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  To my brave mother




  







  CHAPTER 1




  War in Asia
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  1942




  It was towards the middle of the year when my friends started disappearing. I was so looking forward to going back to school, but our teacher, Miss Overhaart, and others,

  too, had disappeared. When I went to look for my friend Elly, I found a Javanese family living in her house. The man was nasty and didn’t smile when he opened the door. He said that

  Elly’s family had been locked up in prison, but that was a lie because Elly’s family were kind and were not criminals, so why would they be locked up in prison?




  I remember listening in on a conversation between two of Papa’s friends, and they talked about a man called Hitler who wanted to control the world. A little later I asked Mama about this

  man Hitler, but she said little girls shouldn’t worry about such a nasty person. Besides, this was Indonesia, and all the nastiness was happening on the other side of the world.




  It hadn’t impacted on my happy existence on Java. I had lived there all my life, but both my parents were from Bergen, Norway.




  My father, Daniel Grønn-Nielsen, moved to Java after he finished college. He got a summer job as a tour guide on the fjords in western Norway, and it was there that he met Mr and Mrs

  Verhoog – Dutch people who were living in Indonesia and holidaying in Norway.




  Mr Verhoog was Governor in Madiun, and thought there would be suitable employment for Papa in Java. Our mother, Kirsten, was engaged to father and followed him a year later. They were married

  with a grand reception at the Verhoog family residence.




  The Governor also had several guest residences, and our family often lived in one of these for weeks at a time. Life was very good. I was born in Surabaya in 1934. My sister, Karin, was born in

  Kediri in 1936.




  Papa travelled extensively around most of Java, from Batavia (Jakarta) to Surabaya, in his job as an insurance and security representative for a Dutch-American company, so he was seldom at home.

  Sometimes he stayed for longer on a particular job, and his family were then allocated a house.




  Mama had a good life after we were born. We had lots of servants, among them a childminder, or baboe, and we would speak Javanese to the servants, but Dutch to our parents and friends. We only

  spoke Norwegian on Wednesdays – Mama called it Norwegian Day – when we ate typical Norwegian food like meatballs, boiled potatoes and pea soup. It was very unlike the delicious

  Indonesian food we were used to, the spicy dried meat, eggs, fish and chicken in curry and paprika-onion sauce – and fried bananas. We tried very hard to learn to speak Norwegian but it was

  not easy.




  There was always plenty for me and my sister to do as we grew up with Mr and Mrs Verhoog, who became our adoptive grandparents: ‘Oma’ and ‘Opa’. They had a huge fish pond

  in the grounds and all kinds of dogs, birds, geese and several peacocks. Opa was also a keen orchid specialist, and I loved being in his nursery tending the flowers and listening to the stories of

  all the different species he had been able to grow. Of course there were swimming pools close by, where Mama and Papa, with their friends and children, always had a great time when the heat got

  unbearable. Java is only three degrees south of the Equator.




  It was always so exciting at the swimming pools. Our handsome Papa would dive from the high boards like a true professional and impress the ladies, who would shout, ‘Da capo! Da

  capo!’ Karin and I were so proud; this was our Papa! Only Mama looked bored and sad as the ladies sat themselves ever closer to him. ‘One or two of the ladies are his

  secretaries,’ Mama whispered one day. I noticed that they were very beautiful. ‘Now look at me, fat and pregnant.’ She sighed. I did not know what to say, as she was very unhappy

  at the time and argued a lot with Papa.




  Many afternoons Mama took us horseback riding in the rice fields. We rented three horses, two small and one big, and two natives guided us. We rode out to the kampongs (small Indonesian

  villages) where women stood in murky water up to their knees planting rice – small sprigs that they pushed down into the mud. Between the fields were passages that the horses could walk on.

  Close to the kampongs they had small ‘factories’ where they produced bricks. Children as young as six mixed clay and sand to push into wooden boxes. They left them to dry, then

  removed the bricks from the boxes and burned them in large ovens. I felt so sorry for them and wanted to give them something, but Mama said that if we did, the grown-ups would take it from

  them.




  Other children were stuck behind huge looms, working like grown-ups, just like the ones behind the large ploughs pulled by oxen. None of these children went to school. I remember the Javanese

  children of the employees at the Dutch rubber and coffee plantations all wearing uniforms when they went to their multi-lingual school.




  My parents’ best friends were Uncle Axel and Aunt Marianne Wieslander. They weren’t my real uncle and aunt, but they were just like family. They were Swedish and

  Mama said that Sweden wasn’t in the war so they were safe from the Japanese. Uncle Axel had changed: he no longer laughed and joked with us like he used to; now he was serious all the time.

  One day, when he came to our house, he offered Papa a job doing the finance in his factory. Uncle Axel was very important: not only was he the Swedish Consul, he was director of the factory that

  made ball bearings, SKF (Svenska Kullagerfabriken). He told Papa that if he took a job with him we would be safe from the Japanese.




  But my friends were not safe. One by one those from the Dutch community simply vanished. In addition to Elly and her brother Cees, Renee, Erika and Ina all disappeared, along with their

  families, and within a few weeks my English friend Alison and her brother Paul, too. Mama could offer no explanation, other than that they had tried to get back home. I didn’t think so,

  because Alison and Paul’s house had been left with furniture still in it and their dog Sam had been abandoned in the garden. Alison and Paul would never leave Sam behind. We gave him a little

  bread and filled his bowl with water and promised him we would call by every day. Within a few weeks he had gone, too.




  Most days I would call on my other friends from Holland, Belgium and England, but soon there was no one left. I was very sad and eventually I gave up. At least I still had my Javanese

  friends.




  It was when I was walking home through the kampong one afternoon that I first saw the Japanese soldiers. From the very beginning I was terrified. They were all dressed in khaki uniforms

  and had jumped down from a lorry. They were running around and shouting at some men carrying bags and making them get into the lorry. The men looked terrified as the Japanese soldiers poked them

  with the huge knifes attached to their rifles. I hid behind a rubber tree and shook with fear, unable to move. I hardly dared breathe. When the frightened men were on board, the Japanese soldiers

  jumped up again and the lorry drove off. The noises from the back of the lorry carried to my ears on the wind until it had disappeared from view. That was my first experience of the Japanese and

  the one thing I recall above all else was that the Japanese soldiers did not talk; they simply shouted or yelled. There was no talking at all. After the lorry disappeared, a cloud of dust seemed to

  hang in the air forever. I stayed behind the rubber tree until the dust had settled and I could see that the lorry and those nasty khaki men had gone, then I ran all the way home to tell Mama what

  I had seen.




  One night, on 7 October 1942, Mama was rushed to hospital and gave birth to a beautiful boy, my brother Lars Hilmar. We called him Lasse. Papa insisted on coming home to look

  after his girls, but was not allowed to see his son in hospital. Both Karin and I were very upset and wondered why. Mama just said, ‘It is his own fault.’ Of course he came anyway, but

  they weren’t happy together, which was sad. They should have been over the moon having produced such a beautiful, healthy baby.




  Our extended family moved again to a nice house in ‘Scandinavia Street’. It was cosy yet airy and light, with five rooms and a nice garden. Karin and I shared a fair-sized bedroom

  and we all seemed to enjoy a sort of normality. Except for the Japanese soldiers; they were everywhere, like swarms of little khaki ants. They never smiled, and yelled everywhere they went.




  







  CHAPTER 2




  Japs in Our Garden
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  We were sitting on the terrace. It was a warm morning, but still quite fresh, and the sun was just beginning to rise over the hills, casting an orange glow over the garden. I

  sat with Papa and Karin drinking ice-cold orange juice. Mama had taken Lasse to the toilet indoors. It was a morning just like any other when we were disturbed by the familiar rumbling of a lorry

  trundling up the lane. On the front of the lorry, attached just above the headlight, was the setting sun of the Japanese flag.




  The mere sight of it sent a shiver up my spine. The lorry drove to our neighbour’s garden gate and stopped. I was aware that Papa was frozen with fear; he pulled Karin and me towards him

  tightly and wrapped a strong arm around each of us. Two Japanese soldiers jumped from the back of the lorry and ran into the garden of Mr Hansen. Mr Hansen was a Danish man who worked at the

  factory with Papa. He was sitting on his terrace with his wife Ingrid and his little boy Jon. Jon sat on his daddy’s knee and, as the Japanese soldiers ran up the garden path, Mr Hansen

  remained seated. One of the soldiers lunged at little Jon, pulled him by the arm and threw him forcibly onto the wooden floor of the terrace. The little boy bounced like a ball and landed in a heap

  with his little bottom up in the air and his face in the dust. Mrs Hansen screamed and Mr Hansen stood up to say something to the soldiers in protest, but before he could open his mouth one of the

  soldiers hit him in the face with his rifle.




  Mr Hansen fell to the bottom of the steps, dazed and bleeding. Mrs Hansen screamed at the soldiers to stop as she went to the aid of her frightened and shocked son. The Japanese soldiers were

  shouting at Mr Hansen, telling him to move and poking him with their bayonets, shouting at him that he had to get on the lorry and that he was a prisoner.




  It was simply the most awful thing I had ever seen. There was blood on Mr Hansen’s shirt, but he managed to raise himself to his feet and put his hands above his head as he stumbled

  towards the lorry. The Japanese soldiers ran alongside poking him and, as he got to the lorry, other men’s hands reached down and helped him up. We sat for a few minutes in silence while the

  soldiers checked some papers.




  Mama joined us on the terrace and, from Mama and Papa’s discussion, I could tell that Mama had seen everything from the kitchen window. Papa stood up and casually announced that he would

  be next. He walked inside and Karin and I started crying, not knowing what to expect.




  Papa had packed a small bag a few days earlier with what he called ‘essentials’. He had his toothbrush, a razor, soap, a change of clothes and as much food as he could fit in. The

  bag was full of small tins, bars of chocolate and dried fruit. Papa returned, put the bag on the deck of the terrace and waited. He kissed us all very quickly and said goodbye. He told me to take

  care of Karin and that we weren’t to worry because the war would be over in a few months and we would all be together again. My eyes filled with tears but I tried to be strong and not cry. He

  picked up his bag and walked to meet the Japanese soldiers, who had rushed into our garden after kicking down the gate. The soldiers were still shouting but Papa had prepared well and held out his

  passport as they approached him. They took a quick look and pointed to the lorry. Papa was very dignified; he didn’t run, he walked, threw his bag onto the floor of the truck and climbed in.

  As the lorry started moving, Karin and I threw ourselves into Mama’s arms and the tears flowed.




  As the lorry drove away, I couldn’t resist one last look, though I wish I hadn’t. I strained to catch one last glimpse of Papa, but he had disappeared. The lorry was full of

  frightened men, packed in like sardines in tins. They were all standing, some were crying and their eyes looked out as if pleading for help. But there was none.




  Scandinavia Street was eerily quiet, quieter than I could remember; even the birds had stopped chirping their morning chorus.




  Later that day Mama prepared a couple of bags. She also made two rucksacks for me and Karin and, before she started packing them, I noticed her cutting into the rucksacks, then sewing them up

  again. Mama told us that we needed to prepare like Papa and not make the Japanese soldiers angry as Mr Hansen had.




  ‘Are we going with Papa?’ I asked.




  Mama looked at me and shrugged her shoulders. ‘Perhaps,’ she said. ‘I really don’t know.’




  ‘Are we going to prison?’ asked Karin.




  Mama smiled and shook her head. ‘No, little one,’ she said. ‘We aren’t going to prison; we are going to a camp where we will be safe until after the war.’




  I told Mama I wanted to stay at home because we were safe here. We had a shelter at the bottom of the garden that would protect us from the bombs and the Japanese soldiers.




  Mama didn’t answer any more questions, even though I asked and asked. In the end I gave up and helped her carry the bags onto the terrace.




  The bags were there for two days before the lorries turned up again and ordered us out of our home. We were prepared; so, too, were Mrs Hansen and little Jon; and although the Japanese soldiers

  shouted at all of us as we walked down the garden path, they didn’t hit us or stab us with their horrible bayonets, as they had with Mr Hansen.




  Mama, Karin and Lasse were helped up onto the lorry and Mama stood up and told me to throw my rucksack up. It was awfully heavy, but with all of my strength I heaved and threw it in her

  direction. I watched in disappointment as it hit the leg of an older woman and bounced back out onto the ground, rolling down into the ditch that ran the length of the road.




  ‘Go now!’ a Japanese soldier shouted. ‘Leave . . . go.’




  Things seemed to stop, as if frozen in time. I looked up at Mama; her eyes were fixed in the direction of the rucksack lying in the ditch. Her eyes told me that the bag was more important to her

  than anything else in the world; they were crying out with disappointment and fear. She looked at the Japanese soldier.




  ‘Leave it, Lise,’ she whispered. ‘Up here quickly.’




  ‘Go now,’ the Japanese soldier hissed at me.




  I couldn’t leave it; Mama had taken such care packing the bag and I was more than a little curious about why she’d cut and sewed it so carefully. Instinctively I knew the rucksack

  was very special, so I darted past the soldier and scrambled into the ditch to retrieve it. As I reached the bag, a scream from the back of the lorry caused me to look up. The Japanese soldier was

  standing over me, holding his rifle up in the air. He was ready to hit me, yelling at me in Japanese. As he swung his rifle through the air, I ducked and it glanced off the rucksack harmlessly.

  Before he had time to recover, I darted past him as fast as my small legs would carry me. In one quick movement I’d thrown the rucksack to Mama and dived through her legs, scuttling to the

  front of the lorry. I could hear the Japanese soldiers shouting – some of them were laughing – but before any of them could come after me the lorry had started its engine and begun to

  move.




  Mama was very angry with me and yet I could tell by the way she clung tightly to the bags that I had done the right thing.




  There was no room to sit down in the lorry. It was packed tightly, the same as the lorry Papa had been taken away in. It was hot and my legs ached as we drove for hour after hour. I asked Mama

  for water but she would only give me enough to wet my lips, telling me we had to conserve it. The lorries kept stopping to pick up more prisoners. Poor Lasse cried for the whole journey as little

  beads of perspiration poured down his face, but he seemed to get more water than anyone else. Some of the other women on the truck had no water and asked the driver to stop in the villages we drove

  through.




  The driver did not stop, even when some of the women started to cry.




  I was aware of some women and children collapsing, which made it even worse as people were pushed out of the way. It became hard to breathe, especially with all of the dust coming up through the

  sides of the lorry. But still the lorry drove on. Just when I thought I could take no more we stopped. I looked at Mama and she smiled.




  ‘We are here,’ she whispered.




  I looked at my brother and sister. Karin and Lasse were filthy, like little coal miners, with white eyes and black faces. Being so small they had suffered most with the dust and dirt in the

  bottom of the lorry. Lasse’s face was streaked with tears; they looked like two little white rivers on either side of his face.




  We drove through the gates into what looked like a big village with a huge fence around it and barbed wire on top. Dozens of Japanese soldiers stood spaced out a few metres from the fence. They

  never smiled; they looked angry and every one of them had a bayonet fixed to the top of his rifle.




  







  CHAPTER 3




  The First Camp: De Wijk
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  ‘Tenko! Tenko!’ the guards shouted as we climbed down from the lorry. They hit some of the women with rifles. Tenko! Tenko! The children were

  crying and the soldiers pushed us in line until eventually, one by one, as if by magic, everyone bowed forward in the direction of a short, evil-looking Japanese man with a small moustache and

  glasses. Mama made us copy the other women and we all bowed, even Karin. Mama would tell me later that was what the Japanese called tenko, and the man in front of us was an officer. We

  were made to stand in the full heat of the sun while they inspected our passports. It seemed to take forever. I honestly thought I was going to die, I was so thirsty and hungry, and every time I

  stole a glance at one of the little khaki men a shiver ran the length of my spine. The Japanese made us place our bags in front of the line but forbade us from touching them. I could see my bottle

  of water sticking out of one of the pockets, but each time I asked Mama if I could get it she said no, while watching the soldiers warily. I looked up at the sun and then at the bottle of water

  time and time again. It was torture.




  ‘Why, Mama?’ I asked. ‘Just one drink.’




  ‘No,’ she said firmly.




  Poor Mama. Lasse was now sleeping on her shoulder and Mama had draped one of her big floppy hats over his head to protect him from the sun. I held an arm around Karin’s shoulders as she

  sobbed gently the whole time. The Japanese guards paced up and down the lines of women and children, and every so often they would take a family away towards the houses on the far side of the camp.

  The line seemed to get bigger and bigger, with lorries arriving every few minutes, and I thought our turn would never come. I asked Mama where the families were going and she said they were being

  given a house each. Mama had been right: we weren’t going to prison; we were going to get a new house. Two Japanese guards came towards us and I thought at last it would be our turn, but it

  wasn’t to be.




  They took a girl out of the line. I had noticed her when we arrived. She had smiled and made a space for me next to her. She had a pretty smile and I thought how nice it would be to have a big

  sister like her. As the two guards walked her away, a lady Mama’s age walked towards the soldiers and began to protest loudly. One of the Japanese soldiers turned round and rammed his rifle

  butt into her stomach. The poor lady collapsed in a heap, struggling for breath. She burst out crying and wailing, pleading with the soldiers, and Mama rushed to her aid, telling her to be

  quiet.




  ‘My baby,’ she cried again and again. The Japanese soldiers continued to walk away, each one taking the arm of the girl, who was now crying and pleading for her mama to help.

  She’d fallen to the floor and the soldiers were now dragging her. They pulled her all the way to a hut at the far side of the compound, kicked open the door and bundled her inside. The two

  Japanese soldiers walked in after her and slammed the door behind them.




  The lady was nearly hysterical now and a few of the other women were trying to calm her down. We could hear screams from the hut and each one sent a shiver up my spine. The remaining Japanese

  soldiers stood grinning and laughing. The more the poor lady cried, the more the soldiers laughed. A little later the girl was brought back to the line. Her mother ran to meet her and was quickly

  ushered back into line by the Japanese soldiers, who were still laughing. The poor girl was as white as a sheet and tears streaked her face. One of her eyes was swollen and some of her clothes had

  been torn away. I stared into her eyes; they were the eyes of a lost soul. I wanted to ask her why she had been punished when one of the soldiers shouted, ‘Grønn-Nielsen.’ Mama

  raised her hand and the soldier told us to follow.




  The house we walked towards looked basic but pretty, with little window boxes on each window full of colourful flowers. I told Karin how nice it would be to get out of the sun, and when we got

  into our new house we would get something to eat and drink and then we could explore. Karin’s eyes lit up and she picked up her tired pace a little.




  The Japanese soldier pointed at the house and shouted, ‘You sleep here.’ He looked at his papers again. ‘Grønn-Nielsen, sleep here.’




  Mama nodded and walked towards the front door. The Japanese soldier shouted again.




  ‘No, there.’ He pointed to a big olive-green door next to the house.




  ‘There. Garage. Grønn-Nielsen family in garage.’




  Before Mama could say anything he poked her in the back with his bayonet.




  ‘Quick, now.’




  He walked ahead of us and hit the door hard with the sole of his boot. The door burst open.




  ‘Quick, you go.’




  Mama’s face fell in dismay as she peered into the space that was to be our home for goodness knows how long. The smell that hit me as I walked through the door made me cover my mouth with

  my hand: it smelt of oil, gasoline and dirty, sweaty men. The floor of the garage was covered in piles of rubble, car parts and general rubbish. It was dark and gloomy and I could make out the

  shape of an old car in the corner, though it was covered with dirty sheets and blankets.




  We walked in. At the far end of the garage the door was broken and a huge dirty tarpaulin covered the gap. I pulled it to one side and could see the back of the house the garage was attached to

  and a small garden where two women sat talking.




  Mama told us we must make the most of it and said we wouldn’t be here long. I looked at her in amazement.




  ‘We can’t sleep here, Mama, there are no beds.’




  Karin’s smile had disappeared and all of a sudden her thirst and hunger had deserted her; she collapsed sobbing in the doorway, refusing to set foot inside. Mama ignored her and walked in.

  Lasse was still fast asleep on her shoulder and Mama handed him to me. She walked over to the far side of the garage, scanning the floor as she went. She found some empty cardboard boxes and pulled

  them apart, laying them on the floor of the garage. Then she pulled one of the blankets from the old car and laid them on top of the cardboard. She opened Lasse’s bag and pulled out his coat,

  which she placed on top of the blanket.




  ‘That will keep him clean,’ she announced as she took him from me and laid him on the makeshift bed.




  Mama made us work hard for the rest of the day as we cleaned the garage and made four beds from the cardboard and blankets that covered the car. I don’t know how I slept in that filthy

  garage that first night, especially after I pulled at one of the blankets on the back seat of the old rusting car to reveal eight or nine squirming, hairless, day-old baby rats. My scream brought

  mama rat running to protect her young, and Mama was forced to beat her to death with a big hammer that was lying on the bonnet of the car. One by one we lifted the baby rats with a piece of

  cardboard and threw them outside. Mama didn’t have the heart to beat the babies to death, but we watched as one by one they stopped moving in the heat of the sun.




  After we had finished working we sat on our new beds and Mama gave us tinned fruit and biscuits, washed down with bottles of warm water. I must confess I felt a little better and more than a

  little excited at our new adventure that was just beginning. When it got dark Mama lit a candle, and a little later Lasse and Karin fell asleep. I tried to fight sleep by talking to Mama and asking

  her questions about the war and the camp and the girl who had been punished and the Japanese soldiers. Some questions she answered, others she didn’t, just staring into space, but she

  reminded me again and again to stay away from the horrible Japanese soldiers.




  ‘Don’t talk to them,’ she said. ‘Don’t even look at them. Just stay as far away from them as possible.’




  It wasn’t a bad dream.




  The next morning I awoke in that horrible rat-infested garage. I closed my eyes many times and tried to sleep again, convincing myself that if I slept and woke again, I’d find myself in my

  beautiful bedroom back in Surabaya with my soft mattress, downy pillow and crisp white cotton sheets. It wasn’t to be.




  Karin burst out crying when she woke up. The noise woke Lasse and he joined in. What a noise!




  Mama gave us tinned mandarins for breakfast and the sweet juice made us all feel better. We ate them just outside the door of the garage and the sunshine helped us to forget what our new living

  quarters were like inside.




  In the fenced-off village, life seemed so normal. Mama said we were in one of the suburbs on the other side of Surabaya, though she didn’t know exactly where. Mama was right. The village

  had a shop where you could buy fresh bread and tinned vegetables and fruit, sweets, water and orange juice, and people seemed to be going about their normal everyday lives. The only peculiarity was

  that this village had a huge fence surrounding it in every direction, patrolled regularly by the Japanese ant men who never smiled and always shouted. I walked up to the fence and looked out

  beyond.




  More normality.




  The village was on a slight incline and I looked down onto many railway lines with open-truck goods trains carrying crates of produce. The railway yard was separated by a busy dual carriageway,

  with lots of cars and bicycles. The railway lines stretched right to the sea, where the crates would be loaded onto ships. I could see the Javanese locals loading the trains and going about their

  normal business. Some laughed and joked, some sat in the shade taking a break, munching on bananas and mangoes with water bottles by their side. I couldn’t help feeling that everything looked

  so familiar. I had been here before. Then it came to me. I looked at the dark grey building over the dual carriageway only three hundred metres away. It was a hospital; yes, I had been there

  before. I’d been there for an operation the previous year to have my tonsils removed. The beds had had soft mattresses and clean sheets and everything was nice. Mama had told me that the

  operation would make me a good girl and when I woke up from the operation, I asked if I was good. The nurses told me to whisper quietly as my throat would be sore. I explained to the nurse that

  Mama said I was a bad girl and the operation would make me better. The nurses did not look happy, and when Mama visited later that day there were words exchanged and she looked upset.




  The last time I had seen that building I was free.




  I took hold of the fence and pressed my face into the wire, asking myself what I had done to be made a prisoner? The wire bit into my skin and I winced in pain before drawing back. What had Mama

  and Papa done? We were nice people and we had never hurt anyone. We had a nice house and Papa worked hard. I thought about the garage and the rats and the smell of oil and the insects that crawled

  over my face in the middle of the night. I sank to my knees and my tears fell onto the parched earth. I felt hurt, degraded and helpless. The tears came to my eyes yet again, but I fought them back

  and replaced the feeling of self-pity with an overwhelming sense of anger and hatred towards our oppressors.




  







  CHAPTER 4




  Murder at De Wijk
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  I searched for Papa the whole of the first week but eventually gave up. There were quite a few men in the village at first, but eventually they disappeared one by one. Mama

  said the village was a camp that held prisoners temporarily until they were sent to labour camps further afield. She explained that the men were always kept separate from the women and children,

  and every few days they were rounded up and taken away on trucks. I witnessed emotional goodbyes as sons as young as twelve and thirteen were forcibly taken from their families by the Japanese.

  Whenever a mother or sister tried to intervene she would be beaten to the ground by the Japanese.




  Every few days the inhabitants of each house were made to line up to take tenko. Tenko was silly and a waste of time and sometimes very cruel. The Japanese officers would stand

  everyone on parade in two or three lines and we were made to bow. We were shown exactly how far to bow: generally our heads would need to be as low as our hips. Mama said this was a mark of respect

  towards the Japanese officers. If anyone didn’t bow correctly, they were hit in the middle of the back with a rifle butt without warning. The officers would parade in their finery and we

  wouldn’t dare look any higher than the tops of the shiny leather boots that came up to their knees. Sometimes the tenko would last fifteen minutes, sometimes it would last far

  longer, and in the end people would collapse with exhaustion. I could never understand why they took so long when the paperwork and passports could be seen and checked in just a few minutes. Mama

  said that if ever I was out playing in the village and I came near to a Japanese officer I would need to step aside and keep on bowing until he walked away.




  We had been there about a week when I woke with a start in the middle of the night. I heard voices coming from outside. I looked over towards the tarpaulin and, through a tiny two-inch gap, I

  could see outside to the garden. There were several women out there and they were on their hands and knees doing something in the ground. I strained hard to see who they were and what they were

  doing. The light of the quarter moon barely gave enough light to help them with whatever it was they were doing, but they continued slowly and carefully, speaking only in whispers. I stiffened in

  shock as I noticed a familiar shape. Then she spoke gently to one of the other women. She told her to hurry. It was the unmistakable voice of Mama.




  I watched for another few minutes before I realized they were digging a hole. I was now kneeling at the gap in the doorway and had a good view of what they were doing. They were using their bare

  hands and one of the Dutch ladies was standing with several small cardboard boxes, which she held close to her chest. Mama said something to her and she crouched down. She handed three boxes to

  Mama and the other two ladies, and they exchanged pieces of paper. Then they placed the boxes into the hole and filled it with the dirt. When it was level they stamped it down with their feet and

  scattered some more dirt on top and a few loose stones. Afterwards they all shook hands. Then it came to me: they were burying treasure and the pieces of paper they exchanged were maps.




  As Mama came back over towards the door, I quickly scuttled back into bed and pretended to be asleep. The next day I asked her what they had been doing and she explained that they had been

  hiding their valuables so that none of the Japanese could steal them. She warned me not to tell anyone.




  One day we were out walking around the perimeter of the fence with Mama when three Japanese officers walked towards us. Mama ordered us to stop walking and we bowed. The Japanese officers walked

  past us and Mama stood up straight again. Suddenly we became aware of a commotion behind us. A tall man with bright red hair had walked past the officers and forgotten to bow. One of the Japanese

  officers yelled at him and the man yelled back. One of the Japanese officers drew his pistol and ordered the man to kneel at the officers’ feet as he shouted and abused him. The man was

  trembling with fear. Mama picked up Lasse and ordered us away. She literally ran us back to the garage and bundled us inside. Mama breathed a sigh of relief as she pulled firmly at the garage doors

  to try and cut off the viewing platform and most of the unbearable noise and drama unfolding outside.




  There were about forty people in the house attached to the garage where we lived and only one toilet. The toilet was right at the back of the house and there was always a queue

  stretching down the hallway. Some of the time the toilet had water, which took the waste away, other times it was dry. I had never smelled such a stench as I did each time I had to go. As the

  previous person left and I walked through the door, I held my nose and peered down into the bowl, praying it would be filled with water. Flies hung on the makeshift curtains and lamp shade and

  buzzed around my head as I sat down. It was simply the most disgusting room in the world and I dreaded the feeling that nature gave me every few days. Mama would always take care to wash our hands

  very carefully each time we came back from the toilet.




  The days were very boring and long and revolved around one thing: food. Every day was a battle for survival. The Japanese provided two soup kitchens for the entire village. Twice a day a truck

  would come in with cabbages and rice, and occasionally some other green vegetables, too. Sometimes in the mornings we would get a little tasteless porridge with a crust of bread. The prisoners

  would be left to get on with preparation and cooking, and a rota was organized every few days. There was never any shortage of volunteers as the cooks would get the first few spoonfuls from the

  pot. Each soup kitchen had at least three big cooking pots made from cast iron. They were the size of a rain barrel and stained black from the smoke of the fires. The cooks would collect wood from

  around the compound and build fires under the pot that would burn for an hour. They were half-filled with water, which was brought to the boil, then the cabbages and rice would be thrown in.

  Occasionally a rabbit or a snake that had been caught would find its way into the pot, but the cooks would always take out the meat before we got to taste it.




  Mama said that there was only enough soup for about a quarter of the people in the camp, and queues started forming as soon as the provisions arrived. Mama would send us out most days to queue

  for soup and rice while she looked after Lasse. Most of the time the soup ran out before our turn in the queue. When we were really hungry we would make sure we were one of the first in line.

  We’d get a bowl each and eat it on the way back, always saving just enough for Mama. Lasse seemed to have enough of his special powdered milk. Once Karin and I stood for nearly two hours and

  the soup ran out when there were only six people ahead of us in the queue.




  It was survival of the fittest or, as Mama sometimes said, the luckiest. Some of the elderly women did not have the energy to stand in the heat of the sun for long periods and never queued at

  all. They grew weaker by the day unless their friends shared a little with them. Some of them just wasted away.




  







  CHAPTER 5




  Survival of the Fittest
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  We were fortunate we didn’t starve in the first camp. I never felt really hungry for more than a couple of days, though what we ate was very basic. As if by magic Mama

  always seemed to find money from somewhere, and she would send Karin and me to the shop every day to stand in more long queues for fresh bread, fruit and occasionally smoked sausages. I would find

  out later that Mama had concealed money in our rucksacks, which we knew nothing about. At night she would unpick a little of the stitching and take out enough money for the next few days ahead,

  concealing it in her bra.




  We were also very lucky to receive a food parcel from Uncle Axel every nine or ten days. It was like a Christmas present, with chocolate and tins of fruit, packets of rice and dried lentils. One

  week Aunt Marianne even put in a little doll each for Karin and me. Mama guarded those parcels with her life and there were always nasty glares and comments from the other women in the house, who

  were not lucky enough to receive parcels from friends outside. Mama would use the box as a pillow at nights until she could conceal the food in our other bags.




  We also traded things for medicine with the local Javanese villagers on the other side of the fence, though this was not allowed by the Japanese, who would beat anybody they caught. Anything and

  everything was traded. We would give the Javanese blankets and clothes and in return they would supply us with fresh fruit and vegetables. Some of the women had no money and would sneak out in the

  hours of darkness to meet with the Javanese men and trade. The fence around the village was not very well secured in some places and at nights the soldiers would spend most of their time inside

  their huts drinking rice wine and playing cards. They were nearly always drunk. The women would lift the bottom of the fence and crawl underneath. Every so often the Japanese would catch them

  returning and punish them. Sometimes they dragged them away to their huts and other times they beat them there and then. Occasionally I heard a shot in the middle of the night, though Mama would

  never tell me exactly what had happened.




  The Japanese had special holes dug into the sides of the embankments near the fence inside the camps. There was just enough room for one person and they had specially constructed wooden gates

  held in place by stakes hammered into the soil. The women who had been caught were thrown in these holes for several days without food and water. The other women risked their own lives to give them

  food and water when the Japanese were not around. If they were caught, they ended up in the holes as well. I remember Mama sneaking out of our garage late one night and, when I asked her where she

  had been, she explained that one of the girls in the hole was very ill. Mama told me she took her some water and a bar of chocolate, which the girl hardly had the energy to eat. She was released

  the next morning but died several days later. Mama cried for most of that day; the girl was only sixteen.




  The village consisted of nine or ten streets, all fenced off from the outside world. The village became our playground and eventually Mama let me and Karin wander for most of the day while she

  sat guard at the entrance of our garage, protecting what little we had and looking after Lasse.




  Many of the houses in the street still belonged to the families who’d originally owned them, but eventually the Japanese ordered them all to leave and sent them to other prison camps on

  the island. We learned to watch out for this, as the people were always ordered to vacate their houses in a hurry and were forced to leave most of their possessions behind. This was a signal for

  the children in the camp to move in and scavenge what they could. At first Karin and I resisted – I felt the other children were stealing – but after a few weeks, with pangs of hunger

  in my stomach and little by way of luxuries in our garage, I persuaded Karin to help me.




  As the Japanese frogmarched a family away at the point of a bayonet, I waited until they were out of sight and then told Karin to run. We had to be quick as the houses were never empty for long.

  The door had been left unlocked and we ran quickly into the house, together with some adults and a few other children. It was a complete free-for-all, with people arguing with each other over the

  best of what had been left behind. While the others fought in the kitchen over tins of food and bottles of milk, I ran through to one of the back bedrooms and managed to get a fluffy white baby

  blanket, which I stuffed up my shirt. By the time I got back to the kitchen, the locusts had stripped the place bare. Karin was standing in the passageway, smiling and holding a box of biscuits and

  a cup and saucer.
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