comforts the spirits of the dead to hear the children’s laughter.
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During the service my new friend Mister Sampeah snuggled close to me. Several other children climbed in and out of my lap, their hair smelling of the incense we had just offered to the souls of the dead. Afterward, Sampeah took his mother’s urn from the glass case. With both hands he held it out so I could see her picture and said simply, “Mama.” He knew just where to find her. He could visit her and hold her and introduce her to his new friend, and it comforted him.

A year later, when I returned to Wat Opot, I watched as Sampeah introduced his mother to another new volunteer. I had my camera with me that night and asked him whether I might take his picture. The memory of that first evening had remained vivid in my mind, but there had never been a moment when it seemed anything but greedy to ask him to pose with the urn. He was delighted, and I was able to give him a large print of himself holding his mother’s ashes. You can see her face on the tag tied with string to the lid. Sampeah is smiling his vast, guileless smile. His second teeth are starting to grow in.

Mister Veha and his little sister Miss Kolab, whose mother had died earlier that week, were there that day and asked me to take a photo for them as well. So Veha fetched their mother’s photograph down from the wall and they sat together on the cool tiles outside the crematorium. Veha put his hand under Kolab’s chin and lifted her head to pose her just so.

For Sampeah and Veha, and for Kolab, who is too young to remember, these photographs of themselves with their mothers are the only ones they will ever have.
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Two years later, in an elementary school in Northeast Harbor, Maine, I was talking with a group of fifth graders about the children of Wat Opot. Unlike most adult audiences, who want to know whether I had a bathroom or bottled water, or what kind of camera I use, or where the funding comes from, these kids identified powerfully with the children in the photographs, and their questions were different: “You say these kids are poor. How come they don’t look poor?” and “If they know they are going to die, how come they look so happy?”

I was touched—awestruck really—at how their questions seemed to find the heart of the matter.
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4

Exit, with Cookie

Miss Chan Tevy [chan teh-VEE] stands in the open doorway, her head held a little to one side. She walks toward me smiling, part eight-year-old, part diva, and altogether winning. She thrusts out an open palm and demands, “Saboo!” It is the eighth time tonight. “I gave you shampoo,” I tell her. “I gave you shampoo for tonight and shampoo for tomorrow and shampoo for next week. What do you do with it all?” She considers this question seriously for a moment. She is wearing a white T-shirt with the word “ANGEL” in rhinestone studs. Then she tips her head to the other side, once again puts out her hand, smiles her most appealing smile, and says, “Cookie!”

I bring the biscuit tin from my room and give her one of the big ones with the chalky strawberry filling. She scowls. “Bpee!” she insists. “Two!”
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It’s a warm evening and the air feels perfect after a hot day. There’s still a soft glow in the sky and we are waiting for Mr. Sary to fire up the generator. This is my favorite time of day, when everybody gathers after dinner just to play and touch and be together.

Wayne and I sit on the bench in the yard, and the kids pile on. Everybody wants to cuddle. Miss Srey Mao, who is four years old, climbs up on Wayne’s knee and busies herself plucking hairs from his arm. Little Socheat leans back and relaxes into Wayne’s lap. Wayne tickles him and he doubles over, laughing. Mister Poi runs up and blows on the whistle he has made, a blade of grass held between his thumbs. The sound is wispy and Poi looks disappointed, so Wayne shows him how to adjust the grass until it makes a satisfying squeak. Mister Vantha plucks a fresh blade of grass and the two boys run off together, chirping happily in the darkness. Mister Kosal muscles Socheat out of the way, scrambles up Wayne’s outstretched legs and slides giddily down again. Socheat runs off to play with Miss Malis, who grabs his hands and swings him round and round in the air.


[image: ][image: ]




Pesei [pe-SIGH] snuggles up to me. He has just tucked a sprig of bright orange bougainvillea behind each of Baby Mai’s ears. Baby Mai is beaming, basking in the attention. A few inches away, not quite touching anyone, sits Pesei’s sister, Miss Jorani. Needy but aloof, she is very much the young teenager. Other kids jump rope and play volleyball. Mister Ratha, somewhere between twelve and sixteen, strikes a cool pose on a big red motorcycle. Little kids play and squabble and cry and come for comfort and run back out to play again. Older boys turn cartwheels. Bicycles careen by in the dark. It is on evenings like this, all of us together at the end of the day, that Wat Opot feels most like a family.
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The generator coughs and the lights splutter on. Wayne peels the children from his lap and walks slowly toward the office to prepare for the evening clinic. Miss Srey Mom and Miss Ve Not have strung a piece of green twine across the path between the bougainvillea tree and the fence. Ve Not is five years old, tiny, and the string is just high enough that she must stand on tiptoe to reach it. The little girls are having fun pinching blossoms from the flowering trees and balancing them over the green string to make a flower garland. A simple and charming game. They hold the flowers daintily between thumbs and index fingers. The blooms tip back and forth in the breeze like bells, or miniature Chinese lanterns. Lavender, scarlet, white.

I wander over to admire their work.

Miss Chan Tevy drops her jump rope and runs over to play with Miss Srey Mom. They laugh together. Yet out of the corner of my eye I detect an odd movement, something not quite natural. It is only for a moment, a tiny jerking of Chan Tevy’s body; she goes on chattering as if nothing has happened. Then it happens again. A little spasm. She does not seem to notice, but I watch carefully as she adds a hot pink flower to Srey Mom’s garland. Over the next few minutes the spasm repeats several times. Thoughts race through my mind: seizures? I have heard that over time AIDS can attack the brain—but…
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“Chan Tevy?”

I hear alarm in my voice. I hadn’t meant it to be there. She looks straight at me, but her eyes don’t seem to focus, and this time her spasm is stronger, more dramatic. I gather her up and carry her into the clinic. She is light like a baby bird and she feels so vulnerable, shuddering in my arms.

“Wayne! Something’s happening with Chan Tevy.”

I set her down and she drops to the floor and begins to convulse, arms and legs jerking wildly, eyes rolled back.

Wayne glances up from his computer and goes on typing.

“Wayne!”

“She’s faking it,” he says, trying hard not to grin. “That one gets a reaction every time. Run along, Sarah Bernhardt.”

Miss Chan Tevy allows herself a quick, satisfied glance at me and disappears out the door. I sink onto a stool, exhausted.
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It’s time for their meds. The children gather outside the clinic doorway. Serain urges them into something resembling a line, little ones in front. She monitors the doorway, directing the children with a bamboo rod, but her ferocity is all show. Along with Wayne and Rebecca, Serain is the backbone of Wat Opot. Every morning she arrives on her moto—gold jewelry and platform shoes, her hair just so, sometimes dyed black, sometimes red. Washerwoman, night nurse, tender of the dying, cleaner of god-awful messes, she is cheerful, industrious and, in my mind, superhuman. When there is nothing more pressing she collects old candle ends, softens them on a hot stone bench in the sun, and kneads and rerolls the wax to make new candles. Or she manicures the edges of the lawn with tiny scissors. She takes care of me like a mother and I love her. She is also fiercely protective of Wayne and brings him enormous bedtime bowls of sesame noodles. He groans loudly that she is trying to kill him, but he never refuses.

Every day Serain studies English from a tattered phrase book. “Madame, speak English?” she asks me. We each call the other “Madame.” She points to an arcane circumlocution in this antique primer and together we pronounce a phrase, something on the order of “When does the parade of the matadors commence?” Then she will try to teach me something in Khmer, which always ends with the children laughing uncontrollably as Serain struggles to keep a straight face. I am convinced she keeps changing the pronunciation. The sessions end when she pats me on the cheek affectionately and says, “Madame speak Khmer very good!” Her English never seems to improve—but then neither does my Khmer.
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One by one the children come into the office to take their medicines, the youngest first, Little Run, with his astonished eyes and enormous, translucent ears. As usual his nose is running. He is carrying a liter water bottle that seems much too big for him and he is wearing only a faded T-shirt that covers him to his knees. He is four, but already he can find his pills in the basket marked with his name. Mr. Sary checks the pillbox to make sure Run is taking the right dose, and then Run swallows his medicine, drinking deeply from his bottle. Mr. Sary gives him a cookie, and he runs off to play. I watch Run go through this procedure, morning and night every day, and each time I have the same thought: “He is so small.”

Large and small they come, first the children infected with HIV, who must take their medicines punctually, twice every day, lest the virus develop resistance. All of them take pills except Mister Vibol, who is nine years old. Before he came to Wat Opot he was living with his grandparents in the village. To these elderly farmers, as to many villagers, HIV was a death sentence, so they didn’t send the boy to school or give him his medicines regularly. Vibol developed resistance to the first-line antiretroviral drugs, and now he must take the second-line medication, a foul-tasting liquid that must be stored on ice.

He takes a deep breath. Mr. Sary reaches across the desk with a fat plastic syringe and squirts a measure of medicine into his mouth. Vibol takes a big gulp of water. He is trying not to gag. Wayne is still unsure how he is responding to these new drugs—so many skin infections, such frequent fevers too. We just can’t know how much organ damage he has sustained, and Wayne worries about him, worries whether he will even survive. Sometimes Vibol seems withdrawn and frail and comes by for a moment just to rest with my arm around him, or he sits alone, out by the crematorium, softly playing his harmonica. But when he is well he is all boy, joyous and gangly, running with the others like a yearling colt. So for now all we can do is hope, and send him to school, and love him.
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He painted his mother bathing him “because she loves me very much.” The young artist passed away not long after painting this picture.



After the clinic, after the generator has stopped grinding and the children have settled down and the world is quiet again, Wayne and I sit in the darkened office, talking into the night with only a small candle for light. He begins to reflect on Miss Chan Tevy, and how he and Rebecca first discovered her at her aunt and uncle’s house in a nearby village. Chan Tevy was the first child to live at Wat Opot.

“She was stitched into a hammock on the front porch. She was ill, only skin and bones. The aunt had put her there so that she could go out into the field to plant rice.”

Seeing my expression change, he adds, “I know it sounds like abuse, but really it isn’t. It’s a necessity here. Chan Tevy lived with her uncle and aunt until she was two years old, and though we had no ARVs in those days she responded well to the vitamins and antibiotics we brought for her. Then testing became available and we had them bring her into the clinic, and when she turned up positive for HIV the uncle said he didn’t want her in his house anymore. They had an argument right here in the office, but her aunt took her home anyway. About three weeks later the aunt brought her back. She said her husband had not come home and would not give her money for food until Chan Tevy was out of the house. Now and then she’ll visit the aunt and uncle, but she’s been living here ever since.

“Rebecca spent more time with her than with the other kids, and I believe much of Chan Tevy’s acting ability comes as a result of her learning to manipulate Rebecca. I recall one time when Rebecca was going to give her a cookie but pulled it away just as Chan Tevy reached for it. This continued a couple of times. Finally, Rebecca gave her the cookie. Chan Tevy took it and then, looking straight at Rebecca, she threw it down on the ground. I don’t think their relationship ever really developed beyond that point.”
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Miss Chan Tevy stands in the doorway to my room, her head a little to one side.

“Cookie!” she says.

“Bpee?” I reply. “Two?”

For a split second she looks surprised. Then she grins and holds out both hands. “Bai!” “Three!”

Now I’m grinning too. “Chan Tevy, you know I’m really happy to see you. Did you come to give me a hug?”

She climbs into my lap and throws her arms around my neck. We sit together for a little while, both of us, I imagine, wanting nothing in the world so much as this moment.

Then she runs off, a cookie in each hand.


5

Miss Srey Mom: Those We Are Given to Love

Miss Srey Mom was new to Wat Opot, and she stood in the twilight of her first evening with the children playing games all around her, knowing no one, seeing no one. She was only six years old, and alone. Behind her on the white stucco wall was a giant red AIDS ribbon and the words
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I approached her, put my hand gently on her shoulder, but she had turned deep inside. Blinded and deafened by grief she did not respond, though I thought I felt her body shudder when I touched her.

“I need to wait,” I thought.
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The car brought her and the car left without her. Two older sisters were in the car. Srey Mom’s parents had both died of AIDS, and her sisters were supposed to take care of her. But they were pretty and young, and anxious to marry. In Cambodia the quality of a woman’s life is still largely determined by the man she marries, and it was not long before these young women realized that a promising young man, a good prospect, would have no interest in marrying a woman with a sickly young sister infected with AIDS. So they brought Srey Mom to Wat Opot.

Her sisters gave Wayne a plastic hamper with hair ribbons and bright new clothes. Srey Mom refused to look at them or say goodbye when they left. She just stood there, very still and very small. But after the car drove through the gate and down the road past the Buddhist temple, after it disappeared down the village road toward the highway, Srey Mom began to cry. She cried for hours, cried for her mother, her father and for everything that had been lost and taken from her. She was perhaps too young to know the words for what she was feeling. She just cried.
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I had only been at Wat Opot a few weeks myself when Srey Mom arrived. She was the first new child to come while I was there. I was still adjusting to the loud all-night music from the wat that lacerated my sleep, and to the constant demands of so many children with unfamiliar Khmer names. It would take me months to learn their stories, who was related to whom, which adult was responsible for which child. And that was just the beginning, the bare facts, the illusion of knowing. To begin to know these children, to meet them as people, would take much longer. In the dance of personalities there are some I will never know.

Perhaps because I was new myself I understood a little of how overwhelming it can be for a child to arrive at Wat Opot, this trauma heaped on top of all the other abandonment, the death of their parents and loss upon loss of anything familiar or loving in their lives. So I made a special effort to befriend the new ones, to sit with them on their first evenings, to check in
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