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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.
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