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THE CHURNING OF THE SEA OF MILK 

Tony Leung touches the uneven rim of a small crevice where tiny fibers of dry 
moss flutter in the wind. He stares at the crevice for a while. The birds chirp from 
a distance. His lips draw close to the crevice and he begins to whisper. Around 
him, the Angkor Wat listens in silence. Two moths, insignificant from a distance, 
fly farther away from Leung as the camera moves slowly behind him. His head 
tilts and his body leans forward—almost a picture of a man kissing a woman, only 
if Maggie Cheung is in front of Leung, trapped in his arms. But there is only this 
wound on the wall of a nine-century-old ruin.

I am watching the final sequence of Wong Kar-wai’s In the Mood for Love in two 
space-times: at dawn through my computer inside my room in Cagayan de Oro 
in 2023, and at dusk through my imagination as I walk feeling empty and lost in a 
small quiet town called Siem Reap in 2012.

Siem Reap is four hours away from Poipet, the border town between Thailand 
and Cambodia, earning its title as the Gateway to the Angkor Wat and flourishing 
because of the tourists that flock the Angkor Archaeological Park. Siem Reap 
woke up as a city in 1998 after the death of Pol Pot, dictator and prime minister of 
Cambodia. I am here to do what Leung did: whisper a secret about an unrequited 
love. What could be more melodramatic than backpacking from Singapore to 
Cambodia because of heartbreak? What a cliche. I have become a high priest of 
Wong Kar-wai after bingeing all his films while living alone in Singapore, getting 
dumped, and grappling with a quarter-life crisis. I am here on a pilgrimage.  

I walk along Sivatha Boulevard hoping to find my way back to Reaksmey 
Chanreas, the hotel where I checked in two hours ago after a ten-hour trip from 
Bangkok. The lights man, I imagine, turns on the switch, cued by the creeping 
dusk. Restaurants and hotels light up in succession. They belong to a single circuit, 
a scaffold in a movie set. They will fall off anytime to prove they are just dummies. 
The people are extras in this tiny and mysterious town. I am the lead actor. 

In one restaurant called Raja Angkor, a group of Chinese tourists in green 
shirts and name tags clamor in chorus. They do not sit down no matter how much 
the tour guide tries to appease them. On the other side of the road is the central 
market. Beside it are several drinking tables with bottles of Heineken and Beer 
Chang, occupied mostly by couples chatting as they spread maps to plan their next 
day. Tuk tuk drivers stop to ask if I need a ride. I shake my head. They ask if I’m 
Thai, or Singaporean. When I say Filipino, they smile and say, “take care, my friend” 
(everyone calls you ‘my friend’ in Siem Reap). I decline because I was ripped off by 
a tuk tuk driver in Bangkok thirty-six hours ago. Five hundred baht for a ride from 
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Khaosan to Patpong: a three-dollar distance by train in Singapore and twenty pesos 
by jeepney back home.

I have been returning to the same spot in the central market for an hour now. Ma 
used to tell me that when I am enchanted or lost, I only have to wear my shirt inside 
out and I will find the right way. We have a term for this in Bisaya: mino. I suspect 
this comes from Minotaur, trapped in the labyrinth at Knossos as described by 
Ovid, or from Minos, the king who commanded that the labyrinth be built. I am 
dying to turn my shirt inside out, but I think it’s beneath me. And I’m not entirely 
convinced that it would work here. When I ask locals for directions, they shake 
their head, and sell me souvenirs instead. I try to find the Siem Reap River because 
the receptionist at Reaksmey said I only have to find the river and the bridge near 
Siem Reap Art Center if I get lost. The hotel is just one block away from it. What 
she did not tell me was how to find the river. Or how long the river is.

I walk along the boulevard and another tuk tuk driver calls me. Sir, excuse me, 
sir. He calls again and I see a man with bright eyes, boyish smile, broad shoulders. 
He’s handsome for a tuk tuk driver, I think. There’s a glow to his skin. His muscular 
built makes his bike look small. He extends his right hand with a familiar wallet. 
My wallet. 

“Are you Singaporean?” he asks. 

“No.”

“I thought you were.” He points at my wallet.

“Thank you but I’m not Singaporean.”  

“You have a lot of SG dollars.”

I check my wallet quickly. The SGDs and USDs are intact, and he speaks good 
English. I bow my head, embarrassed by my suspicion and by how I quash it in my 
mind.

“I’m sorry I did not mean—I’m Filipino. Researching in Singapore,” I tell him. He 
flashes his boyish smile and removes his helmet.

“So where are you heading?”

He asks questions, a lot of them. Maybe he is a scholar too. Like me, a traveler. 
He introduces himself—“Arun.” He extends his right hand. We stand at a crossroad. 
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I tell him my name and shake his hand. I shiver. Maybe it’s the air or his callused 
hand pressing mine. He lifts weights, I tell myself. I have found another character.

“You seem lost.” He tries to be cheerful, to not offend. 

“Yeah.” I am offended.

“I’ll drive you to your hotel.” 

“No. It’s too much.” I panic over his kindness but am quick to reason that I have 
to thank him at least. “Can I buy you a drink? If okay with you.”

“Sure.” 

I take the back of his bike and he brings me to Secret Garden Cafe beside Siem 
Reap River. We both drink. Alcohol relaxes both of us. 

“You’re intimidating,” he says.

“Oh?”

 “You seem to read from the inside, the way you look, stare at gestures…”

I feel nervous and awkward. I get it, we’re both young men, have yet to master 
the art of subtlety. We measure each other up. Do I look interested? Or curious? I 
stay on the offensive.

 “Am I making you uncomfortable?” I ask.

“Yeah. A bit.”

“I can read your mind if I want to. I have an invisible super scanner installed in 
my forehead. I can tell if you’re lying or not.” I can’t stop myself from laughing.

  “Are you a behavioral scientist or any of that sort?”

“I write.” My answer excites him. He asks how many stories I have written and 
what kind. I just laugh. He laughs. 

Arun comes from Phnom Penh. He is visiting Siem Reap to pray in Ta Prohm. 
He offers to be my “native informant” at the temples tomorrow because he is also 
going. I say yes, seizing the opportunity of not having to rent a tuk tuk. I have a 
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personal driver, a photographer, a tour guide, and maybe, a friend. All in one good-
looking stranger with perfect English.

I look at the Siem Reap River for a while and tell Arun that Reaksmey might 
be near here. He knows where it is. Only two blocks away, walking distance from 
his hotel. “This river is beautiful only during the night. The lanterns that the arts 
committee puts up on the river do all the magic. But it’s always gray during daytime. 
You wouldn’t think it’s an important historical watermark contemporaneous with 
the building of the Angkor temples.” Contemporaneous.

“You teach?” I ask.

“International relations.”

“But the river is older than the town. The river is the only thing that is not part 
of the studio.” What I tell Arun confuses him. I do not explain further or provide 
context. Arun tells me that the river used to be a man-made water channel. The 
water that flows to it is diverted water that begins at the sacred Mount Kulen. It cuts 
across the city, slightly diverts at the Angkor Wat which is its twin, for irrigation, 
and finally ends up at a lower elevation in the mighty Tonlé Sap Lake. Because most 
of the river’s body is a straight line, the water flows faster and stronger which causes 
ten times the usual erosion of rivers and destroys ecosystems along its banks. It 
became a river after centuries when it started developing meanders. What appears 
to be a small portion of a river before me enlarges in my imagination into a rhizome 
of water networks that connect a mountain and a lake reservoir based on Arun’s 
account. 

Arun goes on explaining that apart from the environmental havoc that the Siem 
Reap River had caused, it also witnessed more than hundred thousand deaths in 
the 60s and 70s when the Americans rained bombs on its banks in their pursuit to 
destroy the Viet Congs. The wars also left countless landmines that crippled and 
killed many Cambodians, many are still being detonated until today. But the story 
of the river is not all sad according to Arun. When the Angkor Wat was built more 
than nine centuries ago, the river was used to float rafts that carried tons and tons 
of sandstones carved out of the mountain thirty miles away. Arun tries his best to 
cheer up but his broad shoulders constrict. I wonder about his burdens. 

There is a river I know back home, at least twice the width of the Siem Reap 
River, which took away more than two thousand lives in the middle of the night 
last year. Heavy rains poured for several days in deforested mountains and when 
the low pressure became a typhoon, the water finally exploded into a flash flood 
and washed away houses and people. The river reclaimed its original path and 
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destroyed everything on its way. But I don’t tell Arun this. I tell him that my river is 
beautiful and legendary, that it has a giant golden fish trapped in the riverbed with 
a batobalani on its head which attracts more gold. This seems to lighten up Arun’s 
mood.

Arun brings me to Reaksmey and promises to come back at 5:00 a.m. tomorrow. 
I doze off. I don’t dream. In the morning, I take a quick hot bath. The phone rings. 
The receptionist says a man is waiting for me at the lobby. I hurry. It is still dark 
outside but I think this man looks better at dawn. His brushed-up hair reveals 
more of his wide forehead which offers his aura a glow. He greets me good morning 
in his American accent. I’m not sure if he told me last night where he got it. We 
agree to have breakfast after watching the sunrise at the Angkor Park.

This morning, I tell myself, is beautiful because I see beginnings: early risers 
on their way to the market, children playing on the roadside, some with scales of 
saliva on their cheeks, tourists riding on tuk tuks eager to witness the sunrise. The 
serene river is as gray as the sky. My t-shirt isn’t enough to ward off the wind and 
the morning cold so I want to tell Arun to slow down. He asks if I’m okay. He stops 
and takes off his jacket. He hands it to me. I hesitate to accept but I see him wearing 
a sweater underneath so I am relieved.

“Still cold?”

“I’m okay.”

“Your hands. Like ice on my shoulder. Come close.”

 Drawn by the simile, I come closer. His right hand takes my right arm and 
wraps it around his chest. Then my left arm. I begin to feel warm as tiny streaks of 
sunlight burst in the gray sky. I breathe heavily because of the dense air carrying 
the scent of Arun’s bath soap. The small houses begin to disappear, replaced by the 
thick green forests on both sides of the clean road. I smell something pleasant as 
we approach the main entrance to the temples, a musk of earth and wind mixing 
with Arun’s clean scent. 

My hands hear the beating of Arun’s heart. 

When people have secrets they do not want to share, they would climb a 
mountain, find a tree, carve a hole in it, whisper a secret into the hole, and cover it 
up with mud. That way, no one else knows the secret. This was what Tony Leung 
did in Mood when he finally reached Cambodia after a failed romance that was to 
haunt him for many years. Only Leung did not whisper his secret to a carving on a 
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tree rather to a crevice on a wall of the ruins. Arun’s story unravels over breakfast in 
one of the food stalls nearby, after we watch the sunrise at the Bayon Temple, still 
enchanted by how sunlight revealed the hundreds of towering stone faces in the 
dark, like actors patiently waiting for their turn to smile. Despite the erosion on the 
stone faces, their smile’s gentleness seems to testify to their survival. 

Arun orders a lot of food in small plates and introduces them to me one by one. 
In the future, their names will escape me when I write about them. I learn that Arun 
is an only son, got his master’s degree in Southeast Asian studies in the US, wants 
to travel the world by himself, be a diplomat. That his name means enlightened 
or rising sun or the glorious red when the sun rises. I just listen because I do not 
know what to say. I’m that sort of fellow whom strangers just pour out their lives 
to. People say I’m a good listener but really it’s just a matter of not knowing what to 
say so my silence leads them on. 

After breakfast, Arun is on full swing churning out paragraphs that digress. 
What he chooses not to tell me I have no clue. Arun casually explains that after a 
massive destruction caused by the Khmer Rouge to the cultural and material lives 
of Cambodians, his parents included, Cambodia begun opening itself to the world 
again in the 1980s. Many of its temples were destroyed and abandoned and left 
to the ravages of time. The conservation of the Angkor needed scholarship and 
a massive workforce to carry out. The problem was that so much knowledge was 
lost from many of Cambodia’s intellectuals, artists, and craftspeople who had been 
killed or forced to flee to safer places during the violent regime. Arun belongs to a 
new generation of Khmer intellectuals who need to step up fast to reconstruct and 
interpret what had happened to their culture and history.

In 1989, when Arun was five, international nonprofit conservators and heritage 
specialists restudied the ruins of the Angkor and found the need to revitalize the 
craft of temple-making that was to be sourced from among the locals. Faced with 
such a massive task, the teams that were comprised of foreign and local workers 
needed to build their confidence alongside their technical expertise. The sculptures 
on the stone ruins offered them clues on how to put the stones together—the 
pattern in their narratives, the flow in their symbology, the origin of their myths. All 
parts of the stone temples had to be documented and mapped, the integrity of the 
structures had to be assessed. Arun points out to me the huge pieces of unevenly 
shaped stones scattered around the temples that are labeled with alphanumeric 
codes. The codes serve as guides on how the stones can be pieced together. Arun 
and I make many guesses and take turns theorizing but neither of us can figure out 
the coding system. This stresses Arun out. He is not used to being not smart.
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Before the temples could be restored, workers had to clear large vicinities of 
vegetation and possible land mines. In some restored temples, the major and minor 
interventions on the structures that were carried out are obvious because of their 
differing shades. The old stones were put back to their places and when they were no 
longer useful, new local materials were inevitably introduced. According to Arun, 
many of the temples suffered because of the climate and weather in Cambodia. 
Their constant exposure to rainwater for almost a thousand years deformed the 
massive blocks of stone walls, weakened the pillars, and corroded the pavers. More 
waterways established themselves in the structures until they reached the bedrocks 
and compromised the foundations. The foundations had to be stabilized first and 
the waterways eliminated, reversing the destructive power of time in the process. 

There are still temples that show their broken bedrocks, looking like teeth with 
receding gums, dented near the roots, and waiting to be filled with amalgam. Years 
ago, I read from The New York Times that even insects weakened the foundations 
by burrowing into the stones. At the back portion of one temple stands a huge pile 
of stone blocks that have a rough and porous surface. “What are they called?” I ask 
Arun while feeling the stones with my hands. “Laterite,” he says. Adjacent to the 
pile of laterite are the old sandstone blocks that were removed so the new laterite 
stones can be installed. “Laterite is invincible to the wet-dry cycles in the tropics 
and respond to the weather elements by becoming stronger and harder with time.” 
Arun describes how the laterite will then be encased with carved sandstones—put 
together now with a slight pitch so water can flow downward and outward through 
the incline—to protect the facade of the temples from water and give them back 
their original look. 

“So, the project reconnects the new generation of Khmer builders with their 
architectural heritage,” I tell Arun. 

“And many workers are able to send their children to university. In turn, they 
become trainers of new local and foreign builders joining the restoration.” While 
Arun tells me this, I think about the new laterite hardening inside old sandstones. 
The Khmers are not only reconstructing their material heritage and illuminating the 
chapters obscured by a violent episode in their history but are also solidifying their 
individual and collective identities encompassed by their ancestors’ knowledge.

But time has its own way of resisting the act of reclamation: giant fig trees also 
known as strangler trees of the Angkor have grown over, in between, and around 
the ruins that it is almost sacrilegious to remove them completely. The birds also 
scatter seeds through their droppings on top of the towers. When they sprout, a 
team of maintenance personnel need to climb the sensitive structures to prune 
the seedlings and prevent them from becoming trees. Some stone heads had been 



Garcia / The Churning of the Sea of Milk� 258

Kritika Kultura 43 (2024): 258–263� © Ateneo de Manila University

<https://ajol.ateneo.edu/kk>

enclosed by tree trunks that seem to give the stranglers their faces. Few trees have 
abscess large enough to let me in. The stranglers impose a burden on the structures 
by keeping them together and destroying them at the same time. Some had been 
trimmed to manage the weight but some had to stay, commanding respect for time 
and its process of gnarling the testaments of a civilization no matter how gloriously 
they stood in the past. 

“My country needs to restore its lost pride. We were the most powerful empire 
in Southeast Asia centuries ago.” I have no answer. Arun’s shoulders seem to be 
carrying age-old burden yet he walks as if the ground were a bed of flowers.

Arun and I proceed to a bas-relief called the “Churning of the Sea of Milk,” a 
well-known artwork in the Angkor Wat. The two-year conservation efforts to 
restore this 50-meter stone sculpture had just been completed. Before work could 
be done, conservators had to address the water infiltration in its roofs that caused 
a massive stain on its walls and damaged the surface of the art works. The apsaras, 
now appearing bright, seem to have just woken up after they had been washed with 
chemicals to remove the discoloration caused by water and excreta from bats. 

“Churning” is housed in a temple complex comprised of five towers that 
symbolize the five peaks of Mount Meru, home of the gods. King Suryavarman II, 
who usurped the throne from his great-uncle, the preceding king, built the Angkor 
Wat as a monument that legitimized his kingship. At some point, the figure of 
Suryavarman II limned as Vishnu himself that must be worshipped and revered 
by neighboring kingdoms as Devaraja or god-king. Suryavarman II established 
and maintained a hegemony against local deities and principalities in territories 
conquered by his empire. To become king meant to look after the survival of his 
entire domain. For the Khmer people, this meant that the king understood the 
long succession of upholding the obligation to perfect further their sophisticated 
knowledge in hydraulics. 

The present ruins found all over the villages in Siem Reap show laterite stonewalls 
which were part of a complex ancient canal system and a network of reservoirs. 
These channels were used to redirect the natural flow of water to different directions 
at different times of the year. During wet season, excess water was stored in giant 
reservoirs and during dry season, water from these reservoirs was released through 
the channels leading to the rice fields to ensure that the people did not go hungry. 
The Khmer civilization was built on and sustained by water. Their deep knowledge 
in hydraulics and engineering was key to becoming a mighty empire in ancient 
Southeast Asia.
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“Why does it seem like the temple now is more Buddhist than Hindu?” I ask 
Arun.

“End of twelfth century. The Angkor Wat shifted from being a Hindu to a 
Buddhist temple. This signaled the decay of the Deva Raja to being mere mortal. 
And then the structure started to deteriorate. For four hundred years, this was 
encroached by the forest, shaken by earthquakes, and caught in crossfires during 
the civil war. It did come out in remote records of Portuguese explorers and French 
and Spanish missionaries. Naturalist Henri Mouhot got here in 1850 and made it 
popular in 1860 through his diaries and notes that contained detailed descriptions 
and illustrations.” Arun’s encyclopedic knowledge quiets me. Before my thoughts 
drift far away in time to further his story in imagination, he asks: “Why are you 
here?” 

His question churns something in my blood that warms my face with 
embarrassment. Around us, the cicadas are screaming. Tiny mists and ripples 
disturb the calm surface of the giant moat that surrounds the Angkor Wat. With 
three-mile perimeter, the moat is only four-feet deep but its width is six hundred 
fifty feet. 

We now arrive at the center of my heart’s cosmos.

In Hinduism, the moat symbolizes the ocean that encompasses the world. 
The Angkor Wat stands in for Mount Meru and the surrounding walls that serve 
as mountains stand in for land. This complex of land and water extends to the 
structural function of the moat. The builders of the Angkor Wat had factored in 
how the megastructure could withstand the wet and dry seasons of the region. 
With monsoons saturating and expanding land and dry seasons contracting it, 
structures on top can deteriorate with these cyclic changes. When they built the 
Angkor Wat, they also dug up a huge moat around it and removed a large volume 
of silt and sand to be replaced with water that passes through the channels from 
Angkor Thom, aided by rainfall. The water level is maintained at all times practically 
making the moat a reservoir. The volume of water is heavier than the materials that 
were removed. When water combines with sand, sand becomes stronger. Richard 
Engelhardt of The University of Hong Kong thinks that this genius behind the moat 
is intertwined with understanding the main building material of the temple, the 
laterite stone. Laterite that is porous and breezy is encased inside the sandstone 
which gives the temple a solid look. The temple thus weighs lighter than it appears. 
The combined weight of the temple and the earth on which it stands is less than the 
combined weight of sand and water in the moat. This proportion enables the moat 
to reinforce the massive weight of the temple, stabilizes it, and prevents it from 
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crumbling for almost a thousand years. The entire configuration is an engineered 
balance of land and water.

I tell Arun about the last two trains in Serangoon interchange station that went 
on opposite directions that night when I finally learned the truth. “I got dumped 
by the man that I loved for nine years. Since I was sixteen. I looked for him after 
college and followed him to Singapore. He said he only thought of me as his brother.” 
Inside me, something crumbles irreparably. I’ve been asking myself what to do with 
all this love when I crossed the border between Singapore and Johor Bahru. How 
to empty the ocean of its waters? How to teach rivers to stop flowing? What to do 
with the rest of time? Arun apologizes for asking why I am here. 

“I’m marrying in a few days.” Arun tells me this casually. He has been betrothed 
to a girl he barely knows. I feel a pang of pain but appreciate his effort to establish 
a sense of solidarity. He turns away. “We are both lost.” 

For the first time, I feel less alone.

The bas-relief glows with a brown-rose patina, polished by millions of touches of 
strangers across the years. The “Churning of the Sea of Milk,” based on the Hindu 
epic Mahabharata, depicts how the elixir of immortality along with twelve other 
precious things that were lost in the cosmic sea had to be recovered through the 
process of churning. To retrieve it required the compromise and collaboration of 
ninety-two asuras or demons and eighty-eight devas or gods who formed a tug of 
war—the demons on the left, the devas on the right. Both sides were supposed to 
make each other win by pulling and giving in but not totally letting go. Ravana, the 
demon king in an enlarged figure, assisted the demons, and Hanuman, the monkey-
god equally enlarged, assisted the devas. The five-headed serpent Vasuki offered 
itself as the rope that had to be pulled by both sides in a tug of war movement to 
twirl the stick that will churn the cosmic sea below. 

The stick is at the very center of the bas-relief, in the form of a tower that 
represents Mount Mandara, now covered by the body of the serpent Vasuki in a 
coil. Vishnu appears largest at the center, orchestrating the tug of war with his four 
arms. Hovering above Vishnu is Indra, the god of the sky. On top of the asuras and 
demons are tiny dancing figures of apsaras. Because the tower would drift, it had 
to be supported from below by Vishnu’s reincarnation which is a giant tortoise, 
preventing Mount Mandara from sinking. At the cosmic sea of immortality, the 
fishes and sea creatures that swim close to the center of the churning disintegrate, 
thus the image of fishes with a break between their head and lower body. The 
churning produces a foam and with it rises the amrita, the divine fluid of immortality. 
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Epic in proportion and powerful in its use of movement, narrative, and repetitions, 
the “Churning of the Sea of Milk” engulfs Arun and I in a swirling sea of awe. 

Arun tells me he is going to climb one of the towers. Before he enters the inner 
chamber, he turns, looks at me, and waves his hand. I wave back and signal for him 
to pause for a photo. I hold my breath at what I capture: Arun brilliant in the sun, 
shining against the majestic blue sky. At this moment, I feel that Arun has become 
the great Suryavarman II, smiling in the heavenly abode of Mount Meru. 

After praying, Arun comes down with a silence that is difficult to comprehend. I 
smile at him. He embraces me. He sniffs above my shoulder and I realize he might 
be crying. It’s alright I say, embarrassed by the honesty and tenderness of the 
moment. 

After a while, Arun offers to teach me how to ride the motorbike. I don’t like the 
idea but why not. We pick a remote spot in the woods for the driving lesson. As I 
expect, I turn out to be a lousy student. We circle around while Arun patiently holds 
the rear of the bike for balance. I acquire light bruises from a couple of stumbles and 
I feel terribly sorry for Arun. I can see the outline of Arun’s sweat trickling inside 
his sweater and he casually undresses in front of me. He wipes himself with the 
sweater and apologizes to me, sensing the awkwardness on my end. I turn my back 
and walk away from the woods and head to a temple where an old woman puts on 
me a red bracelet after praying to it with good intentions. Five years from now, one 
bone-cold December night in Oregon in 2017, as I drown with tranquilizer in my 
bathtub filled with a bag of epsom salt and warm water, this image of the red string 
jolts in my head and pulls me out of my downward-churning consciousness. I place 
a finger in my throat to throw up and beat my chest for letting myself go. After I 
drink water, I realize that a small memory can find meaning only way later in our 
lives. It can save us—at a time that we least expect. 

When people have secrets they do not want to share, they would climb a 
mountain, find a tree, carve a hole in it, whisper a secret into the hole, and cover 
it up with mud. That way, no one else knows the secret. After we look at more 
temples, I finally decide to find a crevice to do what I came here for. Arun waits for 
me from a distance. Silently I ask, thinking about Mood, what does the tree do with 
the secret? How does one make the tree tell? Cut it and read its rings like how tree 
ring experts read the climate of bygone years? Like the old tree in the upland here 
that was said to have been cut to date its rings and trace its growth seasons? What 
did they find out?

In college, when I edited a thesis on dendrochronology, I learned that tree rings 
usually differ in color from each other. Trees grow fast when saturated with water 
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and produce a pale-colored ring and by the end of the growth season, they produce 
a dark-colored ring. A long growth season means a wide pale tree ring. On the other 
hand, during drought for example, the tree ring is thin and dark. Together, the pale 
and dark rings represent a year of growth. The number of rings therefore may tell 
how old the tree is including its life in relation to the changing climate across the 
years. What the experts found out in the rings of the felled tree in Cambodia was 
that a long drought took place at the end of the Khmer empire. Brendan Buckley, 
a tree ring expert at Columbia, claims that terribly long droughts hit Southeast 
Asia between the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries through a comparative study of 
many tree rings across the region. The long droughts were followed by saturation 
caused by extremely wet seasons. This led to massive hungers, broke the irrigation 
systems, weakened the megastructures, and eventually collapsed the great Khmer 
civilization.

After sunset, unable to contain what I feel, I tell him: “I like you, Arun.” 

Arun just stares at me. I say it again and he lowers his gaze. He hands me his 
jacket without a word. I wear his jacket like this night’s darkness, heavy on my 
shoulder, my prize for telling how I feel. We pace the highway lined with thick forest 
which I no longer see. But I am not sorry. I hear Arun’s deep breaths drowning in 
the sound of the motor engine, angry against the chorus of cicadas, angry against 
the world. When we reach the town, it is alive with bars screaming with upbeat 
music. The masseurs offer massage for only two dollars. Waiters extend the menu 
to everyone who passes by. We get off the bike and dip our feet in a pool of fish that 
takes away dead skin and tiredness. We do not talk.

We have dinner at The Loft, a Khmer restaurant near the central market, which 
I thought was enchanted the previous night. He orders seafood fried rice and beer. 
I order what he orders because I feel it’s the only way to break the wall between us. 
I ask him, “are you alright?” He laughs and says, “just forget about it.” Forget about 
it. Wow.

“I’m going to Vietnam tomorrow,” I say.

“Me back to Phnom Penh.”

“Good.”

“Why don’t we go to Phnom Penh together?”

“I already booked a flight to Hanoi.”
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“Will I see you again?”

I do not answer. After dinner, we both grab a bottle of Heineken and stroll to the 
bridge near the Siem Reap Arts Center. We sit on the bridge for a while. 

“I will write about this river.”

 “What of it?” he asks.

“That the river knows everything. What it is, how, where to flow.” 

Arun looks at the lights dancing on the surface of the water. I look at where he 
looks. We stay that way for a time. He looks at me and brings his head closer to 
whisper. Instead, he kisses me. In my head, I see Leung leaving the blurring shape 
of the Angkor Wat behind. A large open door frames the silhouette of its tall spires. 
The sun begins to set. The hole which bears the secret is shut with earth and uprooted 
grass. A leaf dances softly with the wind. A montage sequence follows: cold ancient 
hallways, strong beams, corbelled roofs, mute and still apsaras, shapeless stones on 
the ground. All fade to black. Then the intertitle: “He remembers those vanished 
years as though looking through a dusty windowpane. The past is something he 
could see but not touch. Everything he sees is blurred and indistinct.”

It is as if an eternity is passing by us. 

Before it is over, I tap Arun gently on his shoulder. “Thank you, Arun. I will 
not forget today.” I don’t say see you around because I know I won’t. This is that 
moment when I get the feeling, as a reader or as a writer, that I have arrived at 
the rightful ending of a story. I stand and capture an imprint of this man for the 
last time and burn it in my memory: bright eyes, boyish smile, broad shoulders. I 
walk without turning for a glance, hoping for someone to call me sir, excuse me, 
sir. I understand this town’s mystery now. I wish that everything will pack up like 
a studio and I am an actor, doing well in this cruel role that I play, in a movie that 
meanders and meanders. Eleven years after, in 2023, when I finally write this down, 
I pray to meet Arun again to say sorry for not being kind and to check if life to him 
has been good—deep nights when I hear a quiet purl from far away where the river 
begins, at Mount Kulen, where the ancient Khmers sculpted images of gods on 
stone floors that catch the waters. I see Shiva and Shiva Lingam constantly bathing; 
Brahma, Vishnu, veiled by moonlight glinting on streams. When the water touches 
the gods, it flows with divinity, blesses the city, blesses the land, blesses everything 
it touches with its rapids, maelstrom, or calm. 


