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My search for an apartment in Phnom Penh had been delayed by the uncertainty generated by the coup.  We were limping along at work, with most of our corporate clients (non-government aid organizations) temporarily shut down and far fewer individual enrolments in our courses as well.  The school’s records of where these organizations were located were very out of date and I wasted hours trying to re-establish contact by going to office after empty office.  I really was not sure how long I could handle this situation and not willing to commit myself to a lease.

The guesthouse was driving me crazy, with the television blaring in the dining area nonstop and a nightly Islamic prayer group gathering on the rooftop terrace outside my room.  Late one night screams erupted from the room next door.  An Israeli had been entertaining himself with two young prostitutes, and obviously something was very wrong.  The screams stopped and the two girls left.  I mentioned it to the guesthouse proprietor the next morning and the Israeli fortunately left that day.   With the tourism business at a low ebb the proprietor had his own problems too.

An English girl working for a mobile phone company who knew someone I knew approached me and asked if I would like to take over her apartment for a month while she was away on holiday.  I paid her a month’s rent in advance, as it looked like a way of giving me enough time to find something suitable for myself.  This arrangement brought with it some extraordinary consequences.

Her rooms were located on the top floor of a house.  The entrance was at the side, and to reach her door you had to pass by the door to another flat located at the back of the house. She told me that she kept to herself and didn’t have any contact with these people, a Cambodian couple with two small children.  She also mentioned that I might receive a visit from the owner, who was curious to know who would be in the apartment while she was away.  How much she didn’t say you will soon learn!

The power was cut on the day I moved in.  Thinking it was an ordinary blackout, which happened just about every third day, I checked up and down the street.  No.  The power was cut in the flat.  I phoned the landlord and his sister and daughter arrived the next morning, presenting me with a bill.  Luckily the daughter had a reasonable grasp of English and they were both understanding of the fact that this bill had nothing to do with me, so were prepared to have the electricity reconnected as I explained their tenant would be back in a month.

That morning, I had heard what sounded like some pistol shots, about six of them, as I was making coffee.  At that stage I could not be sure where they came from, and in Cambodia there are so many guns that you see and hear them every day of the week.  Guns are used as tools as well as weapons, they are used to send signals as well as warnings, strange though that may seem.  After about two months in the country I had finally got used to hearing gunshots at night and could sleep through them.  Partly this was because I was so exhausted by the deprivation of complete rest.

Before long it became very clear that there was a maniac in the back flat.  When I first moved in he was alone there but after a couple of days his wife and kids returned and he would regularly threaten and beat them.  The gun would come out, you would hear him cock the trigger, silence would fall.  They left again and I realized this was part of a pattern.  The Cambodian lady who came to clean for me told me to move out.  She said she was frightened to visit the place, because of what she had heard him say.  She asked some of the neighbours about him and apparently he was a policeman who wasn’t working at the moment.  (Thank goodness for that, at least!  What kind of trouble he would have caused while working doesn’t bear thinking about!)

I really had no idea where I could go, and having paid this cow of a girl in advance for the month’s rent, I looked around for help.  I was so stressed that the thought of looking for an apartment was too much to deal with, and just hoped that one would turn up by word of mouth, which it did, eventually.  In the meantime I approached one of the security guards at work to drive me home each evening and try to check this guy out.  He agreed and the days rolled on.

At the same time I got to know a highly placed official in the prisons department, just by meeting him on a bus as I was heading down to the seaside one weekend.  After seeing him a few times I told him of the problem and sought his advice.  He told me he could do nothing to remove this guy and that mediation was always the best way out.  While I respected this, it was clearly time for me to leave.  

Through the grapevine I heard of something suitable in a quiet area and took my few belongings there, to start afresh.  Can you imagine my surprise when a few weeks later the English woman confronted me with an electricity bill for $20?  

