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Chapter 1

 


‘Wow! Look what the cat’s
dragged in?’

 


Greyson looked up on hearing
Barker’s voice, and through whisky fuelled eyes, saw what had
attracted the guy’s attention. A young woman was making her way to
the bar, in the company of a tall, grey haired man who looked
familiar. He worked for Reuters, his name was Nielsen or Nelson or
some such. He couldn’t remember.

 


‘My, Nielsen’s got lucky,’
Barker continued, as Greyson sat up, and wearily downed the remains
of his drink.

 


He didn’t recognise the woman.
The newspaper guy he knew by sight, but couldn’t remember ever
speaking to him. Barker pushed the table out of the way and stood
up, knocking over the glasses on the next table as he did so. There
was a wave of cries, as drinks were knocked over, tipping the
contents every which way. One glare from his belligerent face
quelled any thoughts of making a thing of it. Greyson didn’t get
involved. If he joined in everything Barker did, they’d never get
out alive. Two completely different types, both American, both
thrown together in Phnom Penh. One tall, blond and quietly spoken,
whilst the other was a heavily built, violent drunk.

 


‘I’m going over to say a few
words. This beauty’s too good to miss,’ Barker slurred, as he
pushed his drunken way through the noisy crowd, shoving tables and
chairs aside, as he did so. As he drunkenly weaved his way,
knocking furniture and people flying, Greyson watched with a frown.
There was something about the guy that he disliked intensely.
Somehow, he always ended up in his company.

 


He looked over the heads of the
mostly short, Cambodian clientele, and noticed again, the woman who
had sparked Barker’s interest. She stood out like a sore thumb,
being the only Western woman in the bar. It was a fetid, stinking
place, jammed packed with the locals, occasional Western tourists,
and tiny bar girls, who sat stony faced as some overweight slob
pawed them. He could hardly think straight with the smell of sweat
and booze, and the overwhelming cacophony around him. The place was
steaming, all around was the overwhelming din, of garbled Khmer
voices. The sound of shouting, and swearing, broken only by a
mixture of languages in heated debates. It usually meant an
argument over drinks or women. The woman at the bar was out of
place. She was slim, with dark hair and a head taller than most of
the men around her. Dressed in a pink silk shirt and white
trousers, the cut of her clothes looked expensive. Refilling his
glass, Greyson watched Barker make his way through the melee and
smiled,

 


‘Out of your league, my friend.
Out of your league.’

 


At that moment, Barker picked up
a middle-aged man by his lapels and threw him out of the way. A
stampede followed, as the man staggered to his feet, sweating
profusely, but didn’t argue. He just dusted himself down and headed
to the other side of the room. No one dared challenge the lout. His
reputation for becoming violent at the drop of a hat preceded him.
The crowd just parted like the red sea, trying to get out of his
way, before they were flattened.

 


Greyson shook his head. God he
was tired. The whisky hadn’t helped. Now the heat of the room, and
the drone of people around him, just made him want to put his head
down and sleep. He must have nodded off for a few minutes, when he
was suddenly jolted awake by the crash of broken glass, and a body
hurtled across his table, landing with a thud in front of him.
Another poor sap had got in Barker’s way, and was now trying to
pick himself up, wiping his bloody nose. Angrily he hauled the
spluttering man to his feet and yelled,

 


‘For Chris’ sakes Barker. Can’t
we just have a quiet night for once? You drunken bastard!’

 


The drunk leapt forward to thump
the youth, who was half his size, again, still shouting and
swearing, but Greyson dragged him off. Barker stared at his
drinking buddy with crazed eyes in a stand-off, but then slumped
onto a nearby table, as the dazed victim staggered off, his nose
still bleeding heavily. Greyson was sick of it. Every time he had
the unfortunate benefit of Barker’s company, it ended this way.

 


‘Shit head! Serves him
right,’

 


Greyson didn’t answer, but
glanced across the room, and noticed that the dark haired woman was
still there, seemingly oblivious to the row. Barker looked up and
sneered,

‘Don’t bother with her buddy.
She’s one of those sarcastic Brits. All posh talk and fucking limey
humour. I wouldn’t waste my time.’ As he spoke, he poured another
drink, throwing it down his throat in one go. Greyson knew there
would be more trouble. Barker had already downed a load of the
local Anchor beer, and was hammered. Now he was knocking back
Bourbon, whilst all Greyson wanted to do was head back to his
bed.

 


‘What happened, did she give you
the big freeze?’ he snapped at the drunk, and standing up, threw
some money on the table. Barker downed another drink and mumbled
something about her not being that great close to. Greyson didn’t
reply, but looked across again. The woman at the bar was now deep
in conversation with Nielsen, and he watched as she rummaged in her
bag and produced a notebook. She probably had something to do with
the press he thought, as he thrust a crumpled packet of Marlboros
in his Levis. Leaning over Barker, he shook him violently and
called out,

 


‘I’m off. I want to get my head
down for a few hours; I’ve got a meeting tomorrow.’

 


‘The night is yet young, what’s
the matter with you? You a fucking faggot or something?’ came the
slurred reply.

 


The blond man ignored the
insult, as Barker downed another short, and mumbled,

 


‘We could go on to the Crazy Cat
Bar and get a piece of the action there.’

 


‘I am not looking for action.
I’m shattered, I just want to sleep.’

 


The drunk grinned lasciviously,
and patted the rear end of a young bar girl, who was edging past,
and laughed,

 


‘Get lost then you miserable
bastard.’

 


Greyson picked up his lighter,
and began to push his way through the melee of people. It was hot
and humid, and he just wanted to get out. As he edged his way
through the jostling crowd of highly-strung Khmer locals, he
staggered against a tall German, who uttered some expletives and
pushed him away, knocking him into the young woman, who was now
seated alone.

 


‘Do you mind?’ she snapped in a
refined English accent.

 


‘Humble apologies,’ Greyson said
quickly, as he steadied her on the stool.

 


Barker was mad. This woman was
stunning, but what was she doing in this bar? It was a downmarket
dive and there were never any Western women likely to pop in for a
drink, and definitely none like her. As he was about to go on his
way, Nielsen returned from the sewage area out the back that passed
for a John.

 


‘Greyson isn’t it? Have a
drink.’ The guy’s breath stunk of tobacco and alcohol, and his face
looked dry on the bone, like a skull.

 


‘No thanks. I am off to get some
shut eye, but who’s your lovely friend?’

 


The woman’s eyebrows rose with
irritation.

 


‘Would you mind not referring to
me, as if I’m not in the room?’

 


Nielsen leaned over,

‘This is Lennie Blackmore. She
works for the Post.’

 


The woman’s face flashed
annoyance at his words. It was obvious that she’d not wanted the
fact that she was a journalist broadcasted to the world at large.
Greyson nodded, the name was familiar to him. Lennie Blackmore was
an investigative reporter of some repute.

 


‘I thought Blackmore was a
guy.’

 


‘Apparently not,’ she added,
replacing the notebook in her bag.

 


There was an edge in her manner,
and there was a look of disdain on her face. Meanwhile Greyson was
staring, amazed at how beautiful she was.

 


‘Put your eyes back in mister!’
She said archly, and realising he was behaving like a schoolboy, he
snapped out of it.

 


‘Can I buy you a drink, to make
up for my rudeness?’

 


A slight smile flickered around
her mouth, but she shook her head.

 


‘No thanks. I had that offer
from your boorish friend over there.’

 


She tilted her head in Barker’s
direction. The lout was now lolling over another young bar girl,
her blank, expressionless face, enlivened only by her knowing,
glittering eyes. He was holding her in a vice like grip, whilst she
sat motionless, like a statue. The bar was a well-known pick up
area for Westerners looking for young Khmer women. The younger the
better. Barker was in his element. Disgusted, Greyson turned to
leave but as he did so, Lennie added,

 


‘You can give me a light
though.’ She took out a gold cigarette case and flicking it open,
took out a long tipped cigarette, waving it airily.

 


‘Sure!’

 


He flicked the top off his gold
Dunhill, and as she bent forward to get a light, her expression
registered interest at its value. Saying nothing, she tipped her
head back and coolly inhaled. As she did so, her long, dark hair
fell forward and there was a waft of perfume. Greyson’s eyes were
drawn to a heavy gold Ankh dangling from a chain, resting at the
opening at the top of her silk shirt. Despite himself, his eyes
fixed on the outline of her breasts. The smell of the perfume was
pleasant, after all the stink of body odour in the bar. It brought
back all kinds of memories, until he became aware of her eyes
penetrating his with a critical gaze. He was the first to turn
away.

 


Nielsen’s yellow, nicotined
fingers closed on Lennie’s arm proprietarily, as he whispered that
they needed to leave. Greyson noticed her recoil at the smell of
the newspaper man’s breath and he made a space around him, to give
her room to step down from the stool. As she edged past, she took a
last sip of her drink and with a breezy,

 


‘Cheers,’ went on her way.

 


Greyson watched as the slim
figure disappeared into the crush, until she was lost from sight.
He then pushed his way through the fetid crowd, desperately needing
some fresh air. Outside was just as noisy as inside, and the air
was humid and sticky, making him desperate for a shower. The area
stank of sewage, and even at this late hour, the noise from the
mopeds roaring up and down the pot-holed streets, was
deafening.

 


Leaning against the graffiti
covered wall he took out another cigarette. As he did so, he was
nearly knocked down by a moped. It hurtled by, with several youths
clinging on for dear life. He leapt out of the way and vehemently
cursed them. They were likely to become another of the local death
statistics, joining the wrecks of vehicles left piled on the
kerbside. A sad scene of mangled flip-flops, which once belonged to
people, who were now corpses. He watched as the moped disappeared,
still upright, as more bikes roared up amid clouds of smoke, and
the pollution made him cough. He was smoking too much these days,
and as an afterthought, he pushed the Marlboro back in the packet,
and headed to his hotel. His shoulder was aching as if he’d
wrenched it. Probably a pinched nerve or something. He decided that
he’d have to book in for a massage to try to loosen it up. After
all, there were plenty of places around to get one. Not the sort he
wanted, he’d leave that kind to Barker. He would ask Control to
recommend somewhere.

 


As he walked along, he couldn’t
get that woman out of his mind. Lennie Blackmore, strange name for
a woman. Perhaps it suited her to let people think an investigative
journalist was a man. He remembered that there had been some high
profile revelations made by her in the papers back in the States.
There had been a big exposure about government corruption. It
seemed strange that an English woman should be sitting in a dive
bar in Cambodia. Americans weren’t interested in this part of the
world nowadays, and the Brits never were. Perhaps she was involved
with Nielsen. He rejected that as a stupid idea, she was too
upmarket for a down-at- heel hack, but then why was she running
around with him?

 


The thoughts kept whirling in
his tired brain, until he was back in his dilapidated room, with
the dirty sheets and the thin walls. He stood under the cold water
of the antiquated shower that creaked and groaned, grateful for the
feel of it on his skin; he was lucky, at least he had a shower in
the room. Then just for a moment, he wondered why he lived this
way. The thought surprised him. He was used to it; it suited his
lifestyle and it meant that he didn’t draw attention to himself.
Why was he concerned about it now? It must have been the woman,
reminding him of the civilisation he’d left behind years ago.
Exhausted, he crept into the unmade bed, and was asleep as soon as
his head touched the pillow.

 


It was 2am when he woke with a
jolt, and found himself covered in sweat, screaming out.

 


‘Pull up! Pull up!’

 


For a moment, he couldn’t
remember where he was. It was all a blur, then it came back to him.
It was that old dream; he was back in Iraq; in the thick of it.
He’d been shouting for his co-pilot Foreman to get out, as the
plane lost control. He shuddered as he recalled the fireball that
had spiralled up, as the craft crashed into the desert, with
Foreman trapped inside. Now wide-awake, he sat up in agitation,
perspiration dripping from his face, and ran his hands through his
sweat soaked hair. It had been a long time since he’d had that
dream. The two of them had been through so much together, before
the crash that killed Chuck. He hadn’t thought about him in a long
time, and that made him feel guilty. Now his mind was racing with
those old thoughts again. Why had he survived the crash, and not
Foreman? He rubbed at the raised scar on his leg, the legacy from
the crash, and the burning sensation returned, albeit
psychologically. He remembered how he leapt out, just before the
fireball hit, and the agony of the pain in his legs, as the flames
licked all around him. Why hadn’t Chuck jumped clear?

 


As he lit a cigarette, he heard
a rustling noise in his room and the old instincts kicked in. In a
second, he was out of the bed, and feeling for his gun. Hitting the
light switch as he did so. As his eyes readjusted, he saw that
there was no one in the room. Then his ears sharpened to that
rustle again. Peering down, he saw a rat scurrying in the corner,
and reacting with disgust, fired, before he realised what he was
doing. The sound echoed around the room, blasting the rat to
oblivion, but the noise brought Greyson back to earth. For those
few moments, he’d been back in Iraq. There the rats had been a
regular occurrence, and shooting them an enjoyable pastime. Now he
was in a down market hotel. Someone would soon come running to see
what was happening, and sure enough a few moments later, a loud
banging resonated on his room door.

 


‘Mr Greyson! Mr Greyson are you
okay?’

 


Wrapping a towel around his
waist, he opened the door, to reveal the desk clerk, anxiously
hovering in the doorway, his wizened face looking petrified.

 


‘It’s okay Chung. It was a
rat.’ Greyson liked this little guy; he always had a friendly
smile, which was now back in place.

 


‘You should have rung desk. We
have poison.’

 


‘Yes! I didn’t think.’

 


‘You have gun?’ the man
continued in his broken English, a worried frown flickering across
his forehead. The American didn’t answer the question, but just
ushered Chung out.

 


‘It’s okay. Go back to the
desk,’ and shut the door.

 


His hand was trembling as he
took out another cigarette from the squashed packet. Why had he
used the gun? It had been a stupid thing to do. There would be
questions asked now. He scooped up the bloody mess, that was all
that was left of the rat, and looking around for somewhere to put
it, opened the window and threw it out. It splattered on the ground
in the dark alley below. Worse things than a rat had ended up in
that alley.

 


He was too wide-awake to sleep
now. He lay down listening to the whirring of the ceiling fan. The
dream had un-nerved him. Those dark memories had long faded into
oblivion, and now something had happened to spark it off again.
Then the memory of that Blackmore woman came flooding back, and he
thought of the Ankh nestling against her skin, and to his surprise
an overwhelming longing washed over him.

 


It had been a long time since
any woman had that effect on him, but there was something about
this one that got under his skin. Idly picking up an old magazine,
he flicked through it, and suddenly sat up with a jolt. There she
was, Lennie Blackmore. He couldn’t believe it. There was an article
by her, in the magazine. What sort of a coincidence was that? It
was a piece about poverty in overseas countries. It was obviously
something that she felt very strongly about. The message came
through loud and clear. She felt passionately that something needed
to be done about child prostitution and Aids. Stubbing out his
cigarette it occurred to him, that she was in Cambodia to research
something similar.

 


The magazine was old, he
couldn’t remember whether he’d even read it. There was a small
photo accompanying her name, she looked very young, but easily
recognisable. Although the pale heart shaped face, gave the lie, to
the sophisticated, tough cookie exterior she’d presented in the
bar. Greyson had been exhausted before, but now he was wide-awake,
the adrenalin pumping. He thought he heard something outside in the
alley, but it was too dark to see anything. His naked body soaked
with perspiration, he lay awake until morning, smoking
continuously. There was a meet in the morning that meant going down
to the lake and waiting around for the contact. No details had been
given, so he would have to trust to luck that they met up, but he
knew there would be a lot of hanging around.

 


At last as light came he forced
himself to move, and ducked his face under the cold tap. As he
pulled on a shirt, there came a tremendous banging on the door.

Unbolting it, he was pushed
aside by a small uniformed man, wearing mirrored sunglasses and
packing a large gun on his hip. The jacket covered in gold braid
and medals.

 


‘What the hell’s going on?’
Greyson asked.

 


‘Mr Greyson?’ The small man said
in a high-pitched voice, and stared around without removing the
sunglasses, even though the shutters were down and the room was
gloomy.

 


‘Of course I’m Greyson. Didn’t
you check the register?’

 


The man frowned,

 


‘We need you to come to police
headquarters. We have some questions,’ he grinned and gold teeth
flashed, but he tapped the gun nervously.

 


‘Well you can ask them here. Who
on earth do you think you are pushing your way in?’

 


‘I am Chief of Police, Tan Ho.
Don’t make things difficult. We had reports that you were heard
using a gun last night.’

 


Greyson recognised the name. He
knew he was a guy used to getting his own way.

 


‘That’s right. I shot a rat.
Check outside you’ll find its bloody remains. Since when was that
against the law?’

 


The man smiled a fixed smile,
‘It is against the law to kill people.’

 


‘A rat isn’t people.’ I suggest
you stop wasting my time.’

 


The man’s expression
changed,

 


‘I suggest you do as I ask Mr
Greyson.’ His tone was menacing.

 


‘What the hell has it got to do
with me? Am I being arrested?’

 


‘A man has been found dead in
the alley. A Westerner. We believe you know this man.’

 


‘Who is it? How do you know that
I know him? Anyway, I didn’t kill him whoever he was.’

 


Tan Ho gestured to one of the
men with him and became more obsequious.

‘We need to know why you were
firing your gun in the night. So if you please, come with me. We
are not sure of the identity of this man we need you to confirm.’
As he spoke, he removed his glasses and looked suspiciously around
the room again, whilst Greyson buttoned his shirt and picked up his
cigarettes. The packet was empty and he threw it aside.

 


‘I’m not leaving ‘til I know
what this is about. If you don’t know the identity of this man, why
do you think I know him?

 


‘You were seen talking in the
bar.’

 


Surely, it wasn’t Barker? Taken
aback he responded.

 


‘The American, Barker? He’s
dead?’

 


‘No!’ Tan Ho smiled a false
smile. ‘We know this American very well. He likes to beat up
people, and spends too much time in bars. No the dead man was older
and was with you and a woman.’

 


Greyson didn’t get it at first,
and then it dawned on him. The cop was talking about Nielsen.

 


‘That newspaper guy? Is he dead?
I thought you said you didn’t know who the dead guy was?’

 


‘We don’t. The description fits.
I have asked you to identify him.’ He began to tap his gun again,
only this time more nervously.

 


Greyson didn’t move.

 


I don’t know him. We merely
exchanged a few words in passing. What have you got a tail on me,
checking everyone I speak to?’

 


‘You are of interest to us Mr
Greyson. We made enquiries.’

 


‘Why don’t you ask Barker?’

 


‘A body was not found in the
alley outside his apartment. Hand over your gun and come with us,
or it will be the worse for you.’

 


The American towered over the
small man, but he recognised the threat. He could be shot with no
questions asked. He picked up his gun, and the cop’s hand
immediately clutched the handle of his own. Meanwhile, another one
stepped forward, taking the gun and passing it to Tan Ho, who
sniffed the barrel.

 


‘It’s been fired.’

 


Trying to keep his temper
Greyson sat down and putting on his shoes, snapped,

 


‘I told you I shot a rat. If
you don’t believe me ask Chung.’

 


‘We have witnesses that saw you
in the bar.’

 


‘Yes I was in the bar, and so
were a lot of other people. Why don’t you speak to the woman with
him? I don’t know the guy. We just exchanged a few words.’

 


‘So you say.’

 


Tan Ho withdrew his gun from the
holster, and replaced his sunglasses. Greyson knew he meant
business. Looking up, he could see his own reflection in the
mirrored lenses. He’d better play it safe and shrugging, stepped
outside. It was easier to play the game. Tan Ho replaced his gun,
but his hand still hovered over it, as if ready to be challenged.
Uncertain what he was letting himself in for; the American walked
down to the street, where two more uniformed men joined them. For a
moment, nobody spoke and Greyson began to whistle. The young cops
looked nervous, but Tan Ho looked annoyed.

 


‘You Yanks! ‘He spat out. ‘You
come to our country and cause trouble. I’d have thought you would
have learned your lesson after Vietnam.’

 


Greyson didn’t reply. He knew
any excuse would lead to a beating or worse. He’d heard of Tan Ho,
his reputation was that of a sadistic bastard. Seeing that he’d not
provoked a response, the man tried again.

 


‘Don’t think we don’t know why
you’re here. We have been watching you and your friends.’

 


‘I’m an engineer, trying to make
your water safe. Is that a crime?’

 


The medals on the Chief’s
uniform flashed in the sunlight, as he sneered,

 


‘You think you can use our
people as playthings.’

 


Although he appeared calm,
Greyson’s mind was in overdrive. There was something more to this.
Why would Tan Ho come to fetch him? He knew this guy was trying to
rattle him, but he was too fly for that one, and he waited on the
sidewalk until a large black Mercedes pulled up in front of
him.

 


Another cop quickly leapt out,
saluted smartly and opened the door for his superior to climb in.
Greyson was ushered into the back, and was pleasantly surprised to
find that the car was air-conditioned. They set off with the
screech of sirens, escorted by six outriders on motorbikes. The
American smiled when he saw how quickly the dense traffic cleared,
as the cortege hurtled down the main road, bouncing along the
potholes. Bikes scrambled out of the way and many of the owners hit
the dust, but the Chief’s car didn’t stop.

 


They soon arrived at a large
colonial, stone built property. It had once been a French Embassy
building, but now housed the police headquarters. Inside it looked
as if it hadn’t been cleaned for years, as dust swirled in the
sunlight and they left a trail of footprints, amongst those there
already. In addition, there were stains on the flooring that looked
suspiciously like dried blood.

 


Not speaking, Tan Ho led the way
along the empty corridor, until they reached the far end, where
there were polythene curtain flaps, hanging in strips over a
doorway. Greyson wondered what was awaiting him. They both entered
and Tan Ho signalled to a man in a bloodied, white coat to go ahead
into an antechamber. As the trio arrived, Greyson felt the chill of
the refrigeration and shivered. He was taken to a row of slabs
where on each one, a body lay, covered by a canvas. All that could
be seen were toes sticking out, both young and old, each with a
small brown label. Greyson must have inadvertently registered
surprise at the number, and the assistant noticed and murmured,

 


‘Many accidents. Bad drivers.
Traffic too much.’

 


Greyson was led to the body at
the end of the line, which was the only one with dirty, white toes.
The nails were gnarled and yellowed, whilst the other feet
protruding from the sheets were tanned. The cover on the end slab
was pulled back to reveal Nielsen. His face badly beaten and
bloodied.

 


‘Yes, that’s him.’

 


‘Why did you kill him?’ the
officer asked.

 


Greyson almost laughed,

 


‘No way! You can’t clear up your
murder rate by pinning this one on me. What reason would I have? I
don’t even know him.’

 


‘It was over the woman. There
was a fight. You shot him.’

 


‘Really! What woman?’

 


‘The one you were both with in
the bar.’

 


He smiled the gold teeth
flashing again, in the gloomy surroundings. As he spoke, Greyson
lifted the sheet completely, to reveal the flabby, naked, battered
body. It was livid with purple bruises. Nielsen had really been
given a going over. There were black, corrugated boot marks on the
ribs. The American had seen many dead bodies. It was second nature.
This was just one more. He didn’t flinch, but merely carefully
replaced the sheet. Nielsen deserved a bit of respect in death,
even if he was a dried up alcoholic.

 


‘Poor bastard!’ he said
aloud.

 


Desperately trying to piece
together what had happened. Who’d have wanted to kill this old
drunk? No one deserved to end up in an alley, like a piece of
garbage. But where was the woman?

 


Tan Ho stood back, and smiled
again,

 


‘What’s the woman’s name? We
want to ask her some questions.’

 


Greyson wasn’t about to fall
into that trap. He was too experienced; he knew the kind of
questioning the local police did. Anyway, for all he knew they
might have had something to do with killing Nielsen. Many of the
cops were corrupt. They weren’t too shy about fitting people up for
stuff they’d carried out themselves. Life was cheap. Anyone wanting
someone out of the way could achieve it by handing over a few
dollars to anyone interested.

 


Acting casually he shrugged,

 


‘Sorry! Much as I would have
liked to have something to do with that beauty. The only thing I
did was light her cigarette. Anyway, if I shot him last night,
where’s the bullet wound?’

 


This remark angered Tan Ho and
he turned and began a heated argument in Khmer and slapped the
attendant’s face. The man slunk into the shadows, but didn’t
protest. Greyson feigned disinterest. He didn’t let on that he
understood the language. It was obvious that the body was not meant
to have been uncovered by the attendant. He wasn't supposed to have
seen the bruises. He didn't react, but stood silently watching
feeling sorry for the poor sap who was now a corpse on a slab.

 


After a few minutes Tan Ho
snapped,

 


‘You’re free to go, but make
sure you surrender your passport and don’t leave the country.’

 


‘Sorry, my passport’s with the
American Embassy getting visa stamps,’ he lied. ‘Anyway, I work
here. I don’t intend to leave the country. Now I’m late for an
appointment.’

 


With that, he turned on his heel
and walked nonchalantly out of the depressing building. He felt in
his pocket for a cigarette, but remembered he had smoked them all.
Despite his casual manner, his mind was working overtime. What was
all this about? What on earth was the reason for an old drunk,
whose newspaper days were over, to be such a threat, that he was
put out of the way? It didn't make sense.

 



Chapter 2

 


Back on the street, he headed
towards Tonle Sap Lake to meet his contact, making his way through
the fishing areas. Annoyed, he realised that he hadn’t taken the
contact papers with him. That was a mistake. He was getting
careless. The ramshackle, wooden huts were teeming with people, as
the locals cast their nets on the muddy waters. The smell of fish
and sewage was overpowering, but he was used to it. The water was
teeming with life and used for swimming, washing, drinking and
defecating. He stepped carefully over some young boys, who were
laying out their ragged nets. They called out to him in broken
English, laughing and joking and he smiled and waved. The boats
that were chugging in seemed in danger of falling apart. How they
stayed afloat was a miracle.

 


As he walked along, some of the
boys leapt from the pontoon into the murky water and swimming to
the boats were hauled aboard. He was conscious of the stares but it
didn’t bother him. Any lone Westerner was someone that intrigued
the local fishermen. It was still a strange sight to the poor,
despite all the tourism and the new hotels in Phnom Penh. Looking
down at his Rolex, he cursed. It was late; he’d probably missed his
chance now. He knew his contact wouldn’t wait. Sitting down on the
edge of a pontoon, by the floating restaurant meeting place, he
watched a couple of young girls selling ice-cold beer outside. The
sensation of the walls of his stomach rubbing together, reminded
him that he hadn’t had any breakfast. Buying a sardine baguette and
a beer, he sat down to wait. Looking at the beer, he changed his
mind, and went back and bought some Lucky Strike and a strong
coffee, sweetened with condensed milk. It was too sweet for his
liking, but it recharged the batteries and the beer could wait.

 


After an hour, he decided he was
wasting his time, and began to walk back through the run down
village, casually leaping over the pontoons that connected the
floating houses. Suddenly he heard a commotion. Interested to see
what had caused it, he walked over to a nearby row of wooden
shacks, where there was a lot of shouting and high-pitched
screeching. Then he saw her. Lennie Blackmore. She was standing in
the midst of the furore, trying to pacify the outraged locals. One
man was trying to pull a camera from her neck, and had ripped off
her necklace, whilst she desperately hung onto the camera strap.
Greyson ran into the melee and in fluent Khmer pacified the angry
men and women. They screeched back at him, but gradually melted
away, as he ushered the woman into a nearby café.

 


‘What started that off?’

 


‘I was taking some pictures
that's all.’ She trembled as she spoke.

 


Greyson fetched her coffee,
kicking away all the napkin paper and wrappings that always
accumulated into a dirty pile under the tables, and sat her down.
Shaken, she clutched the sweet drink and sipped it, pulling a face
at its sweetness.

 


‘Sorry! I wasn’t expecting them
to get so angry.’

 


‘What are you doing here?’

 


‘I wanted to take some photos
and get some local colour.’

 


‘This isn’t a tourist area. The
poor take exception to being used to sell magazines.’

‘It wasn’t for any magazine. I
found myself with some free time, and thought I would look around
and take some shots. Nielsen was going to take me, but he didn’t
turn up. I drifted down here on my own.’

 


Greyson was unsure what to make
of it. There was no hint that she knew Nielsen was dead, and yet
the explanation about the photos didn’t ring true. An investigative
journalist didn’t go snapping pictures like a tourist.

 


‘Why are you really here?’ he
enquired and looked at her expectantly, waiting for the reply.

 


‘I told you,’ she shifted in her
seat.

 


‘Western women don’t roam around
the poorer quarters unaccompanied.’

 


‘Nielsen was supposed to come
with me.’

 


‘Haven’t you heard?’ he asked,
still scrutinising that pretty face for some answers.

 


‘What?’ she replied, tucking a
strand of dark hair behind her ear. He noticed she was wearing
expensive gold earrings on small earlobes and there were beads of
perspiration on her upper lip. She dabbed it away.

 


‘Nielsen’s dead.’

 


‘What!’ She exploded. ‘Don’t
tell me he’s drunk himself to death? I wasn’t told he was a lush
before I came here. Soon as I met him it was obvious he had a drink
problem.’ She tapped the table with irritation. ‘This is most
annoying. He was going to help me. Show me places I….’ she stopped
in mid-sentence, and turning away, sipped her coffee. It still
didn’t make sense to him, he added,

 


‘He was beaten to death. They
found him in an alley. I had to go to the morgue and identify
him.’

 


A look of shock flickered over
her face, but it was immediately suppressed.

 


‘I don’t believe it. He was no
use to anyone. He hadn’t filed a story for years. I don’t even know
why he was still here. Who would want to kill him? Nielsen was just
going to show me around and introduce me to some useful
people.’

 


Greyson shrugged, picked up the
camera, which was on the table, and began to fiddle with the
switches.

 


‘Now tell me what you’re working
on? As I’ve had the pleasure of being frog- marched to the morgue,
and accused of murdering him, I think at least you should be honest
with me.’

 


Snatching the camera from him,
she began to nervously twist the gold bracelet on her wrist.

‘You certainly ask for trouble
wearing all that gold,’ he said quietly. She seemed to be trying to
fathom things but replied urgently,

 


‘I’ll have
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