
        
            
                
            
        

    
	 

	A FLOWER IN WINTER

	 

	David James

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	The Book Reality Experience

	Leschenault, Western Australia

	



	




	Prologue

	PART ONE

	1.

	Rotterdam - 1940

	2.

	De Ruyter

	3.

	HMS Pembroke, Chatham, Kent. April 1940

	4.

	0330 10th May

	5.

	De Ruyter sails

	PART TWO

	6.

	17 Wilkes Street, London

	7.

	Back on board

	8.

	Departure from London

	9.

	Mediterranean Sea. January 1943

	Epilogue

	Acknowledgements

	Why I wrote this story

	About the Author

	Copyright

	



	




	 

	The love of an old man is like a flower in winter

	Portuguese proverb

	 

	 

	 

	 

	This book is dedicated to the memory of

	David Gokkes

	murdered in Auschwitz, February 1943

	 

	



	
Prologue

	My father, Jimmy Gale, died on Christmas Eve 1990. 

	It was a peaceful death. For the staff of Lymington Cottage Hospital, he was just another old man slipping away. For me, the hours before he died brought an unexpected intimacy.

	Arriving at my father’s bedside soon after lunch, he asked me to clean his false teeth as bits of parsley were stuck behind them. Teeth back in place, I wiped his face with a damp flannel and sat down.

	Clean, comfortable and lucid, he gazed at me, his eyes the bluest and clearest I had ever seen. He seemed to be looking deep inside me, a feeling I only had once before, when my son first opened his eyes and stared at me.

	My father stretched out his hand, took hold of mine and began to talk. His voice was weak and he stopped often to sip water and compose himself. 

	Those moments are engrained in my memory, along with a deep regret that he had never shared his story with me before, and I had never thought to ask.

	We remained hand-in-hand as the hours went by, his voice growing quieter and quieter. 

	There was a long silence when he finished. I thought he had gone to sleep until he squeezed my hand and told me a story about a boy. He then told me what he wanted me to do. I promised I would do as he asked and he closed his eyes for the last time.

	Two months later my wife died. Her death was a great shock and it swept that promise from my mind but in 2020 a random act of kindness unlocked my memory.

	It was after a concert near my home. I was talking to one of the young players, when her mother joined us. I remarked how well the girl had played, whereupon the woman put her arms round my neck and hugged me. It was a spontaneous and open-hearted gesture. I must have looked startled because she hurried away.

	Curious, I asked the conductor who she was, thinking we may have met before. 

	“Ah,” he said, “that’s Martha Da Souza.”

	Da Souza. 

	That was the name of the boy my father had told me about. 

	Memories of the afternoon he died flooded back.

	Next day I asked my old friend, the local doctor, if he knew Martha Da Souza. What he told me was intriguing. Apparently, Martha was the granddaughter of a sailor whose name, Da Souza, was on a gravestone in the local church. He understood she had kept her maiden name to honour him. 

	I went to the churchyard and found a small stone inscribed “Samuel Da Souza” together with the name of his ship, HMS Persephone, and the date he died. 

	This was the boy who saved my father’s life and whose family my father made me promise to find. I was to tell them what had happened and give them a small package from his desk. 

	Subsumed by grief after my wife’s death, I had forgotten all about it but now remembered putting it in a trunk with his other belongings. It had remained closed since his funeral. Now it lay in my hands.

	Feeling my father’s eyes upon me, his words began to return.
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	1.

	Rotterdam - 1940

	Samuel looked at the clock and leapt to his feet. “Must go Papa. Bye.” He dropped his schoolbook and ran out.

	Simon gazed out of the window as the boy raced down the narrow road, dodging between slow moving trucks, cars and carts to avoid pavements crowded with people. 

	Simon knew where his son was heading, unlike the growing crowds of refugees. He would be in time to take the lines of the paddle steamer De Ruyter. She was not due in until 1605.

	Steamboat Captains prided themselves on their punctuality. Of them all, Kapitein De Groot, or Paul to Sam’s family, was the most punctilious. It went badly for the deckhand who fumbled a mooring line, or the boy on the quay if they were slow dropping it over a bollard. 

	Only when the Kapitein was ashore were passengers permitted to leave and embark.

	Simon smiled. He had been a wharf-rat himself, head filled with tales of the sea by his father. It had been stoomboten he had loved best, the endless beat of their paddles, the quiet power of their single engine, the smell of burning coal, hot oil and steam. He loved the way they traded up and down the River Lek, carrying people, cattle and cargo between towns and the great seaport of Rotterdam. He loved the unfussy ways of their Kapiteins and crew, the swiftness of each turn-around, the gleaming copper and brass on the bridge and in the engine room, and the workaday cleanliness on deck and below.

	He sighed. His dear son Sam was just the same; he might be only thirteen but he was already a veteran of the quayside, a nimble handler of ropes and keen carrier of bags for overladen passengers. He knew the cheapest and cleanest hotels and rooms; where meneer could get his shoes repaired or mevrouw find a doctor. He could answer most enquiries a stranger to this teeming city might make, especially the thousands of Jews pouring into Rotterdam from towns upriver and beyond. 

	What he could not tell them was when the next ship was sailing for America.

	*

	A few days later Paul de Groot, the steamboat captain, came into Da Souza’s café. Simon beckoned him over, delighted to see him. They sat in the quiet of the family back room, savouring their coffee and, for Simon, his first cigar of the day. Paul broke the silence. “How is Rachel?”

	Simon shrugged. “She is mending. Solomon is pleased with her progress but she may need another operation. He won’t know until he takes the plaster off.” He smiled. “If she doesn’t, she’ll be ready to come home on the 10th of May.” 

	Paul smiled back. “And Samuel?” Simon took a sip of the rich black coffee. “Sam blames himself for his sister’s accident. Left the front door open and she followed her big brother. She got hit by that cart and broke her leg. Sam can’t forgive himself even though he wasn’t really to blame.” 

	Paul nodded. “He’s a good lad so takes it hard.” He glanced at Paul. “I have been thinking about you and your family and have a proposition.”

	Simon looked up. “We’re not in trouble, Paul. Rachel’s leg is mending and business is good.” He studied the glowing end of his cigar. “Judith is worried but what can we do? The world is full of worries.”

	He glanced again at Paul who was frowning. “What is it?”

	“It is the war, Simon. The bloody war.” Paul rarely swore. “It’s a matter of days before the Germans come. This man Hitler is different from the Kaiser. This is not 1914. They will invade and we will surrender.”

	“G-d, Paul, that bad?”

	“That bad,” Paul replied quietly, “Probably worse. Especially for you Dutch Jews.” He gazed fondly at his friend. “There are many of my countrymen who hate Jews. Do you think you will be safe when the Germans come?”

	Simon shook his head slowly. 

	“We will fight,” Paul continued, “but we can’t stop them.” He gestured to the full café beyond the door. “How many of your customers are locals these days? How many of these people do you know?”

	Simon shrugged. “A few. Most are strangers...”

	“Refugees,” Paul interrupted.

	“Yes.” Simon looked down at the old scrubbed table. “Refugees, and not all can pay.”

	“So you take them in and give them coffee, cakes, and keep them warm. Do you think they feel safe?”

	Simon looked into the Dutchman’s eyes. “Why are you here?”

	Paul put his large brown hand on Simon’s arm. “If you stay, Simon, the Germans will close you down. They will take your business. Then they will take you. You know that.”

	He felt Simon tense and tightened his grip. “You must pack up your home now, while you can.” His voice dropped to a whisper. “You must come and live with Christina and me until I can get you all away. We have no immediate neighbours and no family of our own. No-one will know.” 

	Simon stared at the older man. “What does Christina say?”

	Paul smiled. “It is Christina’s idea!” He laughed, “You don’t think I want a scruffy landsman in my house.” Simon was about to reply but Paul squeezed his arm. “You and I know what those bastards do to Jews.” Simon nodded. “And you know how jealous many Dutchmen are of Jews in our country, what they say about you behind your back?” Simon nodded again. “Those same people who smile at you today will look the other way when the Germans take you away.” He paused, his face fierce. “Some will betray you, betray their friends, their countrymen.” 

	It was difficult for Simon to hear what he knew to be true.

	Paul went on, “I wasn’t just ferrying those German Jews down river. I was listening to what they said. Talking to them, asking questions. The answers were always the same. They are German people. They’re Jewish as well but they are Germans. Their families lived there for generations. Now they are running for their lives, betrayed by their own country… and it will happen here.” Paul shook his head. “But never to my friends. Not to you, Judith and the children.”

	“But…” 

	“No buts. Just tell me this. Have I said anything to surprise you, other than you coming to live with us?”

	“Nothing, Paul. Nothing at all.” The two men sat in silence as voices murmured in the café. At last Simon spoke, his eyes fixed upon his hands.

	“What do we do about Samuel?” He glanced up at his friend. “He will never settle in the countryside. He’s a wharf-rat.” He paused, “Perhaps he should go far away, go to sea.”

	“I agree,” replied Paul, “which is why I will take him onboard De Ruyter. Now. Get him working, used to being part of the crew. My hands all think like me. I wouldn’t have anyone onboard who didn’t. They’re an independent, bloody-minded lot, but very much my crew.”

	Simon spoke quietly. “And if anything happens here…?”

	“Samuel will be somewhere else.”

	Simon’s eyes were hollow. 

	“He will be another refugee, Paul, just not with a label round his neck.”

	Paul shook his head. “No Simon. He will be a seaman, working onboard my ship.” He gazed at Samuel’s troubled father. “Get him a South African passport and make sure he brings nothing onboard that identifies him as a Jew.”

	Simon refilled their glasses. It gave him time to think.

	Paul continued, “If I believe there’s going to be trouble, I’ll put him onboard a neutral ship and get him away.”

	Simon put his glass down, untouched.

	“You have been thinking about this for a long time, Paul.” He took a deep breath, “Whatever happens, we have much to thank you for.” 

	He sat down, facing his friend across the table and took Paul’s large, strong hands in his. Turning them so the palms faced upwards, he whispered, “Our lives are in these hands.”

	Paul shook his head. “Our lives, Simon, are in our hands.” He picked up his glass. “To the future. One day at a time.”

	Simon’s hand was shaking as he raised his glass, “One day at a time,” he repeated. “It is enough. But how do I tell Judith?”

	“She will understand,” Paul replied. “You will tell Samuel what is necessary.” He paused. “I am glad Judith’s parents are dead. We don’t have to worry about them.” He took a sip of brandy before saying, “You said Rachel could leave hospital on the 10th of May. We collect her and I will put you all onboard a ship to England or America.”

	Simon put his head in his hands. The only sound was the muted chatter from the café, the bells of passing trams and, once, the faint whistle of a tug on the river.

	Paul was silent, waiting for his friend to come back from the dark corners of his mind. He looked at the rigid set of his shoulders, sensing within the bowed head a turmoil of racing thoughts, then the gradual acceptance of an uncertain future without an end in sight. He saw the lift of Simon’s head before the man himself was conscious he had reached a conclusion. 

	*

	The following day, Simon sat in the café, watching Samuel over the rim of his coffee cup when the thought entered his mind that his son would make a formidable foe. Although skinny, the years he had spent swimming, fishing and latterly working on the quayside had broadened his shoulders, deepened his chest and given him an air of quiet strength. 

	They drank their coffee in silence, enjoying the moment. There won’t be many more, thought Simon, nor any peace in our lives when the Germans come. Putting his cup down, he cleared his throat. 

	“Samuel, you must not tell anyone what I’m about to tell you.” He sharpened his voice. “Do you understand?” 

	“Yes Papa.” 

	“Not even your mother. Not yet.” Simon paused for Samuel to answer. 

	His “Yes Papa” was a faint whisper. “Come and sit here,” Simon dragged another chair over and patted it. Sam scrambled out of his seat and sat close to his father. 

	“Do you remember the story of Moses? When he was a baby and his mother hid him in a basket and put him in the bull-rushes?” 

	“Of course I do.” Samuel was indignant. 

	“Well, tell me why his mother hid him?” 

	“Oh Papa, what is this, a lesson?” Samuel started brightly, “His mother hid him because the Pharaoh was going to…” 

	His voice tailed off.

	He stared as his father finished for him. “Because the Pharaoh had ordered all Hebrew babies to be drowned.”

	Simon pulled his son to him and swung him onto the table. Still holding him, he said softly, “That is what you have to do, Samuel, hide in the bull-rushes.” 

	Samuel was still for a long moment. Finally, he asked, “Is this because there will be war?” 

	“Yes, my son, there will be war. Oom Paul had said so. He has told us what he has heard and seen. The Germans are coming.” 

	Samuel sighed and leaned against his father. “What will happen, Papa?” 

	“If we stay here, they will close our shop and throw us out. Maybe not straight away, but it will happen. Then they will take us to their camps.” Simon looked at his son and was saddened to see he was not surprised. 

	Taking a deeper breath, he went on, “Your mother and I are going to the countryside until Rachel leaves hospital.” He hugged Samuel tighter when he felt him flinch. 

	Samuel stared at his father. “What about me? Why can’t I come with you?” 

	Simon smiled. “What have you been wanting to do for as long as you could walk?” 

	Samuel stared at his father, eyes wide. “Oom Paul. Oom Paul’s De Ruyter. Oh Papa.” He stopped abruptly. “Do you mean that? I can sail with Oom Paul?” 

	“That is up to Oom Paul. He asked if he could interview you about joining his crew. But not a word to anyone, my son, not one word.” 

	“I promise, Papa. I promise.” 

	Samuel jumped down as Simon stood up. “We have an agreement, my son. We must shake hands on that. And then you must go to school.” 

	They clasped hands and Simon watched the boy leave. Young as he was, Samuel’s childhood was behind him. 

	*

	Simon saw Judith walking towards him and stepped into the middle of the pavement. To her surprise, he took her by both hands and drew her close. Ignoring hisses of disapproval from passers-by, he put his hands on her cheeks and kissed her. For a moment he was at peace, lost in the warmth of their years together. 

	Then Oom Paul’s words came crashing back.

	Taking her hand, he led her to the bridge. They often talked there, leaning against the parapet and gazing at the busy Niewe Maas. It was a place that connected them to their history, for their ancestors had arrived here by sea centuries ago. Like many seafaring families, it was to the sea they looked for hope and salvation.

	Simon chose his spot with care. Judith smiled as he said, “This will do.” It was where he stopped every time they came here. She tucked her arm under his and said quietly, “What troubles you?”

	Simon took a deep breath and turned slightly to look at her. 

	“It is what Paul has told me. It is what we fear.” His eyes searched hers.

	"There will be war.” He saw her flinch. “The Germans will come, soon, within a week or two.” Judith paled. He put his arm around her shoulders and said, “We must leave home.”

	Judith stared at him, shaking. “But where do we go, Sim? How can we just leave?” 

	Simon held both her arms, buried his face in her hair and said, “We tell everyone we are going to England on the next ship. Then we pay off our girls and close the café.”

	Judith stared at him. “That is ridiculous,” she burst out. “What are you talking about?”

	Simon looked around carefully and lowered his voice. She came closer. “We are not going away. We are going to stay here. Paul will take us to his home and we will live there, hiding until Rachel comes out of hospital.”

	“Hiding?” Judith was incredulous. Her voice rose. 

	Simon pulled her to him. “Shush, my love. Shush. You must not raise your voice”

	She shook herself free and stared at him. “But who are we hiding from?” she hissed, “And why now?”

	“Look,” he said, pointing to the crowds milling about below them on De Boompjes. “Look at them. Tell me who they are.”

	Judith’s eyes followed his outstretched arm. “They’ve come off the boats. Down river. They are Jews.” 

	Simon continued, his voice softer, sadder. “They are Jews. Like us. Driven from their homes.” He sighed. “By their friends, their neighbours, their countrymen.”

	They stood in silence, holding each other tightly. Simon could see the pulse beating in her neck, feel her heart, her life.

	“And what about Sammi?” she said at last. “You can’t keep him in hiding. What will happen to him?”

	“Listen, my heart, Paul and I have thought about Sammi. About our dear, restless child. Paul will take him onboard De Ruyter. He will work with Old Jannie.” 

	Judith smiled. Jannie was their favourite.

	“Sammi will work in the engine room as a fireman. Jannie will teach him and look after him. Paul says there is a place he can hide onboard if he has to. He’ll have a berth and will have to keep out of sight. But he will be safe.”

	Judith was silent for a long time, staring at the brown water swirling below them.

	Eventually she raised her head and gazed at Simon, tears running down her cheeks. “Will we be able to see him?”

	She knew the answer before Simon spoke. It was written in his eyes.

	“Only if it’s safe. For him and us.”

	He paused. Judith knew there was more to come. 

	“If it becomes dangerous for Sammi on the boat, Paul will get him onboard a neutral ship sailing for America.”

	“America? So far? Why, Sim, why so far?”

	Simon held her tight, his voice hoarse with strain. 

	“Because it is so far. England is too close. The Germans will come here. France will be next, and then England.”

	“Why can’t we go with Sammi?” Judith was desperate.

	Simon stared at her. “We will, if the Germans give us time. But we cannot go until Rachel leaves hospital.”

	Judith was crying quietly as she gazed hopelessly at her man before pulling away and staring at him, shaking her head as she wiped away her tears.

	“Oh Sim,” she whispered, “Fate is so cruel.”

	Rage filled Simon, a fire that would burn to the end of his days. He drew himself up. He would not be crushed; his family would be safe. “Judith, listen to me.” Shaking his head, he drew her gently to his chest, put his arms around her, held her as if he would never let go. 

	His mouth to her ear, he whispered, “This is not our fate. It is not written. This is madness. It is not just Hitler. It is Germany. And here, everywhere. Give people an excuse. Give them someone to blame, to hate, and they will. This time it is Jews. Next time it will be blacks. Or Turks… or anyone. Pick a country.” He stopped. His eyes bleak as he stared over her head at the crowds aimlessly meandering up and down.

	“We could fight,” he whispered so quietly Judith could only just hear, “but what with? Who would lead us? Nee.” She felt him shake his head, “We must hide. It’s not just the Germans. It is our neighbours,” He snorted, “Our countrymen.”

	Lifting his head and easing her away, he said. “Paul is a man we can trust. We will be safe with him. Sammi will be safe onboard his ship.” He looked at her for a long moment, “We must go with Paul.”

	Judith nodded. “Come,” she whispered. “We go home. Now. We have much to do.” 

	*

	Simon stared at the tulips Judith had bought in the market that morning, thinking how beautiful they were, deep gold in a sea-blue vase in the middle of their worn old table. “How many times have I scrubbed that over the years, Opa before me? Who will scrub it when we go?”

	He shook himself, focusing on his wife and first-born.

	“Sammi.” His voice was low. Samuel had never before heard it so serious. 

	“Yes Papa.”

	“I have told your mother about our talk this morning. She is happy for you to sign on with Oom Paul, if he will have you.” 

	“Oh Mutti.” Sammi moved as if to go to his mother but Simon stopped him with a grunt.

	“Listen, Oom Paul will be here soon. You must go upstairs with Mutti and pack your suitcase and your sea-bag.” 

	One of Samuel’s prize possessions was Simon’s old kit-bag, the one his father had given him when he first went to sea. He had embroidered “S Da S” on it during a dog-watch in the trade winds.

	“Leave room in your suitcase for the papers I’ll give you. Mutti will help you choose your clothes, working clothes mostly, but pack a clean shirt.” Simon looked at Judith. They had not talked about what Sammi would need. As she was close to tears he stood up.

	“Go.” He gave Sammi a gentle nudge. “Get your bags out. Mutti will be up in a minute.”

	Samuel raced upstairs. His adventure was just beginning. He was going to be a sailor.

	Simon went to the bottom of the stairs to make sure he had gone into his room. Taking Judith by one hand he drew her back to her chair and sat close to her. He put his other hand on her shoulder and leaned his head against hers. Whispering, he told her what he and Paul had discussed.

	“When Sammi goes onboard De Ruyter he goes as a South African.” He paused. “He will not be a Jew.”

	Judith gasped. 

	He quickly went on. “He cannot be a Jew.” Holding her tightly he murmured, “He has to leave his faith, his identity here, with us. Do not pack anything that could betray him. It is the only way he will be safe.” 

	Loosening his grip, he turned her chin gently so they could look into each other’s eyes. “You understand what I’m saying?”

	She nodded, tears trickling down her pale cheeks. Simon wiped them away. “When he goes onboard we say goodbye to him until the war is over.” He saw her wince, felt her sag against his chest. 

	“We will be leaving here very soon. I’ll tell Samuel tonight.” Judith nodded. “I’ll tell him we are closing the café and going to the country. I’ll tell him we don’t know where yet.” He took her hand. “Or would it be easier coming from you?”

	Judith sighed deeply, “Nee, my love. You tell him.” She shook her head. “I would break down. He needs us to be strong.”

	He kissed her softly on her brow. “I will tell him.”

	He looked at his wife. In her eyes he saw their world falling apart. “We have to pack when Samuel has gone and be ready to move when Paul fetches us.”

	He pushed Judith gently away. “You had better go.”

	Judith climbed the stairs slowly. Sammi was waiting for her.

	“Look,” he said, eyes sparkling with excitement. “Here is what I will take.”

	His clothes were scattered across the bed, among them his suit, a white shirt and best shoes. Judith sifted through them, knowing he would not need much. Paul would give him a set of working clothes, his uniform and an oilskin. She sorted out underclothes, shirts, socks and his favourite Guernsey sweater. He would leave wearing the clothes he always wore on the quayside, his battered tweed cap set aslant, pilot coat unbuttoned and leather boots shining.

	She had noticed the scarves many of the crew wore so she packed two of his father’s neckerchiefs and a soft, dark blue woollen scarf of her own. 

	“Roll these up and pack them away in your kit-bag,” she said, pointing to the clothes she had selected.

	She went out, telling him “I’m going to put together a hussif and your wash-things.”

	Sammi looked at her quizzically, “What’s a hussif?”

	Judith smiled, glad he was listening. “Needles, thread, darning wool, a mushroom, spare buttons, a thimble.” She stopped. “Have you got a knife?” 

	“Nee, Mama, you know Papa won’t let me have one.”

	Judith grunted. She had forgotten. “I’ll get some scissors and put everything in an old cigar box, with some pencils and paper. It can go in your suitcase.”

	When Simon called from the room below, Sammi came bouncing out of his room and clattered downstairs. “We’re ready, Papa. Mama’s made me a hussif.” He beamed at his father. “Did you have one when you went to sea?”

	“Yes, my son. My mother made mine, just like Mutti’s made yours.” He turned back to the family room, “Come. I have something for you,” he said and looked long and hard at his son. “This, Sammi, is your passport, it is who you are when you leave this house. You will always be Samuel da Souza. All you have to remember is you are now fifteen and you are South African, a Calvinist, but you don’t go to church. This is your address. You live in that boarding house in the Schiedam. You have taken people to stay there often enough for you to be familiar with it.”

	Simon smiled at his round-eyed son. He sat down and pulled him onto his knee. “It’s a game, Sammi, a great game. Only you, Oom Paul and Jannie know who you really are and they are playing this game too. You also have to tell people your parents are dead.”

	Samuel’s wail ripped into Simon and Judith.

	“Stop that,” he said fiercely. “You must listen to me.” 

	Samuel closed his eyes tightly, took a juddering breath and looked at the stern face of his father.

	“That’s better.” Simon’s voice softened. “You have to remember this. You must never say we are alive.” 

	He hugged his son to his chest.

	“We are all going to play hide and seek. You will be on board and we won’t be here.” 

	He pushed Sammi away so he could look at him properly. Taking a deep breath, he went on, “The prize is our lives.” 

	Simon felt Samuel go rigid, heard Judith gasp and hated himself for what he was doing. 

	“You will be safe with Oom Paul. But only if you do exactly as he says. You will be part of his crew, a fireman. You must never go on deck unless he says you can. You must never go ashore in Rotterdam. Never try to find us.”

	Tears filled Samuel’s eyes. 

	Simon went on, his voice softer, gentler. “Sammi, you may go to England. If Oom Paul puts you on a ship for England you must go. If that happens, you must go to London, to my Tante Miriam. She lives at this address and will make you welcome.”

	Simon gave him a piece of paper. “You have to remember this. You must never carry anything that shows you are Jewish, not even the address of an old lady.” He took the paper off Sam and smiled fondly at his confused little boy.

	“It really is a game, Sammi. We are going to fool the Germans because we are clever and brave and because we have friends like Oom Paul. The Germans have friends here who want to hurt us because we are Jews. So we hide, and wait, and use our brains to keep safe and our courage to keep going.”

	He picked Sammi up and kissed his forehead. “You, young man, travel as a goy. Your heart is Jewish but your head is not.”

	“Now, tell me who you are, how old you are and where you live?”

	Samuel studied his passport carefully, put it down and repeated slowly what was written there.

	“Again, Sammi. With conviction.”

	Sammi looked at his father and spoke faster and more clearly. 

	Simon nodded, kissed him again and lowered him to the floor.

	“Good boy, Sammi.” He paused and suddenly barked, “Are you a Jew?” Samuel recoiled, looking at his father as if he was a stranger. “Nee, meneer, Zuid-Afrikaan.”

	Simon smiled at his son. “Very good. Now what’s that address in London?”

	Samuel rattled it off. He always had been a quick learner, words and languages, numbers too. 

	“Oom Paul will be here soon.”

	Simon stood. Putting his arms around his wife and son he drew them to his side. 

	Closing his eyes and bowing his head, he recited the prayer his father had said with him when he went to sea. 

	“May it be Your will that You will lead us in peace… and cause us to reach our destination in life, joy and peace.”

	Holding his family tighter, he whispered, “Save us from every enemy and ambush, from robbers and wild beasts, and from all kinds of punishments that rage and come to the world.”

	Simon raised his head. “May You confer Your blessing upon the work of our hands and grant us grace, kindness and mercy in Your eyes.”

	His precious family stood for one last time within the strong, safe certainty of his arms. He took a deep breath, steadying himself before stepping away. “I will go outside to wait for Paul.”

	*

	Judith and Samuel walked slowly upstairs, unshed tears in their eyes. Samuel picked up his kit bag and hefted it onto his shoulder. He looked around the only room he had ever known and left. His mother stood there, tears now flowing as she watched him go down the stairs. Scolding herself, she picked up one of his neatly ironed kerchiefs and pressed it to her lips. Putting it back in the suitcase, she closed the lid, picked it up and followed him downstairs just as Jannie drew up at the side of Da Souza’s. 

	The captain entered the family kitchen, a smile spreading across his face as he saw young Samuel coming towards him.

	“So, Samuel Da Souza, you want to join my ship?”

	“Oh yes, Oom Paul, I…”

	He stopped. 

	“Yes sir.” Crisp and assured, as he had practiced with his father, and standing to attention.

	Kapitein De Groot responded to the change in the boy. He put his hands in his reefer jacket and looked closely at him, a stern sea captain looking at a lad with sea fever, wondering how the child would cope with the demands about to be made of him. At the back of his mind was the only question that mattered. Would Samuel betray them?

	Samuel stood before him, thirteen years old but looking fifteen. He is a good-looking kid, thought Paul. You saw boys like him every day on any of the hundreds of craft working on the waterways that criss-crossed the Netherlands. They were a breed apart, nimble, sure-footed, quick-witted and old beyond their years. They had proved time and again their loyalty and their worth, at sea and in harbour.

	“Tell me, young man, why should I sign you on?”

	That was not a question Samuel had been expecting.

	He looked down at his shoes, thinking fast.

	His parents were standing to one side of the room, watching the tableau play itself out. They knew that Paul would not risk their lives by hiring Samuel if he thought there was the slightest chance he would fold under pressure. 

	“He is so young,” Judith whispered in Simon’s ear. “Such a boy to be asked that.”

	Samuel took his time. His future depended on his answer.

	“Sir, I work hard, I’m honest and I do what I’m told.” 

	He looked the captain in the eyes and continued. “I need to be onboard, sir, to save the lives of my family.” 

	He drew a deep breath. “If I had closed the door behind me when I went out, my sister would not be in hospital. We would be going to England together. Sir,” Samuel continued, “my father has told me the Germans are coming.” 

	He looks so serious, the old captain thought, so resolute. 

	He asked. “Why should you be onboard my ship? Why aren’t you staying with your family?”

	Samuel paused before replying. “Sir. I have a friend, Piet. Piet’s father is a Fascist. He hates Jews. If I stay with my family and Piet sees me, his father will know. Piet tells him everything. He will find my family.” He took a deep breath. “If I work onboard, Piet will never find me. The Germans will only see a boy. My papers are in order.”

	Paul looked at Simon and Judith. “Your son has grown up fast. All the children will grow up fast.” He turned to the boy. “I will take you onboard, Samuel. You will work with Jannie in the engine room and do exactly what he tells you. You must never come on deck in daylight or in harbour. Is that understood?

	“Yes sir,” Samuel answered.

	“One more question, Sam, if there is a neutral ship sailing for England or America, will you go onboard if I arrange it?”

	Samuel paled. His mouth tightened as his eyes flicked over to look at his father and then his mother. Neither moved.

	He looked at the captain, a man he had known all his life and replied. 

	“Yes sir. I will go.”

	Paul nodded. “You will come onboard now. Say goodbye to your parents. I will wait outside.” He looked across at Simon and Judith. “Five minutes,” he mouthed as he left.

	Simon and Judith looked at the kitchen clock as the door closed. Samuel moved slowly towards them. Pulling out his chair, Simon indicated they should sit. “This,” he said, taking a knife from his pocket, “was given to me by my father when I went to sea. It is yours now, Sammi. Keep it sharp.”

	Simon stood and pressed it into his son’s hand. “Opa also gave me some advice which I’ve never forgotten.” He looked at Samuel and smiled, “You know it?” 

	Sammi nodded and they said together, “One hand for the ship and one for yourself.”

	Simon picked up Samuel’s bags. “I’ll take these out while you say good-bye to your mother.”

	Judith moved swiftly to fold Samuel in her arms. She pressed his head against her neck and closed her eyes as she uttered a silent prayer.

	Samuel held her tightly, trembling.

	“I haven’t said goodbye to Rachel, Mutti. I haven’t said goodbye.” His voice was tremulous. 

	"There, Sammi, there,” she whispered, soothing, calming, as she had done since he was born, rocking him slightly in her arms. “We haven’t told her you’re going away, darling, she’s too little to understand.”

	She held him more tightly. “It is for the best.” Shaking him very gently, she sighed and said quietly, “You will have much to tell her when you see her.” Taking a breath, “Much to tell us.”

	The door opened behind them. They both stiffened, clung to each other for a brief, final moment, then stood apart. 

	Simon looked at his wife, face ashen and lips trembling and at his son, his first-born, staring beyond him into the darkness outside.

	“Is it time, Papa?” A faint whisper in the quiet of the room.

	“It is time,” replied his father.

	Samuel turned to his mother, kissed her once, kissed her again and walked swiftly to the door. Simon held his arms out wide, gathered his son to his chest and kissed him on both cheeks.

	“Go.” He pushed Samuel through the door where Oom Paul was waiting.

	Judith ran towards the door as Simon was closing it. He held her, stopped her going through, looked at the tears streaming down her cheeks and kissed her.

	“Samuel is safe, my love. We will see him soon. We must stay strong for him and for Rachel.”

	The sudden noise of the engine starting shocked them. Gears clashed, the engine revved a little, then the noise faded as the truck drove down the narrow lane and into the road. 

	They looked at each other. Their lives had changed forever.

	



	




	 

	2. 

	De Ruyter

	“Welcome aboard, Samuel.” The captain smiled. “It’s not how I imagined you would be joining.”

	Samuel smiled back hesitantly, “No sir. Thank you. I’ll work hard.”

	Paul ruffled his hair. “I know you will. Listen. I have to go ashore. Jannie lives onboard now. He will look after you.” 

	He paused and said in a sterner voice, “Remember, you must keep out of sight.”

	Samuel replied in a small voice, “Yes sir.” And watched his Kapitein walk slowly over the gangway to the lorry and drive away. 

	Jannie sighed at the sight of the child sitting there, shoulders slumped, close to tears.

	“Hey, Sam,” he rasped, “Let’s go below. I’ll show you your bunk and where to stow your kit.”

	Jannie ushered Samuel to the after companionway. He was looking forward to having company onboard, and especially to having a full-time fireman.

	There were no lights as the generator ran off steam. Jannie went swiftly down the steep ladder, kit-bag in one hand. At the bottom he turned, “Pass me your case,” he said, “then take your time coming down.”

	Samuel entered the cabin and stopped in amazement. Jannie gently moved him on and closed the door. “We keep doors shut all the time, deadlights too. We don’t want any light showing outside.” 

	Samuel gazed around him in wonder. He had never seen such a beautiful room. It was built into the curve of the stern, with four rectangular windows facing him. Each had a white metal shutter screwed shut by two big polished bronze lugs. Padded red leather seats ran underneath the windows either side of a mahogany table. It was fastened to the back wall and stuck out into the room with its sides folded down. The walls of the room were covered in mahogany panels, gleaming in the soft light of an oil lamp swinging gently from its hook above the table. A small potbellied cast iron stove was bolted to the floor in the middle of the front wall with a bucket of coal beside it. 

	Jannie watched delight push the shadows from Sam’s face. He liked the way he was taking in the neat, well-ordered comfort of the cabin, the growing wonder at how it was put together.

	He stood and asked, “Well, what do you think of it?”

	“Oh Jannie,” Sam whispered, “I never expected anything like this.”

	“Let me show you where you sleep,” said Jannie. Facing the port side of the ship, he pressed his hand against one of the panels above the bench, lifted it slightly and slid it open.

	To Samuel’s amazement there was a full-length bunk behind it, complete with pillow, sheets and blankets.

	“This is your bunk, Sam. Stow your kit in here.” Jannie lifted the lid of the bench below the bunk to reveal a large locker. “Don’t leave anything lying around. There is a candle in that sconce.” He made Sam lean in to look. “You light that when you go to bed, but only if you want to read. We never leave candles alight if we’re not there. The matches are kept in this cupboard. When you use one, blow it out and put the dead match in this tin.”

	Jannie was pointing out where things were kept as he talked.

	He looked at Sam to make sure he understood what he was saying. Then, scowling slightly, he asked, “What are sailors most afraid of?”

	Sam thought for a minute and replied, “Storms. No! Icebergs!”

	Jannie laughed. “Nee Sam. It’s fire. Fire is what terrifies us.” He looked intently at the boy. “Never forget that.”

	Contrite, Sam replied, “Yes sir. I mean no sir. I’ll never forget.”

	Satisfied, Jannie said, “One more thing to show you.” It was the heads, the other side of the ladder. Samuel peered into the small, clean, white tiled room with a W.C. and wash-basin. Jannie told him, “The heads outlet is above the waterline. It only flushes when the engine’s running and we have pressure on the fire-main. We flush it with a bucket of river water when the engine’s shut down. You can do that if it’s dark and the tides running. Not by day and not at slack water. Use the bucket then and don’t kick it over!”

	Samuel gulped. There was much to learn.

	Going back into the saloon, Jannie said, “It’s late and you’ve had a long day. Save your questions for the morning.” He smiled at Samuel. “Get ready for bed while I get a bucket of water for the heads. Clean your teeth, wash your face and hands and get turned in.”

	Samuel nodded. “What about a candle?” 

	“Not tonight, jonge. I’ll leave the lamp alight, turned down low.”

	By the time Jannie came back with a bucket of river water for the heads, Samuel was asleep.

	Jannie peered in to make sure he was comfortable and noticed Samuel’s left arm lying outside the blankets. Clasped tightly in his hand was an old bone-handled seaman’s clasp knife.

	Jannie stood back with a lump in his throat. ‘That must have been his grandfather’s,’ he thought. He turned the lamp down and walked quietly to the door. As he left he whispered, “Good night, Samuel.”

	From the bunk came a drowsy, “Good night, Jannie, thank you.”

	*

	Sam woke to the sound of water lapping against the hull. He stretched and wriggled his toes in excitement. It was warm, dark and very different from his room at home. Sticking his head out of his berth, he saw the lamp swaying above the table, still alight. He was mesmerised by the shadows dancing around the room. No, saloon. He must remember the names. Swinging his legs out, he jumped down, quickly grabbing the edge of the table to stop himself falling. The floor of his new home was moving. Only a little but it tilted slowly one way and then the other. It also seemed to rise and fall gently. 

	“Of course it does,” he chided himself. “We’re afloat and there is lots of traffic on the river.”

	Creeping out of the saloon, Sam relieved himself in the heads and tipped in some river water to flush it. He was itching to go exploring but knew he must not go anywhere without permission. He noticed oilskins swaying on their hooks and wondered if there was one for him. 

	Sam’s heart bumped and his stomach tightened on hearing footsteps on the deck above. Quiet as a mouse, he crept back into the saloon, closed the door silently and climbed back into his bunk. The shutter scraped slightly as he closed it.

	Sam sat, knees drawn up to his chest and felt around for his knife. Opening it, he held it in his right hand, ready to strike. The saloon door swung open with a bang. Sam jumped, tense and trembling as footsteps approached. 

	“Wake up sleepy head!” Jannie’s cheerful growl was followed by a knock on the shutter before it was drawn back. Sam let out a huge sigh and jumped out, stumbling as he landed. 

	“What’s this?” asked Jannie as he caught the boy and held up his right arm.

	He looked at the open knife. “That’s quite a weapon you’ve got there.” 

	“Sorry, Jannie,” Sam stuttered, “I was scared.”

	Jannie smiled at the lad as he let him go. “I’ll whistle next time, then you won’t stab me!” He paused before asking, “Did your father give it to you?”

	“Oh yes,” replied Sam. “It was his father’s too. Opa gave it to Papa when he went to sea and now Papa’s given it to me.” 

	He held the knife out for Jannie, who took it and ran his thumb cautiously across the blade. “That is sharp.” He looked at Sam. “D’you know how to sharpen it?” 

	Sam shook his head.

	“Nee?” said Jannie, “I’ll show you later. We’ll make a lanyard for it too. Now, let’s light the fires and have breakfast.”

	When Sam opened his locker to get his clothes, Jannie stopped him. “I forgot,” he said, turning to a hitherto unnoticed cupboard. “The Kapitein left these for you. He said they should fit.” Reaching inside he pulled out a pair of faded blue cotton trousers, closely followed by the jacket and trousers of the Company uniform. Handing them to Sam, he stretched inside again, then handed the delighted boy his uniform cap, navy blue with a leather peak and the Company cap badge sewn neatly on. 

	“Now,” he said, “Put the jacket and trousers on a hanger in that locker,” pointing to another unnoticed door. “You won’t need them in the engine room.” He looked at the cap. “Keep this for best. You won’t get another. Wear your own like me. And a singlet and those blue trousers.” 

	As Sam hurried to stow his clothes, Jannie said, “I’m going ashore for some provisions. Get dressed and tidy up. I won’t be long – and wear your boots to work in.” 

	When Jannie left, Sam picked up his new cap and tried it on. It fitted perfectly. He pulled the peak down over his eyes; he tilted it to one side and then the other. He pushed it to the back of his head and spun around. There was no mirror in the saloon but that did not stop Sam slipping on his blue serge bum-freezer jacket and fastening its shiny brass company buttons. “Oh my word,” he breathed. “Oh thank you, Oom Paul.” He slipped his fingers into the jacket pockets and pushed them down, leaving his thumbs outside, just as he had seen his Kapitein do. 

	Hearing the gangway clang, Sam whipped off his jacket, picked up the trousers and hung them in the locker. He climbed into his work clothes and was putting his boots on when Jannie returned. The old man looked at his new fireman sitting on a bench with one knee drawn up, his brand-new Company cap on the back of his head as he tightened the laces on his boot. Paul was inspired to have kitted the boy out like this. Sam was so preoccupied by dressing up that he had forgotten why he was onboard. 

	Dumping a canvas bag on the table, Jannie went out again, saying, “Come on, we have work to do.” 

	The sun was sparkling off the river, its bright light dazzling after the darkened saloon. Sam was seeing the old ship with new eyes. He had never really bothered about anything but taking in or letting go the mooring warps on the quay. He had been on the bridge with Oom Paul on a few short voyages last spring and even had a short trick at the helm on one of the straight reaches. Now he was to be introduced to the mysteries of fire and steam, and how they drove the pistons that turned those great paddles.

	Sam hurried after Jannie who had opened a heavy hatch and was climbing down a vertical steel ladder. Sam followed when he was clear. 

	The combined engine and boiler room smelt of oil, grease and burnt coal. Jannie went to a steel locker, took out and lit a small oil lamp. “Hang this there,” he ordered, pointing to a bracket in front of the great round drum of the boiler.

	The lamp gave Jannie enough light to work by. He knew his domain so well he could have fired up the boiler blindfold. Now he took his time, so that Sam could see how it was done. 

	“Right, Sam. This is a two fire Scotch boiler.” He patted the front, swung open the door to the port fire and told the boy to look inside. Sam saw a pile of ash and knobbly bits of burnt coal. “That’s how we leave the fire. We rake the coal into a heap and let it burn out. The water cools down slowly.” He smiled. “And in a minute we will heat it up slowly.”

	He picked up two large iron buckets and put them close to the nearest fire door. “First we clean out both fires, put the ash in these and dump it in bins ashore.” He gave Sam a shovel and a long rake and moved back to the ladder. “Keep the deck-plates clean, Sam. We don’t want ash in the bilge, and don’t fill the buckets too full or you’ll never move them.” Pointing aloft he said, “I’ll haul them up and the deck hands will empty them.” With a reassuring smile he scurried up the ladder. 

	By the time Sam had half-filled the first bucket he was covered in powdery ash and streaked with sweat. Dragging the bucket to the bottom of the ladder, he hooked it on and looked up. Jannie took hold of the tackle and the bucket vanished. 

	The first part of his morning passed in a blur of sweat, dust and aching muscles. Sam quickly learnt to pace himself. He knew he was being tested and was determined not to falter.

	“That’s the last one, Jannie,” he called as he hooked the bucket on.

	When Jannie returned, he lowered the bucket and followed it down. “Here,” he said, offering Sam a bottle filled with brown liquid. “Drink this.” 

	Gratefully Sam took a mouthful, and promptly spat it out. “Ugh, what’s this?” 

	Jannie laughed, “It’s cold tea. You need it down here.”

	Sam looked at him suspiciously.

	“Nee lad, it’s good.” Jannie took a great mouthful. “I learnt this when I was working with Lascars on the East Indies run.” He leant a grimy arm on a valve. “They know how to keep cool and what’s best to drink, and it’s tea. Now drink up. We have much to do.”

	Jannie swallowed the rest of his bottle and tucked it into the locker. Sam drank his more slowly. He had no choice.

	“Now we light the fires and watch the temperature and pressure gauges and we’ll soon have steam up.”

	This was Sam’s introduction to oily waste and kindling, how to shovel coal and how to make sure it lay flat, the importance of air, and all the other skills needed by a fireman. In between shovelling and trimming and adjusting and watching gauges, always watching gauges, Jannie took Sam round the engine, telling him, “This is a two cylinder, 500 horse power compound engine.” He smiled at Sam and said, “You don’t need to know what that means," before showing him the grease points on the two great pistons and on the shafts of the paddles, and where to oil and what to avoid and where to hold on and what not to touch. He turned a valve on a pipe coming from the boiler and a small, beautifully painted machine hissed and sighed as its piston started to go up and down and its flywheel span at one end and a wheel drove a belt faster and faster at the other end.

	“This is the generator Sam,” Jannie explained. “That belt drives a dynamo. You know what that does?” 

	Sam nodded, his eyes shining as he studied the machine, taking in oil caps and grease points and noting how dangerous the belt was. “Are these meters?” he asked, pointing at three flickering gauges on a varnished teak board. 

	"Ja. Now stand here.” Jannie pointed to the front of the control board. “This is the revolutions counter. When the revs are steady, this one,“ pointing at another meter, “should be here, and that one there.” Jannie tapped the glass on a different gauge. “That’s when you pull down that lever and make sure it clicks home.”

	Jannie indicated a large black handle on a hinged brass U. Below it two brass lugs stuck out of the board. “This,” tapping the handle,” is the circuit breaker. You pull it down to complete the circuit.” He looked at Sam. “Any questions?” 
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