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MAN ON THE MOVE


1

He leaned against the rail of the Cape Town, the ship of his flight. From below, the engines throbbed, he saw the water turn to foam. Untied. On the quay they were waving. In the group that had come to see him off, his father and mother stood at the front. Blocking his view. He had to leave, get away, he wanted to be gone.

The waving became more frantic, its spell unavoidable. He caught his name: “Rob … bye!” It was his mother. His father, watching in silence, doffed his hat almost solemnly then snapped it back in place. He meant to wave, but instead stuck his hand into his inside pocket. The small bundle of letters with places he could go, references, people his father knew. He tore them very deliberately in two, not angrily, only relieved. His goodbye.

In the cold, hazy January light the shreds went fluttering down. Would his father understand what he was saying? How could he know that those little shreds of paper would float through his father’s dreams for ever. That his mother, for the rest of her life, would see the hand that tore the letters. Who can tell what another person thinks and understands.

Two worlds slid apart.

January, 1935. The shore was too distant now to identify details. The skyline of Rotterdam became indistinct, the endless rocking set in. He turned from the rail, strangers walked past on the darkening deck. Cold wind from England. But he was for South Africa, for summer. The old Cape Town had made the journey many times; for him it was the first. South Africa was his escape, his chance to become the adventurer he thought he was, the soldier of fortune he had dreamed up. Unrest had housed in him since childhood. Cross-grained, not at ease with the commonplace, never settling for what others seemed to want. He was never the one to follow everyday rules. “Heads down!” he cried to his classmates, then pulled out an air pistol and, through an open window, shot a crow out of the tree in the schoolyard. Just before his final exams, which he would have passed easily, he gave it all up. He lived by impulse, even at an early age no-one could keep him in check. He climbed out of the window of a moving train and arrived at the next station lying on the roof. For no good reason, just because. He bought a motorcycle, drove it all night to see a girl across the country. After exchanging a few words, he turned round and rode back. He collected sweethearts, the Clark Gable of the Rhine. His unrest only grew.

The weeks at sea lulled him to sleep, to indolence, to irksome memory. But as soon as the ship reached a port of call he would roll ashore with the crew. Hunger for where he had never walked before – Lisbon, Casablanca, Dakar; thirst for the stories of the ship. After thirty days it was over. With sea legs now, a hardened stomach and two suitcases, he disembarked in Cape Town. No-one there he knew. The heat took him in its arms, a leaden heat he had never experienced before. The whiteness of the houses blinded him. The customs officers detained him for a long time, endlessly it seemed. Why did he want to come ashore, where did he plan to go? Whom did he know? The letters, damn it, he had torn up the letters. Hostility was in the air of the half-darkened port office with its slow ceiling fan. He persevered. Nothing was going to keep him out of this country. He told them how for years he had dreamed of Africa. No, he could not come in just like that. No, he would have to find a job if he wanted to stay. He was looking to make his life in Johannesburg, he wanted to work in the goldmines. Surely he had not spent weeks at sea only to be sent back, back to the crisis in Europe. Surely he had not spent years longing for a different life only to let this life be shattered in the first immigration office he came across. With his textbook English and a great deal of charm, he talked his way into the country. Impelled by the officers’ words, he set out to find the railway station, bought a ticket to Johannesburg, and was on his way within the hour.

“Well driven, Engineer,” he would hear his father say whenever he got off a train and passed the drivers’ cabin. His father, who seemed to control the world, big man in little town. His father who tried to rein him in, and against whom his resistance had grown.

Johannesburg, city of gold – fifty years ago nothing but a camp where men with picks and shovels had dug themselves into the ground. Slowly he followed the crowd off the platform and outside, little man in big town.

This was the moment, here he would live, in the wilds, without references, without a community, alone. For as long as the station hall sheltered him, it still seemed possible to turn back. Then he was out on the street, in a riot of noise. Once more the sweltering heat surprised him, as it had in Cape Town. Black people everywhere, blacker than the few he had come across in Holland. Indians, white men in top hats. Manhattan in Africa, he knew the city’s nickname, but as he walked there now, looking up, Johannesburg closed in on him. Was that a trap he heard slam shut? The sea suddenly seemed an implausibility, his long journey had come to an abrupt end. His suitcases felt heavy as gold ingots. But he scarcely had a shilling left. “Hey, Boss, can I help you?” offered a boy of fifteen or so near the entrance to the mine. He turned, looked at him and asked the boy’s name.

“Yoshua, Boss.”

“O.K., come along, but stay behind me, you won’t yet be used to finding your way down there.”

Yoshua’s brand new boots with their metal caps glinted in the dusky cage that took them underground. Within minutes they had plummeted more than a kilometre and a half.

The first time he himself had gone down the mine he had been perplexed, but not afraid. Disbelief at the lift cage that kept going down and down, for a seeming eternity. It could not be, no-one could dig that deep, it could not be done. Utter darkness, from before the Day of Creation. His mouth went dry, his skin beaded with sweat. It was a reverse birth, like being buried alive. The electric light when he stepped out disoriented him even more. Slowly, half-blinded, he shuffled behind his crew, along galleries, more galleries, around the corner and again more galleries. Into the hairline cracks of the mine, clambering and crawling. Till there was no light left save that of his own lantern. His first eight-hour shift below had made his head spin. The darkness prowled around him, in the distance was the rattling of machines, the thumping of ore cars on their rails, the shouts of fellow miners. Tossed away into a forbidden universe, unravelled, filthy. He had been numbed, just as on his wild escapade through the Dutch night. Electrically up, electrically down, eight hours on, eight hours off, eight hours sleep. His first weeks, his first self-planned days, his unsettling new life.

Into the mine he went, the boy behind him. He sensed Yoshua’s confusion, and looking back he saw his cautious movements, the sheen of puzzlement across his boyish face. Calmly and without hesitation he led him to their new night task. They had left the bulbs behind them, the pitmen had spread out, there were not even rails in this narrow corridor. He set his lantern on a rock.

“Where do you live, boy?”

Yoshua answered in short sentences, speaking of his family in a muddle of English and Swazi. Snatches of it were comprehensible, but most of it was not. Fifteen years at ground level, always out on the streets, not much to hope for, the life of a young black kid, proud of the work boots he had been given. His scheme had worked; he had found a white boss to offer him protection and a modest wage.

Yoshua had stayed. He was there every morning, waiting so that they could go into the mine together. And every morning Rob passed him the lantern, cigarettes and some water. The boy belonged to him. The guards at the gates waved them through with a gesture that said: Good going, Dutchman. But he had done nothing, it was the boy who had presented himself, who just turned up. Sent by a foreman as a spare hand. In the weeks and months that followed, a tenuous friendship came into being. Yoshua carried the lighter tools and their water. He pottered around his boss, ran to him whenever his cigarette needed lighting. “Kunjani, Boss?” he said each day at the mine entrance, “How is it going?” He taught Yoshua to work the acetylene lamp, and warned him over and over never to drop their matches. Matches were vital, darkness one of their enemies. The mine became their shared adversary, almost strangling them with its innumerable corridors. The treacherous, deadly mine, the lurking beast. Yoshua knew all about beasts. He knew the mountains around Johannesburg, had crossed the fringes of the Kalahari with his father. He had avoided serpents’ bites and walked ravines where the sun never shone.

He told his boss that his father travelled all the time, sometimes for more than a year. And his mother worked for white people.

They talked while sitting on a rock, eating their lunch, or taking the cage back up. But in the early morning they were mostly silent, steeling themselves against a day underground. They learned each other’s ways, respected each other’s silences. And, although he was the master, he always remembered that the boy was more a part of this land than he. His own youth, in a provincial town on a river, was an abyss away from them. What could he tell Yoshua? That he feared having to march along through an orderly existence. His brothers were at college, and no doubt would turn out fine. His father ruled the town. And his mother, his dear, beloved mother? He did not want to think about her. His life in South Africa could not support the idea of her, he could not let her get to him, she was his weak spot. The spot Yoshua always knew just how to find.

“My mother, Boss, she wakes me up in the morning, and every day she asks me to please be careful. She’s afraid of the mine. But we’re not, are we Boss?” Yoshua looked up at him as he stepped out of the cage.

“We’re not, boy.”

The boy held up the cigarettes. The match burned bright, and with their hands cupped around it and their heads bowed together they cast huge silhouettes. A shadowy place of groping your way forward. The rough, cavernous world that shook with explosions. Yoshua’s boots glinted each time he lifted the lantern. Yoshua’s mother was worried, it seemed, and of course so was his own. He had not written much since living in Johannesburg. His work as a gold coolie did not allow much time, and when it did he preferred the greyhound track at Wembley. Thousands of gamblers were there each Wednesday evening, the races were the highlight of the week. In his naivety he had once asked Yoshua to come with him. The boy had looked at him blankly, and had not even replied.

His bond with the boy grew. He watched him go at the end of each day when they parted at the gate. Yoshua seemed immune to fatigue. He walked home each evening with a fresh bounce in his step, skipping almost. Sometimes he wished he could go along into the world of Yoshua, to shake his mother’s hand and tell her how well her son found his way through the mine, how he moved down the galleries, cautious as a hunter after a large prey. But that never happened.

“Watch out, Boss!”

Their corridor had been shored up only recently. The implosion of their working area sucked his breath away even as he jumped aside. The sharp warning cry was suspended in the air in the silence that followed, and he could not tell whether the boy’s shout had come before or after the cave-in. Then he heard the moans. He called, found his lantern, cast about him, found Yoshua. In the light he saw him lying, the matches clenched in his hand. His head twisted unnaturally, arms wide, a boulder straight across his back. He opened his eyes. “Kunjani, Boss?” he asked, intensely worried. But death came sooner than the words that should have reassured Yoshua.

At the gates the guards nodded as he walked beside the stretcher. “Bad luck, Dutchman.” The mine worked on. Yoshua’s mother could only take the morning off for the funeral. His father was still away.

During the long marches from Ban Pong to the River Kwai, he would think again and again of those eyes, and of that question too kind for words.

Dog races on Wednesday nights were alternated with reading the newspapers, usually in the Star Beer Hall on Rissik Street. The city began to absorb him. Walking with the crowd to the stadium or stepping into the local restaurant where he ate each night, he seemed a part of it all. What drove him, though, was the thought of being independent, of being himself, finally. The rooms he rented were bare. At home every table and lampshade had a history, almost none of it had been bought. Here nothing had been handed down, no ancestors on the walls; china and silver sparkled only in his memory. But he made the disconcerting discovery that objects had a meaning. Sometimes he would draw what he had left behind. Dutch objects he never saw any more. His childhood room in Honk, the stately house with the pillars, the broad steps and the ivy up to his window. Casual drawings scribbled in idle hours, then promptly thrown away. First he had wanted to suppress all thought of the people living in that distant house, but then the objects too were buried. And so his rooms remained Spartan. Holland was not admitted; it would undermine the sense of adventure.

As a soldier of fortune was how he liked to think of himself. But when the telegram giving news of his father’s death lay on the table, it was very hard not to drop everything and say goodbye to it all. Yet his reluctance to go there, to the sombre ceremony, the sombre land, won out. Let the dead bury the dead. He worried that his mother would ask him to stay. He did not want to lose himself again. And so he did not go. He left his old life for what it was, and let his father’s death be.

Later in Thailand, along the tracks, he pictured his father’s grave, an image as hard to shake as the countless jungle flies on his skin.

The raw army of the miners was the best possible training. Day and night turned inside out, cold and heat thrumming against his body. He clenched his teeth to pain, his muscles doubled. Gold-digger in a self-chosen freedom, regardless of what he had been or should become. One year, two years, five – submerged, prowling, timeless, solitary.

The speed with which Johannesburg grew astounded him and everyone else. The provincial town on the Dutch river shrank and faded. The Africans built like mad. Girders to the heavens, twenty storeys and more, flats and department stores. The land buzzed as never before with politics and parties and extortionate prosperity. South Africa was borne up on waves of expectation. Gold was still a magic word, a language the whole world understood. Walking the streets, he imagined a tickertape parade, cabriolets and drum and pipe bands in a storm of tumbling paper.

A lifetime away, in Manila, he would be welcomed like that, all skin and bone, with hundreds of others, as the crowds cheered like madmen.
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Dete ike, dete ike, dete ike! – out, out, out! – always the same razor-sharp command in otherwise unintelligible Japanese. Anyone who did not fall or jump was beaten out. Twenty-five men to a car, forty boxcars, a constant echo of orders. Accustomed as he was to rapid change from darkness to light, he saw at once the ravages the train journey had wrought. Five days and nights in rattling tumult between the zinc walls of a boxcar. The drills in the mine had made less noise. Five days and nights of thirst and dust and locomotive fumes. The first unsteady steps, the first pain. The disbelief at finding himself on solid ground, and the sense of something terrible nearing.

Crammed in at Singapore, vomited out in Ban Pong. Despicable Europeans who had not fought to the death. The Japanese were not fond of survivors. Thailand, April, 1943. He had imagined his thirtieth birthday differently. They would march to the Kwai, two hundred and fifty kilometres through crushing heat and torrential rain. A handful of rice, filthy water, from hunger-hole to malaria camp.

“Guus!” he cried, “Guus!”

His friend had to be a few cars down. He saw him coming, with amazed little steps as though he had just invented walking. “Guus, we must stay close, whatever happens.” And stay close they did. They had met at Bandung one year earlier. His friendship with Guus would never let him go. Would enlighten, levitate and haunt him. Later, into the pointless time, into a dark future, Guus, damned, doomed Guus. A shadow he became, an invisible gazelle, a strange mirror in which he thought to find himself. Guus, in everything his equal, in everything his master. The man he recognized, who confronted him with his flight and his ramshackle ideals.

The Japs had won the war, thousands of prisoners herded together. During roll calls at their camp, Guus had always appeared in the row in front of him. The back of his head grew familiar, his parting down the middle, his slender, wiry figure. Whenever and wherever they could, they sought each other’s company. Guus’ past was not far removed from his own: shipped out to the Indies as a volunteer, just like he. Volunteers: a remarkable term for those who wander into a snare set by others. The fatherland, what was left of it – the Indies, that is – had to be defended, protected; it was theirs. The delicate web of reasons why, woven by nobody and by everyone. The great unsung human decoys for misfortune. They went. Guus from England, where he had worked for a Dutch concern. He himself from South Africa, where he had worked to prove himself different from his brothers, more independent, more mature. He had boarded the Tegelberg for Java with a band of Dutchmen, on their way, of their own free will, to the unthinkable. The last days on shore he had spent in a Durban hotel. The world there was clear as crystal. His decision to sign up had raised in him a feather-light recklessness. The girl he had spent those days with was excitingly exotic. Spontaneously, she said she wanted to marry him there and then. He left even before he got to know her properly. Maybe he had signed up to shake her off, to spare her. Marriage was something for his brothers. He went to find the war, alibi of the orphaned. He left. The ship zigzagged out of the harbour, mimicking the course of his life, he thought, looking back to the African coast.

The march to the Kwai began and ended in the dark. At night they dragged themselves down elephant paths through a leeching jungle. During the day they slept fitfully, swarmed upon by mosquitoes, hollow with hunger. Already at Bandung he and Guus had devised a survival strategy. They began to unravel each other’s lives and pasts, threaded together the beads of stories. Related countless details that struck them during the day. They collected little incidents, swapped absurdities, observed minimal shifts in the tone of the camp. The number of lashes meted out, the distance between forehead and ground when bowing to the Japanese sergeant. They counted the grains of rice in their scoop of rations, how long the sun shone on their sleeping mats, the sores on their comrades’ feet. Anything was allowed, every new discovery was checked and weighed. Their life depended, it seemed, on a stream of concoctions and memories. They practised looking, saw almost immediately when the Japs changed their plans, were readying for an execution, devised new punishments. Every move the Jap made was stored in them. They synchronized their daily rhythms, seldom lost sight of each other. Instinct, front and back covered, an armoured eye in the face of blistering violence.

The jungle had the hospitality of a bloodsucker. A sickening curtain of trees and bushes seemed to offer escape, yet whoever fled was lost. During night marches of twenty, twenty-five kilometres through the tumult of age-old forests, men fell by every wayside. Too tired, too sick to go on. Numbed, utterly indifferent to death. He and Guus beat time with everything they had taught themselves at Bandung. To not have to think about the next day, or the next night. Ten days the knockout race lasted. They had left with a thousand, arrived at the Kwai with scarcely seven hundred, three hundred of whom could not lift a finger. Sometimes he hallucinated with fatigue. Little Yoshua bending over him with a pack of cigarettes. Sometimes, seeing a man who had fallen beside the stumbling cavalcade, he would mumble “Kunjani, Boss?”

The monsoons were probably the worst. The fatal downpours that flogged their ribs. Sleeping in a puddle of rainwater, rising from a bed of mud. Wetness was next of kin to illness, swamp the father of malaria.

The River Kwai, soft-yellow, almost brown moving water. The camp thrown up on its banks would be the casino of their lives in the months to come. The chances of getting out alive they put at 40 per cent. Three hundred men dead on the journey, three hundred ill. How soon would the sick die, and when would the rest become ill? It was roulette. The croupiers raked in the winnings. The field in which the dead were buried spread to the edge of the forest.

Roll call, before work, after work. Sometimes they stood for hours, most often after work. Heads counted and counted again. Screaming when the numbers did not tally. Recount. Their world stretched from the soles of their feet to their backs, through the pain in between. They were in Thailand, building a railway to Burma, hundreds of kilometres along the river. Building and sabotaging, two steps forward, one step back. He and Guus were in the hacking crew. They used handmade picks to hack through rock, so that an imaginary train could pass. The train pursued them. Every punishment, every speech, every extra hour of work, the Jap was obsessed with the train. And therefore so were they. Their train grew to grotesque proportions. They fantasized about its length, the number of cars, the colour of the upholstery. Or would it only be freight cars, with tanks, oil, weapons? In their minds thousands of them began to roll, drawing out the war. The emperor would pass, waving, straight through the jungle. The Japs would bow, they would bow double. The emperor was the watchword; everything happened in his accursed name. The emperor on his bastard island far away, nodded and bowed to from the jungle grass of Thailand. Famished, damn near dead, befuddled by malaria, hollowed out by dysentery, shattered by cholera: those that are hacking salute you.

They hacked. In the morning they walked in single file to where they had left off the night before. With picks over their shoulders heavy as lead, heavier every day. And without shoes. In a way, that made them feel strangely humiliated. Having no shoes made them helpless, in arrears beside the high-booted Jap.

Roll call, a case for punishment, someone caught outside the camp and accused of running away. He stood no more than five sleepers from the runaway. To attention, all night. The condemned man was on his knees, his head bowed. He heard the night forest, the shrieking of monkeys and unknown birds, there was hissing and whispering and crackling. Men fell over left and right and were beaten to their feet, or dragged off. In his mind he was playing chess with Guus. The king was the emperor, the castle was carved of bamboo, the queen had gone to England. It all spun together. Half sleep, half night, half life, half human. When the sun came up the Jap blindfolded the kneeling man. So he did not see the sword come near, did not hear it strike.

“Kunjani, Boss?”

He was ordered to drag away the body, along with two other ghosts, confused after standing in numb silence. Behind them, roll call came to an end and the working day began. They brought the dead man to the burying field, grey in the early morning, and improvised a wooden cross. Blood on their feet.

Days and nights like this. He and Guus refused to succumb. Stubborn and drugged by the sun, they marched behind the Jap. Through Thailand, until close to the Three Pagodas Pass. Their survival strategies were wearing thin. Their eyes saw nothing new. Every fresh discovery became a threat, every surprise eating away at their stamina. If there was more than standing, hacking, walking and sleeping, they did not want to know. The train was their obsession, the railway their anchor, the Jap their demon. They lived like tortoises, withdrawing at any moment beneath their protective domes. They believed that this way they did not see, feel, hope. They endured the dead bodies, the atrocities, their total powerlessness. He and Guus. Or rather: Guus. And he. Each for their own, and the emperor for all. Their twofoldness was temporarily broken. What first had been their strength now became their weakness, although the unspoken bond remained – for when it was badly needed.

Death without end, time without meaning. After the monsoons, the wind. By day an inescapable sun shimmered, the nights were freezing cold. And the day came when the very last rocks were hacked out, the very last sleepers laid. The train would roll, the prisoners would be cast aside. The work was done, the emperor could be pleased with his army of crushed Europeans, trash of his realm.

As in Bandung, the waiting began. Until somewhere a clerk passed down the orders from above: Disband camps on the Kwai, transport prisoners to the fatherland. Destination Japan then, the infernal island, the distant pit of evil. They walked back the way they had come. But more despondent now, serfs who believed in nothing any more, displaced and re-displaced. Afoot or carried off in trains, even weaker, more apathetic, less useful to the Jap than before.

They were embarked at Singapore. He found Guus in the hold of the Bungu Maru. They had not seen each other since their return journey from the inlands of Thailand. The camps around the harbour were overcrowded, those who had survived the railway were packed into them without any system. But the bureaucrats were regaining ground and assigned adequate troops. Course set for Kyushu, the large, southernmost Japanese island. He thought of the Cape Town and the Tegelberg, the ships he had known, one bound for freedom, the other steaming towards defeat. And this Bungu Maru, no doubt heading for the end. Descending steep ladders into the guts of the troop carrier, he saw him. Skinny, still wearing his parting through the middle of virtually snow-white hair.

“Guus!”

They hugged briefly, with almost no visible emotion, as they hurried to find a place. They settled next to a ladder, nowhere to lie down. Guus had insisted on a space near an escape to the upper deck. He had heard the rumours of torpedoed Japanese transport ships, laden with prisoners of war. The Americans and the Brits hunted down every boat.

And indeed their veering course proved no salvation. A shattering blast brought the sea in immediately. Amidst the immeasurable chaos they were onto the ladder in a few steps. There was a fight above their heads. Two bodies came flailing downwards, the Jap had kicked them off the ladder. But they did not have to wait for long. The ship was screaming and began to gain water. He would never forget the moment Guus jumped. Thirty seconds perhaps before he himself pushed off the rail and smacked onto the water beside a raft. The sea was hard as rock and he screamed with pain. Clutching the life raft, he shouted Guus’ name. But in the throng of swimmers all around, he did not discover him. He shouted until at last he had no voice.

Wind straight from Siberia roared across Nagasaki Bay. Winter at its fiercest, 30° below. Kawanami Wharf, where he pottered about, lay beneath a pack of hardened snow. The dirt-coloured hulls of unfinished ships made the desolation complete. He lived as if by clockwork. The cold seized you and could not be escaped. The long coat over his tropical kit only just kept him from freezing, but it felt as though there were ice in his head. Everything slowed, his hands had trouble holding anything, any movement seemed a coincidence. The ship he worked on every day was at the dock site, open on every side, a carcass of bolts and sheet metal. Still, in the belly of the ship he could shelter from the wind. His blood ran a bit faster there, his head thawed out, but there was little life in it. The past was a dark, shapeless sludge. The future was unthinkable, required courage and hope. Both were hibernating. Only the moment mattered.

He folded his fingers one at a time around the mallet handle. He paused between each blow, waiting for the tingling to end. By day, darkness still hung along the scaffolding he worked upon. Temperatures were at an all-time low, even the Jap hardly moved. Despair took hold of him. The years of heat and illness, the years of mines and railway, the years of utter barbarity pressed down on him. Despair for his friend, slender Guus, who had jumped into the sea and vanished. He refused to believe that he had drowned. The scene repeated itself endlessly before his eyes. He replayed the scene, over and over. There was nothing to show that death had taken him down. His leap had been determined, assured, exemplary. His arms almost nonchalantly at his sides, as if it were a game at the pool. A kind of gracefulness, elegant, his white hair recognizable to the last. “See you in the sea, Rob!” he had called. An absurdly level-headed cry amidst all the panic. What had gone wrong? The sea was not rough, where had he swum? Who had pulled him out? He had not found Guus when he was hoisted aboard a Japanese freighter later on. He knew that other ships too had taken on survivors, and he imagined that Guus had been rescued. But then rescued only meant rescued for the moment, a stay of execution. They were kept alive like gladiators, fresh labour awaited them in the land of the rising sun.

From the rim of the iron scaffolding he looked down, his grip on the hammer listless and ever looser. Snow in the bottom of the ship and a dull pounding around him. Men shuffled here and there aimlessly. His lost years. He could not permit himself to think of it, yet it happened. He could no longer manage what he had been so good at with Guus, losing himself in the moment. Guus with his fine-spun talent for only allowing the past to come in when feasible and when needed. His old life. That enormous, shadowy reservoir which he had poured in concrete, sunken fatherland, stowed away. Ice shoring up the dyke of his memory. It had been past midnight. He had rolled his motorcycle noiselessly out of the garage, kicking it into life in the next street. The February night was cold as stone, and at eighty, ninety kilometres an hour the air beneath his jacket froze. He drove without stopping, the wind carving at his cheeks and neck. The route through the polders and open fields took hours, and only at first light did he see the house on which all his thoughts were focused. Embracing the girl who lived there had thrown his whole life into turmoil. He wanted to see her again and convince her to go with him – where to, he did not know, he had not planned. A few days on the bike together, away and back, something like that. She held him off, carefully but determinedly, astonished to see him there so early. She refused to hold him the way she had done so passionately the week before. “You have to put that behind you, Rob. It was a moment, don’t cling to it, I don’t want to be pinned down.” He heard what she said and wheeled his motorcycle around. There rose a chill within him that had nothing to do with the winter air. Riding back with the rising sun behind him felt like racing into a funnel, a snare. By ten he was home. His mother looked worried, his father said nothing. He had expected fury. In the end his father only asked: What was your average speed? No, shorter even: “Average speed?”

The hammer fell from his grasp, the roaring in his head grew louder. He was faint from lack of food, and cold. He had to stay on his feet, he had to extinguish the grip of the past. “Hey, you!” a guard bellowed, pointing at him. “Come down immediately.” That probably saved him. The Jap supposed he had been sabotaging the work, and put him on the detail that would go back to the barracks last. It surely saved him. He sealed off his memories, airtight again. Hammered until late in the evening.

The months crumbled. Strangely enough, in his camp the dying had almost come to an end. As if those who had held out until they reached Japan were immune to death. It could go on for an eternity, they had plumbed the depths of their reserves, and in that arid place the very least sufficed. Of the five ships they had worked on, not one had yet been launched. After the winter the bombardments began, and the wharf filled up and emptied, emptied and filled up. He could hear the air-raid sirens echo across the bay. There was no getting away from it now: the war would end. Among themselves they spoke of “liberation” as though it meant something. Liberation was a word out of a magazine, a concept devised to give people a happier look in their eyes. He said the word and was almost ashamed. Regardless of the ending, they would never be free again. Even summer came, with colours that were almost unbearable. Cloudless skies, stars at night, Japan everywhere. Nippon, blood-red cannonball out of a field of magnesium white.

The pamphlets drifted down, a message from Mars: Don’t worry, we’ll come. 9 August, 1945. He had seen the big bombers more often these past few weeks. He had stopped looking up to their growling high above the shipyard. Did not watch one windy morning when two spotter planes circled Nagasaki and disappeared again. Nor when the B-29 approached at eleven that day. The shipyard was a long way from the city, he felt no threat. Don’t worry, we’ll come – and they had. The small parachute dancing behind the plane, falling to the ground like a vast, white leaf. At 11.02, crowds of people must have watched the parachute. Not him. He was loosening a line of bolts one by one that he had tightened the day before. A game. Penelope unravelling by night the thread that she had spun by day. A parachute with a blistering bomb, the slow germ of all destruction. The Apocalypse perhaps. Total bedazzlement in any case, waves of pure white light, an open-air laboratory. Within moments the landscape was pulverized. The concussion bounced across the bay and in the yard all things wooden were flung to the ground.

He was pushed flat against the hull of his ship and heard the chthonic roar of an unearthly storm. In the brief silence that followed, he peered out. Far across the hills by the city a black column rose, a slow fata Morgana. He was overwhelmed by a deep reluctance to watch. He wanted desperately to find his nuts and bolts, and continue his work. He sensed the coming of a great catastrophe.

“Haiwa arimasu – Peace has come.” The Jap was in shock, incredulous, the echo of a command still in his words. The men stood around him and stared. No-one spoke. The guards seemed smaller than they had been, their faces unreadable as always. The void between the prisoners and guards cautiously filled with sound, talking began, someone cried out, shouts, swelling noise. More planes approached, maddeningly slow. Waving, cheering. Haiwa arimasu. The barrack doors stood open, the gates to the yard were unguarded. The feeling of abandonment, the emptiness of freedom. Everything was open, and at the same time impossibly out of reach. Peace. Hardly anyone left the camp, they waited. Where the city of Nagasaki had been was only a crouching life – those who went there went to stoop, to dig. An immense scar. During the first days after the bomb they had been sent in small crews to help out. There had been something holy about the blasted city, a god had run amok there. The place was beyond help.

“Hi, boys, we’ll get you out of here” – the first words of genuine liberation American. He watched them arrive in jeeps and heavy trucks, arms slung over the door, cigarettes dangling from their lips. Smoking, eating, activities from before time began, never unlearned. More than a thousand prisoners were in his camp, he knew a few of them, superficially. Now that they were leaving he felt, beneath the surface, the struggle they had put up for years. He would never be free of all those hundreds of skinny men. They had stood back-to-back, avoiding each other’s eyes, to survive. Eyes were the only chink in the armour. The sudden looks, exchanged as they left, none of them would forget. Chained by the all-present Jap, entangled in an inexplicable story.

Guus, where would Guus be? Secretly he expected him to hop out of a jeep, as casually as he had sprung into the sea. But it did not happen. They climbed onto the trucks, their bodies protesting against America, nauseous from chocolate and tobacco. Could he really be feeling nostalgia at this leaving? Silent, gazing at the shipyard in the distance, they drove to the harbour. The grim barracks lay abandoned in the warm August day.

Arms around his neck, shivers at the sight of a woman so close. Manila. They were welcomed with music and by American girls who kissed you and held your hands up high and sprinkled confetti on your head. Photographers, drum bands, jeeps full of men from his camp. Straight through a chaotic city built on bomb craters. On Rizal Avenue they left the vehicles and walked a line of cheap bars with all kinds of music, cinemas, restaurants, brothels. No-one asked them to pay. POWs were guests of honour everywhere. Evenings, whole nights in bars and dance halls. Fights and drunkenness, singing and eating. He who laughs loudest is most troubled. Madness in the uniform of the victor. He walked around in a British shirt and American trousers, an Australian army hat on his head, a pair of Japanese officer’s boots. A soldier’s carnival, thumbing his nose at the years of deprivation. But after a few weeks the fog lifted, and their hosts’ interest in the prisoners waned. The Filipinos avoided them, the British and American women had gone home. There was one he had been with all the time. She was gone too. Gone home – the meaning of that word he chose to ignore.

The transports started again. First Batavia. Then on to Singapore, Suez, Durban? Would he go back as he had come?

December in Batavia, like a Western. Everyone carried guns, everyone fired, aiming carefully. There were Indonesian snipers in the trees, pretty good targets themselves. December, 1945. It was only safe to go out in a group, Tommy guns loaded. The menace became almost intolerable, despite the lingering, post-Nagasaki trance. On this stage of his journey he would have to choose his allies every day. He refused to die from a bullet from the local Sukarno militia. The air simmered with violence, the city reeked of hatred and vengeance. A white skin was the least effective camouflage. Respect was reserved exclusively for Sten guns and hand grenades. Sometimes he went to one of the suburbs. It seemed there was less tension there. He was wrong. A woman was dragged off her bicycle before his eyes, her assailants appearing from nowhere. They hacked at her with knives, tore off her clothes. The shots he fired came too late, although a few of them did not get up again.

The surreal heat, the seeming calm after the lightning ambush on the white girl. When some soldiers turned up, he walked away. He had been unable to save her, had been too far off, too slow. He began to believe that the camp had been safer than it was here in liberated Batavia. He wanted to leave, to forget that murdered woman as soon as possible, and this city, this sponge of anger, too. He needed to go home, but which home. He could not bring himself to decide on Holland. If he were to go and live there again, everything would have been in vain.

To go back or not. He mulled it over again, watching as the Oranje bore down on the quay. The shuttle between Holland and the Indies. Suez, March 1946. He had left Batavia aboard the Alcantara, to be taken to the Red Sea. The Asian islands were behind him at last. The Japs, the Indonesians, hysterical idiots with machetes, all to be banned from his memory. The war was over, he would make up for the years he had lost, wipe them out, put them behind him. The cowardly years of slave labour and kowtowing. The years of self-preservation, waiting in the shadow. A shadow life was what he had lived and even that shadow he was afraid to look at. Be invisible, don’t stand out, creep out from your shell only when it’s safe. Avoid snares, live like a black cat under the cover of darkness, crouch. The years of want, all five of them, everything within him burned up, hollowed out, evaporated. The Oranje manoeuvred skilfully into its moorings. The late light of day fell on the ship full of Dutch families bound for an unknown fatherland. The ship did not seem very cheerful, it was unnaturally quiet on board. He stood on the deck of the Alcantara and knew he would have to decide. Tomorrow the Oranje would set sail for Holland. In one week the Felix Roussel would call at Suez, on its way to South Africa. To go with the Oranje was tempting. A gangplank away from his mother and his brothers. He could surprise them. Or embarrass them. Aboard the Oranje to the land of his father, the land of the references, the conventional line. The provincial town with his parental home would no longer be there. He had grown out of everything he had once fled from. There was no longing left; the more he thought of Holland, the colder it left him. And he wanted to avoid his mother’s old age, fearful of being disarmed. No, not the Oranje. He had become too much of a stranger. This was as close as he would come, perhaps, to anyone. He liked to maintain his ability to observe sharply from afar, from behind barricades of his own creating. The Jap had helped him there. He had entrenched himself in his exile. To be everywhere, but nowhere at home. The ship’s gentle rocking beneath his feet was a blessing. Evening drew in above the harbour. He knew no-one in Suez. But that did not bother him for a moment. From aboard the Oranje he now heard some music, and people singing for someone’s birthday. Nothing wild, but a few cheers slipped out. Foolish sentimentality to be affected by that. He listened intently as the words climbed into the Egyptian night. The sheer banality of the song: long, long shall he live. What a ludicrous thing to wish anyone. How long had it been since he had been able to sing happy birthday? Camp life had been full of uncelebrated birthdays. You did not mention it, you would sooner put it right out of your mind. But gradually normality crept back. People wished each other a long life again, put garlands on your chair, serenaded you. Who started it? How did normality recover its reign? How to escape those old habits? Impossible.

The singing aboard the Oranje did not last long, but just long enough to unnerve him. The intimacy of the Suez evening clashed with the prospect of peace. He was aware of an emptiness; the war was over, his comrades gone to the four winds. Out of sight, out of reach. The peace had broken all bonds, all the roads were open. Every one of them went, some together, some in groups, some alone. Home to wives, children, divorce, another fate.

Waves from the Red Sea reached the quay in Suez harbour at last, to rock the Alcantara. They rocked him too, but not to sleep. The forbidden times came back like a boomerang in slow motion. Holland, his father dead, his brothers, his mother. Always his mother. Whom he could count on to celebrate his birthday ten days from now. She would, he knew. 26 March, now she and he could safely think of the day. Would she also be thinking of that other 26 March, so many years ago? It had marked the break with his father, almost beyond repair. There was snow in the streets that day, unusually for the time of year. The table in the big room had been set with family linen, family silver, family china, he remembered ruefully. All of a sudden he had pointed at his father’s left eye, an eye made of glass.

“So how many Acehnese did you murder before they shot you down?” he had asked from his festooned chair. He knew the stories his father told, and the stories told about his father, the retired Royal Dutch East Indian Army officer. Stories that had seemed so exciting. About forays in Aceh, helping the people there, punitive expeditions against extremists. He had admired his father extravagantly. His question went against the grain of that admiration. It had seized him, and he blurted it out. Silence had fallen on the table, as before an execution. But no shot was fired. His father seemed caught unawares. His short, awe-inspiring father was speechless. Helpless in the face of a question that was an accusation.

“That’s right, I killed fellows who had just finished slaughtering women and children. You call that murder, I don’t. When you’re old enough to know about fighting and falling, we’ll talk again. But I doubt that time will ever come.”

That was the end of the birthday cheer. It had been his last year at home, the last time he had seen Dutch snow, his plan to leave already in place. Fighting and falling – if only his father knew. The irony of an unsuspected life, that he too would be taken into the army of the Indies, father and son in the same uniform, unimaginable on his birthday then. He had his own dead now, three men lying beside that girl in Batavia. His father’s glass eye, the fortune teller’s crystal ball. History had repeated itself, fate had been duplicated, a dead man upon a dead man. A murder for a murder? He was reluctant to think in such terms now.

The Alcantara was moored side by side with the Oranje, but he was still a continent away. Seven months had passed since the liberation. The American jeeps had rolled into Japan like phantoms from a world beyond apprehension. They had been swept up, kidnapped out of their measly, calcified lives. Their survival instincts rudely breached. He had grasped the edge of the jeep as he had the raft at sea. Disbelief more than joy. With a mettle born of desperation they had driven out of the camp, the bandit island, the doomed empire, heads bowed. With their heads bowed, for God’s sake.

The night in Suez revived the flow of memories. The last months had passed as though under narcosis. It rolled by him, a caravan of events, parade after parade, with women and parties and recklessness. His photograph had been in Life, taken at the moment he went ashore at Manila. The photographer shouted something that made him look up. In the background the aircraft carrier on which the Americans had spirited them away from Japan. Around him the surging crowd. “You’re the first ones!” the man had said, as though it had been some sort of competition. Looking at the picture, he could never believe it was him. The crew-cut hair, the gaunt face, his ashen skin. In his own eyes he could read the irrecoverable years. His was one of many pictures in the magazine, photographers in action everywhere. The latest fashions in New York, an article about a banker, an interview with a film star, a shower of diversions for the reader. Life goes on, frontlines shift, the world is a news machine. He would turn the pages of the magazine, to see his own face appear among so many others. On the same photograph was the girl who would spontaneously kiss him a few seconds later, and with whom he had wandered through the city for days. He had told this complete stranger about his years in the camps. She listened like no-one had before. Perhaps not even his mother. He talked, he forced himself to account for those terrible, all-devouring years. He was accountable because he was alive and because so many others were not. He struggled with the words, afraid of driving her away, terrified of tumbling into the abyss that he himself had summoned. He toppled from one memory to the next. The fever of telling made him almost literally ill. His emotions, suppressed for so long, could barely survive someone who merely listened. She heard him, asked nothing, held him tight. They roamed Rizal Avenue together, endless hours in cafés and restaurants. They danced, were taken in tow by other POWs, and only slept when morning was well underway. An ebb and flow of stories and an unthinking submersion in liberation parties. Manila was both the drunken binge and the detoxification. The nightmare might have been over, but there was still no dream. Time and again he came back to the river, the yellowish-brown one. Like a dirty, slow adder slithering through the jungle, shaping the course of his thoughts. He tried to find images the woman beside him would understand. There were so many gaps in his memory, he was ashamed of how little he remembered, or wanted to remember. The senseless fight to the finish, the floggings, the executions. He did not touch upon his bond with Guus; he avoided the loss. There were moments, with the girl so close, when his estrangement disappeared. She made him feel that he could take hold of his life once more, belong again some day. The unforgettable nights in Manila, the suspension of time, the wild dancing that broke like a storm over the mountains. Of course it could not last. She would go back to England, and he would be shipped through to Batavia and on. When he walked her to her ship he said nothing, could only look at her. The green of her eyes. After everything he had told her, he simply stood there, speechless. Their parting kindled a sorrow without tears. He had turned around, aware once more of the loneliness he had contracted somewhere, recognizing it. There was something fathomless inside him, a void, an echo, the sound of a motorcycle turning around.

Children were scampering across the deck of the Oranje, now he could hear laughter and shouting. A few of them waved to him, their faces just above the gunwale. He waved back, relieved not to be travelling with them. More of them came forward and waved, a whole crowd of children, thrilled to see someone react. It brought him back to Suez, back from the war, and he waved again and again. A lifetime he had spent on board ships, it seemed, waving, leaving, arriving, sinking. A string of ports, but he settled in none of them. He had grown to love it nonetheless; setting sail had become second nature. Oil and water, gulls and quays – the cities were different, but smells and sounds the same everywhere. A week from now the Felix Roussel would take him to Durban, South Africa.

The days in Suez sealed his musings. The heat was extraordinary, even Thailand could not match that. He felt looser and lighter than ever.

“Don’t be afraid, jump!” a young British navy officer called out. The motorboat did not lie far below the quay, and of course he was not afraid. He jumped resolutely and gave the boat a good rocking. The Englishman had not been expecting him to be so quick and barely kept his balance. Then he leaned on the throttle, full speed ahead. He had no idea where they were going, there was no plan. He sat at the prow, the water spurting past him. Their speed was bewitching. They frolicked past cargo liners coming in from the Red Sea towards the Canal. Graceful and wild, their boat shot past clumsy, hooting freighters. Foam whipped up around them on the bright blue water. The wind, the roar of the motor, he sank into a languor, a state in which all feeling, all desire was extinguished. A fragile, soft and timeless dimension, like days from a distant youth. He sat there at the prow, monk-like, immersed in nothing.

The Englishman at the rudder sang – snatches reached his ears and intensified his detachment. Buddha was not far away. Escaped from the river, the roll call, the bomb. Confused, confounded and here at last, aboard a dancing speedboat: gleeful to the marrow. They chased on and on, mile after mile, in broad arcs. The shoreline shimmered in the sun, the heat palpable even on the water and in the wind. He was not thinking with his brain, he was porous, all skin. Now he was the infatuated vagabond he had once wanted to be. What no-one understood in Holland: his kicking against the inevitable, against a life in shackles. That was what he had emigrated from. He wanted to draft his days at his own drawing table. Days spent down mineshafts and under duress, true. All drafted, drawn by his own hand? The grand illusion. Freedom is a pretty dress on a bulging body, heedless of the looks from all sides. A typical Guus jibe at his chronic ideal. At Camp Bandung especially they still had energy and time enough to put each other to the test. Bandung Oasis, a cluster of villas in the Javanese hills, where wealthy Dutch and Chinese traders built their country homes.

The “nothingness” at the speeding prow gave way to thought in the end. The helmsman slowed, shaking him from his daze. At the quayside he thanked the officer with a curt salute. But once ashore his steps were shaky, a dizziness he could not place. Was it the waves, the thrill of the ride, the old longing? That night, for the first time in many months, he slept without dreaming.

The Felix Roussel was at its moorings. A colossus of a passenger ship from the Roaring Twenties, decadent almost in its beauty and opulence. The war had made a troop carrier of it, but it had lost nothing of its French hauteur. Its implacably first-class section, the boat deck, was strictly reserved for officers and POWs. He was about to leave Suez, the days had been more luminous. This would be his last voyage, Suez-Durban, with a swift stop at Mombasa. Cities with names found only in atlases, sounds from an old geography lesson – the unknown took the colour of something familiar. As familiar as the colour of the hundreds of soldiers who came on board in full kit: black. Black South Africans heading home from a war they had nothing to do with. He would not see them again until they disembarked. In the mines they had worked side by side; on this boat the decks were hermetically separated.

Then they set out across calm seas to energetic music. Bands took turns to play, everyone sang, drank to each other. Wives and children would await them at dockside. Durban, South Africa. The war years, who even mentioned the war years? Gershwin and Frank Sinatra, Vera Lynn and Marlene Dietrich was what they longed to hear. The Felix Roussel granted every wish, a floating pre-war advertisement. He lived between dance floor and deckchair. In the afternoons he often slept on deck, though the ocean provided little relief from the heat. The ship rolled gently, and the hazy blue sky enhanced the illusion of a holiday. A few days out of Durban, the afternoon lethargy complete, the ship’s speakers suddenly bellowed: Un homme à la mer! Man overboard, Man overboard! They slowed immediately, swung round, tossed lifebuoys into the sea. A lifeboat was lowered, the crew handed out binoculars. That vast expanse of water. On board the world is comprehensible, the ocean an orderly territory, something you pass through and which carries you. But one step beyond the rail and space swallows you, drags you down and down to no bottom. Anyone who falls or jumps is irrecoverably lost to the horizon. With open eyes into the maw. The search took hours, the ship moving in circle upon despairing circle. Twilight rose from the waves, and the lifeboat was hauled up. The captain announced that they would resume their course. The ship’s horn blew, a salute to the dead sounding and resounding across the sea. One buoy was left behind, the twilight turned to night.

Guus. Throughout the search it was Guus he saw. A man overboard. In the chaos that followed the torpedo’s impact there had been Guus’ serene jump, the carefree look in his eyes. Peering through the binoculars, thinking again and again that he could see a head above the waves, he became entangled once more in the loss of his camp friend. Wondered if he had done enough calling and asking among the survivors. The raft he had plunged in beside had been his good luck, he had grabbed the hand that pulled him from the water. Saved, but Guus had not turned up anywhere. Given up on, missing, drowned, found elsewhere and carried off, died later in another camp, felled by a bomb or by disease? In Guus he had never observed uneasiness or dissatisfaction. His life had progressed in what seemed an untroubled equilibrium. Acrobat of the dependable, the normal, the visible. No high-flown words or philosophies. His hair parted down the middle. In Bandung their lives had become indelibly interwoven. There had been little room for play, the guards hard as steel, yet it seemed to him that they lived there with a greater freedom than ever, remarkably mobile. In the months before they were chased into the jungle of Thailand they had plotted their survival, spoken of their histories and their dreams, constantly in each other’s company. Guus, man of a well-planned life, of family traditions, knew no despair. Made his judgements without illusions, yet was not harsh. He, on the other hand, was forever on the move, restless, with magnificent ideas about independence and adventure. Those months in Bandung had been the bedrock of his salvation. If it had not been for Guus, his wildness would have destroyed him. Guus had seen his anger, his impatience, his lack of planning. And he had taught Guus to seize opportunities, to be reckless if need be. To jump into the sea, for example, as though leaping from the pier at Scheveningen. And he had done so, confident, unafraid, self-assured – and yet gone, lost.

It was quiet at the dining-saloon tables. The course had been resumed, they skimmed hurriedly away from the seaman’s grave. It had been the pantry boy, a young fellow still. Depressed for days, and then into the deep. Even the music fell silent that evening.

Two decks below, the soldiers hung over the rail and whistled and waved. Durban was looming, the shore close by. A black woman sang a welcome especially for them. Her voice drifted over their ship, and no-one could escape her song. The melancholy was unyielding, he was lost in the native melody, the swaying, suffering song. She stood there like a mother, waiting, singing full of a longing, extravagantly, her arms held high. The men clapped, shouted, stamped. This was their town, here began the country that they had missed. Slowly he walked down the quay past the waiting wives and families, thousands of people who looked at him and at the officers and greeted them. The Felix Roussel emptied out behind him. Turning, he saw what he had not wanted to see: men and women in each other’s arms. Homecoming. The happiness exploded all around him and brushed him aside. If only he had a motorcycle, if only he could ride into the polders, through the night again, and find her quite by chance at home. Mouth to his mouth, tongues of fire, godless, holy moment that had never passed. He was back in South Africa, back to his old, scorched dream. Alone.
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