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Foreword


No Friend but the Mountains is a book that can rightly take its place on the shelf of world prison literature, alongside such diverse works as Oscar Wilde’s De Profundis, Antonio Gramsci’s Prison Notebooks, Ray Parkin’s Into The Smother, Wole Soyinka’s The Man Died, and Martin Luther King Jr’s Letter from Birmingham Jail.


Written in Farsi by a young Kurdish poet, Behrouz Boochani, in situations of prolonged duress, torment, and suffering, the very existence of this book is a miracle of courage and creative tenacity. It was written not on paper or a computer, but thumbed on a phone and smuggled out of Manus Island in the form of thousands of text messages.


We should recognise the extent of Behrouz Boochani’s achievement by first acknowledging the difficulty of its creation, the near impossibility of its existence. Everything has been done by our government to dehumanise asylum seekers. Their names and their stories are kept from us. On Nauru and Manus Island, they live in a zoo of cruelty. Their lives are stripped of meaning.


These prisoners were all people who had been imprisoned without charge, without conviction, and without sentence. It is a particularly Kafkaesque fate that frequently has the cruellest effect – and one fully intended by their Australian jailers – of destroying hope.


Thus the cry for freedom was transmuted into charring flesh as 23-year-old Omid Masoumali burnt his body in protest. The screams of 21-year-old Hodan Yasin as she too set herself alight.


This is what we, Australia, have become.


The ignored begging of a woman on Nauru being raped.


A girl who sewed her lips together.


A child refugee who stitched a heart into their hand and didn’t know why.


Behrouz Boochani’s revolt took a different form. For the one thing that his jailers could not destroy in Behrouz Boochani was his belief in words: their beauty, their necessity, their possibility, their liberating power.


And so over the course of his imprisonment Behrouz Boochani began one of the more remarkable careers in Australian journalism: reporting about what was happening on Manus Island in the form of tweets, texts, phone videos, calls, and emails. In so doing he defied the Australian government which went to extreme lengths to prevent refugees’ stories being told, constantly seeking to deny journalists access to Manus Island and Nauru; going so far, for a time, as to legislate the draconian section 42 of the Australian Border Force Act, which allowed for the jailing for two years of any doctors or social workers who bore public witness to children beaten or sexually abused, to acts of rape or cruelty.


His words came to be read around the world, to be heard across the oceans and over the shrill cries of the legions of paid propagandists. With only the truth on his side and a phone in his hand, one imprisoned refugee alerted the world to Australia’s great crime.


Behrouz Boochani has now written a strange and terrible book chronicling his fate as a young man who has spent five years on Manus Island as a prisoner of the Australian government’s refugee policies – policies in which both our major parties have publicly competed in cruelty.


Reading this book is difficult for any Australian. We pride ourselves on decency, kindness, generosity, and a fair go. None of these qualities are evident in Boochani’s account of hunger, squalor, beatings, suicide and murder.


I was painfully reminded in his descriptions of the Australian officials’ behaviour on Manus of my father’s descriptions of the Japanese commanders’ behaviour in the POW camps where he and fellow Australian POWs suffered so much.


What has become of us when it is we who now commit such crimes?


This account demands a reckoning. Someone must answer for these crimes. Because if they don’t, the one certainty that history teaches us is that the injustice of Manus Island and Nauru will one day be repeated on a larger, grander, and infinitely more tragic scale in Australia.


Someone is responsible, and it is they, and not the innocent, to whose great suffering this book bears such disturbing witness, who should be in jail.


This book, though, is something greater than just a J’accuse. It is a profound victory for a young poet who showed us all how much words can still matter. Australia imprisoned his body, but his soul remained that of a free man. His words have now irrevocably become our words, and our history must henceforth account for his story.


I hope one day to welcome Behrouz Boochani to Australia as what I believe he has shown himself to be in these pages. A writer. A great Australian writer.


Richard Flanagan, 2018







   

 


 


A Disclaimer


This book has been written to give a truthful account of the experience of Australia’s Manus Island Regional Offshore Processing Centre, and to convey a truthful first-hand experience of what it has been like to be detained within that system. There are some limits to what can be revealed, particularly about fellow detainees. Changing details such as hair colour, eye colour, age, nationality, name . . . we have not considered this sufficient to ensure that those who are vulnerable within the system have been adequately obscured. No detainee or refugee in this book is based on a specific individual, however detailed their stories. They are not individuals who are disguised. Their features are not facts. Their identities are entirely manufactured. They are composite characters: a collage drawn from various events, multiple anecdotes, and they are often inspirited by the logic of allegory, not reportage. The details around the two men who died on Manus, Reza Barati and Hamid Khazaei, are in the public domain and so they are each identified by name as a mark of respect.
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Under Moonlight / The Colour of Anxiety




Under moonlight /


An unknown route /


A sky the colour of intense anxiety.





Two trucks carry scared and restless passengers down a winding, rocky labyrinth. They speed along a road surrounded by jungle, the exhausts emitting frightening roars. Black cloth is wrapped around the vehicles, so we can only see the stars above. Women and men sit beside each other, their children on their laps . . . we look up at a sky the colour of intense anxiety. Every so often someone slightly adjusts their position on the truck’s wooden floor to allow the blood to circulate through tired muscles. Worn out from sitting, we still need to conserve our strength to cope with the rest of the journey.


For six hours I have sat without moving, leaning my back against the wooden wall of the truck, and listening to an old fool complain at the smugglers, profanities streaming from his toothless mouth. Three months of wandering hungry in Indonesia have driven us to this misery, but at least we are leaving on this road through the jungle, a road that will reach the ocean.


In a corner of the truck, close to the door, a makeshift wall has been constructed of cloth; a screen from the others, where the children can piss in empty water bottles. No-one pays any attention when a few arrogant men go behind the screen and throw away the urine-filled bottles. None of the women moves from where they sit. They must need to go, but maybe the thought of emptying their bladders behind the screen doesn’t appeal.


Many women hold their children in their arms as they contemplate the dangerous trip by sea. The children bounce up and down, startling as we jolt over dips and peaks in the road. Even the very young sense the danger. You can tell by the tone of their yelps.




The roar of the truck /


The dictates of the exhaust /


Fear and anxiety /


The driver orders us to remain seated.





A thin man with a dark weather-beaten appearance stands near the door, regularly gesturing for silence. But in the vehicle the air is full of the cries of children, the sound of mothers trying to hush them, and the frightening roar of the truck’s screaming exhaust.


The looming shadow of fear sharpens our instincts. The branches of trees above us sometimes cover the sky, sometimes reveal it, as we speed past. I am not sure exactly which route we are taking but I guess that the boat we are supposed to board for Australia is on a distant shore in southern Indonesia, somewhere near Jakarta.
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In the three months I was in Jakarta’s Kalibata City and on Kendari Island, I would regularly hear news of boats that had sunk. But one always thinks that such fatal incidents only befall others – it’s hard to believe you may face death.


One imagines one’s own death differently to the death of others. I can’t imagine it. Could it be that these trucks travelling in convoy, rushing towards the ocean, are couriers of death?




No /


Surely not while they carry children /


How is it possible? /


How could we drown in the ocean? /


I am convinced that my own death will be different /


It will take place in a more tranquil setting.





I think about other boats that have recently descended into the depths of the sea.




My anxiety increases /


Didn’t those boats also carry little kids? /


Weren’t the people who drowned just like me?





Moments like these awaken a kind of metaphysical power within and the realities of mortality disappear from one’s thoughts. No, it can’t be that I should submit to death so easily. I’m destined to die in the distant future and not by drowning or any similar fate. I’m destined to die in a particular way, when I choose. I decide that my own death must involve an act of the will – I resolve it within me, in my very soul.


Death must be a matter of choice.




No, I don’t want to die /


I don’t want to give up my life so easily /


Death is inevitable, we know /


Just another part of life /


But I don’t want to succumb to the inevitability of death /


Especially somewhere so far away from my motherland /


I don’t want to die out there surrounded by water /


And more water.





I always felt I would die in the place I was born, where I was raised, where I have spent my whole life till now. It’s impossible to imagine dying a thousand kilometres away from the land of your roots. What a terrible, miserable way to die, a sheer injustice; an injustice that seems to me completely arbitrary. Of course, I don’t expect it will happen to me.
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A young man and his girlfriend, Azadeh1, are riding in the first truck. They are accompanied by our mutual acquaintance The Blue Eyed Boy. All three of them harbour painful memories of the life they had to leave behind in Iran. When the trucks collected us from the place we were staying the two men tossed their luggage in the back of the truck and climbed aboard like soldiers. For the whole three months that we were in Indonesia they have been a step ahead of us other refugees. Whether finding a hotel room, acquiring food, or travelling to the airport, this efficient trait would, ironically, always result in some kind of disadvantage. On one occasion when we had to fly to Kendari, they travelled ahead of everyone else to the airport. But when they arrived the officers there confiscated their passports and they missed the flight for Kendari; and were left wandering the streets of Jakarta for days, reduced to begging for food in the alleys and backstreets.


Now, they are in front again, driving at lightning speed, travelling at the head of the pack, slicing through the strong winds. The trucks’ exhausts roar as they travel towards the ocean. I know The Blue Eyed Boy carries an old fear in his heart from back in Kurdistan. While in Kalibata City, during the nights confined in the town’s apartment blocks, we would smoke on the tiny balconies and talk about our thoughts regarding the upcoming journey. He confessed his fear of the ocean; his older brother’s life had been taken by the raging river Seymareh in Ilam Province2.


. . . One hot summer’s day in his childhood, The Blue Eyed Boy accompanies his older brother to the fishing nets they had cast the previous night in the deepest part of the river. His brother dives deep into the water; like a heavy stone dropping into the river, his body pierces the water. An unexpected wave comes through and, in its wake, just moments later, only his hand remains visible, reaching to The Blue Eyed Boy for help. Still a small child, The Blue Eyed Boy is incapable of grabbing his brother’s hand. He can only cry and cry; he cries for hours hoping his brother will surface. But he is gone. Two days later they retrieve his body from the river by playing a traditional message-bearing drum, the dhol. The sound of the dhol persuades the river to give back a waterlogged corpse – a musical relationship between death and nature . . .


The Blue Eyed Boy carries this old, morbid memory with him on this trip. He fears the water intensely. Yet tonight he speeds in the direction of the ocean to embark on a journey of enormous magnitude. An ominous journey indeed underpinned by this old and immense terror . . .


The trucks race on through the dense jungle, disrupting the silence of the night. After sitting on the wooden floor of the truck for hours, the weariness is obvious on everyone’s face. One or two people have vomited; throwing up everything they have eaten into plastic containers.


In another corner of the truck is a Sri Lankan couple with an infant child. The passengers are mainly Iranian, Kurdish, Iraqi, and you can see they are fascinated by the presence of a Sri Lankan family among them. The woman is extraordinarily beautiful with dark eyes. She sits holding her baby, which is still breastfeeding, in her arms. Her partner tries to comfort them; he cares for them the best he can. He needs her to know that is there to support them. During the whole trip the man seems to try and reassure her by massaging her shoulders and holding her tight as the truck jolts violently over the bumpy road. But you can see the woman’s only concern is her small child.




The scene in that corner /


Is love /


Glorious and pure.





She is pale however, and throws up at one point into a container her husband brings over. Their past is unknown to me. Maybe their love brought with it the difficulties that drove them to this terrifying night? Clearly, their love has endured it all: it is manifested in the care of this young child. No doubt, their hearts and thoughts are also marked by the experiences that caused them to flee their homeland.


On the trucks are children of all ages. Children on the verge of adulthood. Whole families. A loud, obnoxious and completely inconsiderate Kurdish guy forces everyone to breathe his cigarette smoke throughout the trip. He is accompanied by a gaunt wife, adult son, and another son, a little bastard. This kid has his mother’s physical features and his father’s character. He is so loud he torments the whole truck, treating everything as a joke, and annoying everyone with his impatient and disruptive manner. He even gets on the nerves of the smuggler, who yells at him. For sure, I think, when that boy grows up he will be a hundred times more thoughtless than his father.


The trucks slow; it seems we have reached the end of the jungle and arrived at the shore. The smuggler begins waving his hands fervently – everyone must keep silent.


The vehicle stops.


Silence . . . silence.


Even the noisy little bastard understands that he has to be silent. Our fear is justified; we are afraid of being caught by the police. On many previous occasions travellers have been arrested right on the edge of the shore before anyone has boarded the boat.


No-one utters a sound. The Sri Lankan baby silently clings to its mother’s breast – gazing but not feeding. The slightest sound or cry could ruin everything. Three months of wandering displaced and hungry in Jakarta and Kendari. Everything depends on silence.


This final phase.


On the beach.
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At this point I have endured forty days of near starvation in the basement of a tiny hotel in Kendari. Kendari has historically been a draw for refugees because it is a travel nexus, a location where one can easily negotiate an onward trip. But by the time I arrived in Kendari, it had become as desolate as a cemetery.


It is now so highly policed I had to hide in the basement of a hotel. My money ran out and hunger was taking a toll on my body and soul. I woke early and devoured a piece of toast, a slice of cheese and a boiling cup of tea with lots of sugar. It was all I could find to eat – the only thing that got me through each day and night. The police that patrolled the city left no stone unturned in pursuit of us; I couldn’t relax for a second. They were throwing everyone they caught into prison, and then deporting them after a few days. Even contemplating that scenario is painful. Having to return to the point from which I started would be a death sentence.


Still, during my final days in Kendari, I ate breakfast and grabbed the opportunity to leave the hotel. In the humid hours before dawn, I was sure that the city was asleep and that no nosy police officer would come along the path I took into the jungle.


I would cross a short, paved road – all the while shaking with fear – and turn into some quiet woods fenced off all around by wooden palings. I think it was private property, I felt like I was committing a crime being there, but no-one ever came. There, in the centre of a huge coconut plantation stood a beautiful cottage. A short man was always there, surrounded by numerous curious dogs wagging their tails. He would smile at me and give me a friendly wave. That kind smile would help me continue down the dirt road through the plantation with a feeling of safety.


A large log had fallen beside the path, next to a flooded rice paddy. I would sit on that log, light a cigarette, take in the natural environment, and put away my tumultuous thoughts and my hunger. By the time I’d finished my cigarette, the sun would be starting to come up and I’d return to the hotel down that same trail through the jungle. The short man would wave to me again with the same kind smile. The tall coconut trees beside the path and the small green rice paddy at the end of the trail, the beautiful moments I spent there, have become for me a divine image.


My life during these last three months has been mainly fear, stress, starvation and displacement – but also those short hours sitting on the log in the divine plantation. Those three volatile months have culminated now, in this paralysing moment when a child’s scream could take us back to our journey’s beginning.
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The truck moves a few metres along the silent coast, then switches off its engine. It stalks the beach like a hunter, then freezes still and quiet. My emotions run high. This whole thing could be ruined in one fell swoop.


I hold my backpack to my chest, ready to jump from the truck, ready for a chase, a getaway, on this dark and unfamiliar beach. Even if the police find us, I cannot go to jail. I recall the experiences of other displaced travellers that I have heard over the past few months. The police never fire bullets . . . When they order you to stop you need to run as far as you can. Don’t freeze . . . My shoes are laced up tight.


The truck moves again, a bit further than before. One more push will take us to the ocean. I am nervous as a child, it torments me. I want the dark weather-beaten man to order us out of the truck. But he is engaged in conversation with the driver and waves his hand to signal quiet. The little bastard keeps laughing mischievously under his breath. He is probably the only one with no fear – for him this is just an exciting game.


The Sri Lankan couple’s arms are around each other’s waist. They are a reassuring picture, sitting with their heads resting alongside one another.




A comforting feeling /


Two bodies merged; arms, waists and heads /


All merged together /


Their bond is reinforced /


They bond in resistance /


They withstand the anxiety.





With another scream – louder this time – the truck takes off and then halts less than a hundred metres ahead. The motor screams – the truck is a hunter, struggling to catch its prey, it cries out with relish now that it’s in its grasp.


The smuggler with the weather-beaten skin orders us to step out. I am at the end of the truck with The Toothless Fool and we don’t wait to get caught up with the hesitant exit of the women and children – we jump down from the side of the truck. The babble resumes, the ruckus of men and women and the screams of children disrupt the tranquillity of the beach.


We can’t see the faces of the smugglers who walk ahead of us waving their hands to direct us to the ocean. They yell at us to shut up. We are a group of thieves in the night trying to get across as quickly as possible.


The Blue Eyed Boy and The Friend Of The Blue Eyed Boy are – as ever – ahead of everyone. They wait on the shore, their backpacks beside them. The smugglers rush us. The sound of the waves from the roaring ocean muffles other noises. This is the first time I have seen the ocean while in Indonesia, after three fearful months of airports and beach towns.




We have arrived at the ocean /


The insane waves move back and forth along the beach /


They seem eternal /


A tiny boat sits a few metres out from the shore /


No time to delay /


We have to board.
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Mountains and Waves / Chestnuts and Death / That River . . . This Sea




When humans struggle over territory /


It always reeks of violence and bloodshed /


Even if the conflict is over a location the size of one body /


On a small boat /


And only for a period of two days.





There’s a deafening commotion in the bridge. A conflict between frenzied men vying for a place to sit has reached fever pitch. The Toothless Fool and The Penguin have laid themselves down next to the captain’s chair leaving one space free for someone else. I place my backpack between their weary bodies and lean back on it. After sitting on the truck’s hard wooden floor for hours I am relieved to park my aching backside relatively comfortably.


The younger men have all found places to sit, after a competition which seems pointless to me. They have occupied all the floor space of the sleeping quarters and the families are now forced down into the end of the boat.


The Friend Of The Blue Eyed Boy gets comfortable next to his girlfriend, Azadeh, in what might be the worst spot on the boat. Even though he boarded the boat faster than everyone else, he ends up having to squeeze in next to the families. Of course he’s reasoning that Azadeh shouldn’t have to lie in the sleeping quarters next to all the ogling young men. The Blue Eyed Boy got to rest in the best spot, right next to the captain on an old piece of foam cushion left over from a chair.


The young men in the sleeping quarters shout and swear at a few families, forcing them too to sit at the end of the boat. Even the Sri Lankan couple are forced out of a sleeping chamber – and this unfair wrangling leaves them without a place. For a long time they just stand there with their baby looking for a place at the end of the boat as others stare back at them unforgivingly.


Down at that end of the boat I can see it’s a struggle to find a suitable place to sit. All the women are being screamed at in such a cowardly way; it’s totally inappropriate. Every spot is wet and uncomfortable and it isn’t clear what all the fuss and yelling is supposed to achieve. Among all the confrontations and quarrels the Sri Lankan family lose out.


In the midst of the fracas, as the women and children try to settle into their hard and uncomfortable positions, the boat takes off; like a heavily pregnant mare cantering carefully across a dark prairie of water.


We are on our way to Australia.


My spot isn’t too bad. I rest my head on my backpack. The captain is just a step away from me. I can easily see the direction we are moving in on his compass – south – and the kilometres we are covering, which gives me a false sense of assurance.


The boat travels slowly and calmly over small waves and is getting further from the shore. All the ruckus has ceased and silence falls over the boat. The only thing that can be heard is the rhythm of waves beating the prow of the boat. With the help of the weak light from the lamp fixed above the captain’s head, I can see dozens of exhausted people sleeping alongside each other. The long trip through the jungle and the constant jolting of the truck has worn everyone out and they lie there in rows. A mix of tired faces.




The dimensions of a boat /


Unfamiliar waves /


Waves of a foreign ocean.
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The sky is looking brighter. Little by little, golden glimmers of sun appear on the distant horizon. The captain’s assistant shifts back and forth to the engine room, and a few others are standing around.


I can see The Friend Of The Blue Eyed Boy sitting right at the end of the boat. He is like a picture, the pride of youth. Azadeh’s head rests on his lap as he looks out at the waves and all the exhausted faces around him. A young guy with a ponytail is sitting next to a kind of window frame in one of the sleeping quarters. His wife sleeps right beside him. He watches The Friend Of The Blue Eyed Boy gripping the edge of the boat with both hands. The Blue Eyed Boy stands next to the captain, busy eating a bag of red apples. A young man – a robust muscular guy – is awake in the stern. His wife and child rest their heads on one of his large arms.


But these are the only men whose bodies resist sleep. Sleep does not seem to take hold of them. Even The Toothless Fool, who always has absurd things coming out of his toothless mouth, is silent, crashed out with his head on The Penguin’s stomach. The Penguin’s duck-feet spread out even wider than usual. The well-built young guys, who were most vocal and arrogant when aiming insults at women and children while boarding, now just lay there in deep sleep. The Kurdish family are also crashed out. Even their little bastard of a son is drained of energy. He looks like a corpse lying there in deep sleep, although now his face shows signs of childhood innocence.




This is a sleep that transcends ordinary sleep /


It induces unconsciousness /


Pale faces /


Drooling from the mouth.





My eyes are heavy with sleep, but there’s nothing like curiosity, adventure or fear to keep me up. My natural disposition keeps me alert and spirited, and it won’t let me rest. I can’t be constrained to this one spot. I leave the bridge and spend some time wandering through the motionless bodies, from one end of the boat to the other. It’s a mess. Bodies are twisted into one another. Even the normal physical boundaries between families has fallen apart. Men lie in the arms of another’s wife, children lie on the chests and bellies of strangers. It seems they have all forgotten the shouts and insults of earlier, and all that energy spent establishing gender-based order, because everything is disrupted now. The sovereignty of the waves has collapsed the moral framework. Even the young Sri Lankan family, whose bond is maybe the strongest of all on board, has fallen apart. The husband is in the arms of the man next to him, the wife has her head on the bicep of another man, and their child has ended up across the thighs of a different woman.


It’s daylight now and I see the boat has covered a large stretch – more like a small gulf – in a few hours, so far that the shore is out of sight. Only ships and fishing boats scatter the sanctuary of the sea. We are clearly in Indonesian waters, still close to the shore. But the waves are getting bigger and wilder and the boat is beginning to be jounced. The captain manages the waves with skill – his face is dark and sunburned as he guides the boat between the fields of large waves, but his cigarette is always lit. His assistant moves back and forth between the engine room and the bridge. His hair is greying but he seems to receive orders from his young captain and apply them with alacrity inside the engine room.


As we move further and further away from the shore and into the expanse of the ocean, the waves become more belligerent. Then the small motor on the edge of the port side of the boat, the one which pumps water out of the engine room, falls silent. The worst possible occurrence for a forlorn boat carrying all these unconscious people. Immediately, the captain’s assistant starts attending to the dormant motor, pulling the starter rope over and over again with all the speed and might his muscles can muster. But the motor just keeps groaning and turning off.


It’s all over. I hear the captain suggest we should return. I can’t contemplate going back to the coast, a place haunted by homelessness and the fear of starvation. The danger of being arrested by corrupt Indonesian police and being deported to the place I had fled throws me into a panic. The Blue Eyed Boy, who is standing by the captain, shouts out that there is no choice but to proceed – we can’t go back.


The Young Guy With A Ponytail curses at the captain. ‘There’s only one option: to continue on the same course at any cost!’ The captain holds the helm but he mimics cutting his throat – indicating doom. Even though he’s young, he has experience of many seas. He is trying to help us understand the perils of the risk we wanted to take. But he can’t persuade anyone to his course, not even with all his experience.




The decision is made /


Pursue the adventure /


We feel that we have burned our bridges /


Only one option remains /


Only one way forward /


Advance /


Move forward into the expanse of the ocean.





Those of us men who are awake must now do the work of the small water pump; we have to bail the water out. The boat is leaking, we have to compete against water coming in through a hole in the hull. The captain’s assistant supplies two small buckets and goes over to the engine room. The Blue Eyed Boy is standing on the steps leading to the engine room so I position myself outside near the gunwale to make a chain of three. The captain’s assistant fills a bucket with water and passes it to The Blue Eyed Boy. He passes the bucket to me. We keep up a brisk pace even amidst the roaring waves that are beginning to surround us.


Water enters through the hole, we scoop a bucketful, pass it through our hands, and empty it out. As soon as the first bucket empties, the second bucket arrives. The captain’s assistant is so swift I’m quickly worn out. All I can see are buckets of water, tanned limbs passing buckets, The Blue Eyed Boy’s young and frightened face.


Mountains of waves rise and fall.


There’s nothing we can do; the water is filling up the engine room – it’s half full – we shouldn’t have let it rise so high. The Friend Of The Blue Eyed Boy and The Young Guy With A Ponytail are on the other side of the boat, busy with the broken water pump. They are trying to work the oil, the belt and the cranks that won’t sound.


And this tough battle for survival takes place while all the other passengers are crashed out on the deck. We bail out buckets of water onto the roaring waves. As they empty, we become hopeful and our spirits rise. But our fortitude depends on the level of the water.


Over the other side of the boat, where The Friend Of The Blue Eyed Boy is, the water pump starts a couple of times, but each time it switches off again. The Friend Of The Blue Eyed Boy and the others dismantle and reassemble the water pump a few times. All their energy is centred on the bits and pieces of this small, horrific creature. Each sound from the pump inspires hope. Each time it turns off, the hideous sound of waves beating relentlessly on the body of our boat dominates again.


All their effort culminates eventually in an enormous screech and the pump is kaput. We’re sure now there’s no hope for that scrappy pump. Now the frontline of our unjust war against the ocean, our fight to embrace life, is tied up in a single spot: the hole at the bottom of the boat which is expanding by the second.


But as I look, I see the water is reducing with each bucket-load. We are reaching the floor of the engine room. The tables have turned and I feel empowered: we can empty all the water back into the ocean. We are confident that we will reach our destination by noon the next day. Now the water in the engine room has reduced, I have a chance to rest, to walk around the chaotic boat. I want to wake the others up. I want to make them aware of the near-death experience.
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All over the deck people are piled on top of each other in unshakable sleep. A few of the stocky young guys have left their sleeping quarters and are leaning over the edge of the boat. Their faces are bright red from the intensity of the sun, and as I get closer I can see they are drenched in yellow vomit and seawater. I shake their shoulders and yell at them until they understand the situation involving the waves and our brush with death. But they only respond with groans, foaming at the mouth. They are so weak and impotent that they can’t even put a sentence together. There’s no sign of those arrogant, insolent youths who had harassed the women and children at the beginning of the journey. Their muscles are no help to us like this.


The families are twisted up together at the end of the boat. I note the Sri Lankans have reclaimed their little baby.


I lift the heavy arms of a mother and father from the sternum of a child who is practically suffocating, and place them on the child’s feeble legs instead. I don’t want to disrupt the sacred family unit while they are in the depths of sleep, but I don’t want the child to suffocate under the limbs of its parents either. I see in this moment that the child is connected to its mother and father, held in the sanctuary of their arms. I embed the image in a corner of my distressed mind so I can visit it every so often.


Tragedy has struck our boat already, but the craft still proceeds at a steady speed, like a song in tune with the highs and lows of the waves.




A caravan of weary bodies /


Stooped and in motionless sleep /


Deep in the expanse of the ocean /


Swept away by those giant waves /


I smell the scent of death.





I feel an amazing sense of dominion and terror equally in my skinny frame and tired muscles. I should return to the engine room.


The water has invaded and is now rising higher and higher again. The captain’s assistant is alone, filling buckets of water, climbing up the short flight of stairs, and with all his strength, emptying them back into the ocean. As water is bailed, some spills back onto the deck and runs under those lying there. The Friend Of The Blue Eyed Boy and the others sit in their former positions – they look more bewildered than ever. We are tired and burned out but I think we feel a sense of solidarity, a common cause. We must find the will to stay awake and struggle. Sleep means death. I start to bail out the water again. This is no time to sit around.


I devour one of The Blue Eyed Boy’s apples in a few bites and stand on the steps. I exchange my spot with The Blue Eyed Boy, a small change that makes no real difference to my tired muscles. It makes no difference whether I stand on the steps or on the edge of the boat; what matters is that we consistently fill and empty buckets, that we keep them passing between us. The captain’s assistant fills a bucket and passes it to me. I grab an empty bucket from The Blue Eyed Boy and pass it into the engine room. Rhythm and acceleration, control and speed – moving hands and buckets with thin handles. One full day of struggle against a hole that keeps widening.


No matter how much water we empty, the level hardly reduces. It has risen up to the waist. The Friend Of The Blue Eyed Boy and the others return to the pump, even though we can all see it has switched off for good. We are like someone falling from a great height, grabbing at anything. In striving to escape death, a belief in miracles arises. Faith intervenes. It would be a miracle to hear the roar of that water pump.


The Robust Muscular Guy exerts all his strength on its cranks – nothing happens, nothing at all. The water pump is a corpse, as unmoving as the bodies all over the deck.


Horrific waves bash us from all sides, they make a dreadful noise. Our poor boat – they are now almost double the size of those earlier – it’s almost splitting in two. The boat shakes so violently that the captain’s assistant loses his focus – water is dumped on our heads instead of overboard. The sea bashes at us from all sides and the water in the engine room rises higher and higher. The captain’s assistant is remarkably swift, he wears us out and puts us out of step. We drop buckets, lose focus . . . and in these short clumsy intervals we fall behind.


The captain jerks the helm left and right without pause – he waves over at The Friend Of The Blue Eyed Boy to fetch his assistant. He goes to the bridge, it seems a new command has come through. That lean and experienced sailor has worked tirelessly for hours. He leaves a huge gap in our line and a feeling of turbulent distress and unnameable fear. Moments later, it seems, the water gains confidence and climbs the walls of the engine room, the waves attack the body of the boat with renewed fury. The Friend Of The Blue Eyed Boy fills in for the captain’s assistant in the engine room, but he can’t compare in strength, and he’s too weak to put up with the smell of burnt gasoline, it’s so strong it brings tears to one’s eyes. The Robust Muscular Guy appears in the engine room; now he is stronger and nimbler than The Friend Of The Blue Eyed Boy. And The Young Guy With A Ponytail takes my place on the steps. As we swap out, the chain keeps bailing.


[image: image]


I want to see the Sri Lankan child; the image of that child draws me to the stern. I step over lifeless bodies with mouths open and drooling. I move towards the families, looking for the Sri Lankans.


The baby’s lips are dark and swollen. It rests on its mother’s chest, but is breathing more steadily than earlier. Such a feeling of safety, the mother–child bond. Suddenly, The Toothless Fool comes to and drags himself to the side of the boat. He throws up copiously, down to drops of acidic yellow bile. One of the arrogant young guys stands up in turn, stares at the roaring waves, and pisses on both the pile of vomit and his mates nearby. He looks possessed, like someone who has lost his senses after a haunting. The horror of the sea has mesmerised him. He no longer cares where he pisses.


[image: image]


The water is full of gasoline from the engine room. The captain’s assistant is submerged with rags and a stick trying to find and block the hole in the bottom of the boat. We are useless and can’t help him. We can only witness his struggle; anxious spectators of his work. The water reaches his ribs, he dives in again with the stick and rag, his face blacker each time he emerges. He has barely uttered a word this whole time; but his visage holds the might of a warrior whose exploits are lost to the annals of history. The bulging veins on his arms, calves and shins are a message to men, women and the sea. They cover his bony frame like a net. His gaunt and wrinkled face seems to have been sculpted by the sea and its merciless waves. His agility and eerie silence makes me think that for years and years he has been fearless, toying with death and the dark stormy nights as a way to pass time; it is second nature to him.


Shaking his head, The Toothless Fool arrives at the hatchway to the engine room – his face covered with shock. Obviously, he hasn’t got his bearings yet after a long, deep sleep; he seems unable to grasp what’s going on. The young guy who pissed on the other lads seems to still be undergoing a kind of mental and physical convulsion. I suppose he’s also trying to understand what has befallen us and our rotting boat. Nevertheless, the captain seems unfazed by all the action in the engine room. He yanks the helm vigorously, and his cigarette remains lit. His authority over both waves and boat is such that his presence is even felt in the engine room, despite that damn hole. An unspoken power connects him, his assistant, the boat and the sea.


The assistant continues to exert himself under the gasoline-polluted water. Blocking the hole could avert the boat and passengers being dragged down into the whirlpool of waves. Although the power and severity of the sea is such that it feels like at any moment the boat could split in half, even if the leak is fixed. Some of the waves are so high and heavy that the boat lifts metres in the air. They bash the bow and sides of the boat and shake us all, especially the kids, with their weightless frames and nothing with which to tie them down. Waves pick up speed and toss us all around the boat’s mouldy deck like a carousel; bodies squash up against each other. The edge of the boat is the scariest spot; the impact of a heavy wave could fling anyone standing there off the carousel. Caught up at the top of a wave, the boat dives into a trough, landing with a quake that feels strong enough to split the boat apart. It’s being destroyed by these mountains of waves attacking us. It provokes a trembling fear deep in our hearts and souls, like vertigo before impact. The rotten boat is close to capsizing. It finds equilibrium for a short moment, only for another crushing wave to knock into the bow without warning.


The waves pound the bow rhythmically, more severe than before. Even more terrible than the tremors is the horrendous sound each time we’re hit, you’d think these giant waves were crashing into seawalls of solid stone.


The captain’s assistant finally manages to plug the hole with rags and a stick. Without a word he springs into action, bailing the water inside the engine room. He quickly fills the buckets again and passes them up. The Blue Eyed Boy, standing on the steps, resumes his role.
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It’s midnight. Completely dark. The formidable waves beat the body of our splitting boat without interruption. The smashing waves engender a mixture of terror and lament in our thoughts.


The front tip of the boat ruptures and water bursts out from under the family members, still lying entangled. The sealed hole in the engine room resigns itself to the pressure of the waves, and the water rises again. The other passengers all wake suddenly from sleep, to be confronted with death. We are all damp and numb, but we all continue bailing, knowing we could be dead in a blink of an eye.




This whole mess /


In the darkness of midnight /


Looks like death /


Smells like death /


Embodies death /


The cries /


The screams /


The swearing /


The knocking about /


The sounds of the small children /


The heart-wrenching and painful sounds of the little children /


These sounds transform the chaotic boat into hell.





The buckets speed up and the water is quickly emptied. It seems to me the women are fighting off death even more bravely than the men. Their maternal instincts make of them predatory she-wolves; they stare down the ocean, revealing their sharp teeth.




In the depths of darkness /


On the verge of losing all hope /


One still maintains a little glimmer of hope /


Deep down inside /


A tiny light /


About the size of a speck /


Like a distant star /


Is spotted on the horizon this dark night.





All our hopes are focused on one tiny luminous point in the distance. A common will takes form in solidarity and struggle. What is the connection between our survival and reaching that insignificant bright spot? The far-off light feels vital; a call to war, a call to fight for our lives.


But inside the sleeping quarters, hope seems to mean reaching out for help from above. The ensuing sounds of prayer and recitation make one’s hair stand on end.




The musical sound of the spiritual odes infuse horror /


The cacophony of religious recitations is deathlike /


The haunting performance of lament evokes anxiety /


An alarm into the atmosphere, and into the hearts and minds of the travellers /


The harrowing harmony of holy verses brings Judgment Day down to earth from the heavens.





This fear is worse than death I think. Hearing musical odes of faith and ritual chants, the children cling to their mothers. Tears shed by souls from the realm of life-after-death combine with the chanting and supplication.


The Sri Lankan couple seem more afraid than everyone else. The chanting of unfamiliar prayers must be to them strange and foreign sounds. Those odes mix with the children’s whimpers until it is like being stabbed by needles; it cuts us all up inside. Their innocent screams override all the other pointless and frightening noise.


The blind will of a wave strikes the sleeping quarters. The blind will of scared people clings to some metaphysical force or illusion in these last moments; they don’t dare stare death straight in the face. Like bellowing deer, they forage for their salvation within these eerie harmonies.


The Toothless Fool, who is a Christian fleeing persecution, makes the sign of the cross with his hand with every wave that smashes against the boat. A choir of crosses and hymns, verses in Arabic, in Farsi, in Kurdish and so much more . . . an echo chamber of chilling recitations.


I remember the obnoxiousness of the Kurdish man from the truck – now he holds his little bastard of a son in his arms and sobs. His anguish seems partly for the terrifying waves and partly for his terror-stricken child. I see that in this moment when everything is about to come to an end, his wife is ashamed of his tears. She looks around, confronting the disdain on the faces of the others, and nudges her husband’s side with her elbow so he will stop humiliating them both. It’s interesting to see how she cleaves to the demands of convention, even now, during this breathtaking crisis.


In the commotion, people weep aloud and in private, but I am silent. Mortality is our fate and I have no choice but to accept and embrace it. I could cry and surrender to oppressive fear, or I can accept its bittersweet inevitability. The path of death and the flow of life are both made manifest in our bodies; the empty vessel is subject to destruction. I imagine myself looking back from an unknown place beyond – myself looking back at me. I see a dead body, but with eyes still alert, struggling to survive.




In that moment everything is absurd /


I search in my unconscious /


For whatever shaped my existence /


In the depths of my mind and soul /


Or the ground /


For belief in a god /


Or a metaphysical force /


I don’t find anything at all.





For some moments I exert everything to reach something far down inside the deepest existential places of myself. To find something divine. To grab at it . . . maybe. But I uncover nothing but myself and a sense of enormous absurdity and futility.




Pure absurdity /


Futility /


A feeling similar to living life itself /


The very essence of life.





This realisation makes me brave. So, right at that moment, I light a cigarette, take a few drags, and inhale the smoke into my lungs, into the most abused organs of my body. I have accepted death. Yet immediately, my fear reasserts itself. Feelings of futility and absurdity and an overbearing terror begin to fuse in astonishing ways. Terror reigns, and the absurdity of life usurps it – simultaneously. It is a unique experience; but then, I am undergoing these feelings for the first time. I accept death, and while engulfed in this maelstrom of noise and oppressive anxieties . . .


I drown in the vortex of sleep.




The ruckus of our terrified group /


The sound of weeping in the background /


The beating of waves /


The petrified, silent screaming /


The tormented wailing /


Waves rocking a cradle containing a corpse /


All within a domain of death and darkness /


My mother is present /


She is there alone /


Travelling over the ocean or emerging from within the waves? /


Where is she? /


I don’t know /


I only know she is there /


Alongside me /


She is afraid /


She is smiling, and she is weeping /


Shedding tears from years of sorrow /


I don’t know /


Why is my mother cheerful? /


Why is she weeping? /


I witnessed a wedding celebration with rituals of dance /


I witnessed lamentations that dictated demise /


Where could this place be? /


Grand mountain peaks covered with snow, full of ice, abounding in cold /


I am there /


I am an eagle /


I am flying over the mountainous terrain /


Over mountains covering mountains /


There is no ocean in sight /


From all ends, the territory is completely dry /


The presence of ancient chestnut oaks /


The presence of my mother /


She is always present.





. . . I am in one of the sleeping chambers, asleep. I can see myself; I am looking from alongside the Sri Lankan woman. No, from the perspective of her embrace. I can see my skeleton smoking a cigarette in the corner of the room. I am sure this place isn’t Kurdistan. The location is the ocean, the boat is crumbling, it is filled with empty buckets, and full of punctures with water spurting out . . .




Again, the vision of mountains upon mountains /


There are so many mountains /


A series of mountains together /


Mountains within mountains /


Mountains that carry on and on /


Mountains that are hiding chestnut oak trees /


The mountains are barren /


There is not even a tree in sight /


The mountains transform into waves /


Transform into aggressive waves /


No, this place isn’t Kurdistan /


So why is my mother here? /


Why is a war going on in that place? /


Tanks, rows of tanks, and helicopters /


Blades of battle and dead bodies /


Piles of the dead and women’s cries of mourning /


A children’s play swing hanging from the branch of the chestnut oak tree /


Girls wearing flower-patterned dresses, with musical instruments /


A war is taking place /


Shedding of blood and playing of music /


Mountains and waves /


Waves and mountains /


Where is this place? /


Why is my mother dancing?





. . . I awake in a panic. Darkness everywhere. The distant light had travelled closer. It is larger and brighter. There I am, inside a sleeping chamber. Screaming and wailing can be heard from below. It is a warzone. The whole place is beleaguered by waves. I haven’t moved from my spot but notice that the waves are fiercer and more belligerent. I have been all over the boat. In one moment, my soul searches the whole place. Our fears are closer. I am under siege . . .




A scene of valleys /


Valleys full of chestnut oak trees /


In the furthest depths of the valley is a river /


We are surrounded by waves /


The darkness is pitch black /


I am an eagle flying through a frightening dreamlike scene /


Through the beauty of the waves /


The chestnuts are being swallowed into the depths of the valley /


Into the river, into the waves /


One by one they slide down the steep slopes encasing the valley /


They are sliding down the vortex of waves /


The river will swallow, and continue rising /


The river of terror swallows the chestnuts, and rises higher and higher /


The slopes, the confines of the valley, are closing in – narrowing the valley /


I am an eagle flying above the peak /


A river below follows me as I proceed /


I am carried by wings of desire /


They rise higher and higher, taking me up to the heavens /


There are no more chestnuts there /


There are no more valleys /


There are rivers everywhere /


There is a sea /


No, it is an ocean /


There is water everywhere /


We are confronted by the sky /


We are confronted by water /


Why is my mother dancing? /


Why is she crying and dancing? /


The mountains, the waves /


The chain of mountain ranges /


The waves, the mountain ranges . . . /


The boat is a wreck /


Split down the centre /


Caught in the whirlpool of waves /


Calls for help /


The rescue boat is nearing /


Its sails resting over the centre of the sky /


Screams for help . . . /


Help . . .





Help!


I wake in a panic. I have been sweating. It was a nightmare; a nightmare within a nightmare. I can see daylight. The sleeping chamber is full of terrified people. They are screaming deafeningly, screaming for help. There is a ship – standing only a few metres in the distance.


I can’t believe it, we are a step away from that glow – we have arrived at the light. There’s a ship here, now, full of sailors restless with concern. We have been rescued; I mean we are on the brink of being rescued. Our vague, distant hope has become tangible.


It happens quickly. It has come to this. The whole engine room and the prow of the boat are full of water. In the end the water is victorious; it has raced ahead of the buckets and the captain’s assistant, who hasn’t stopped bailing. The boat feels extremely heavy. A strong piece of long rope connects us to an Indonesian fishing vessel and the sailors on board I can see looking over at us. The captain and his assistant board the other vessel. The sea is . . . still. Perhaps the fact of a rescue has persuaded it to calm.


They throw a small motorboat in the water and initiate the rescue operation. Everyone wants to board. But they dictate the terms – women and children first. The motorboat does a complete circle around our boat, which I swear is going to sink to the bottom of the ocean at any moment. Eventually, the motorboat sits at the edge of our vessel. Four people – women and children – board. It takes a few minutes for the sailors to lift up the women and children into their boat.


I sense the stress of the fit sailors working to rescue us. We can’t wait, this rotting boat is full of holes and at the end of its fight, we’re about to capsize. We can’t move from our places on the boat even; we can’t disrupt the equilibrium. It’s a balancing act involving the weight of the waterlogged boat, the calm ocean and our worn-out, pummelled bodies.


I can’t believe we have held death at bay – my fear intensifies. I have experienced life with all its glory and had thought death was relegated to the periphery.




Realisation of one’s mortality /


Traversing through the mysterious labyrinth of death /


Subsides our fears and conjures up our most beautiful moments /


By embracing life /


Death becomes even more terrifying and horrific /


Death and life are two sides of the same coin /


Death follows on from life /


And death is the sweetest form of life.





Now that death is more remote, my fear of death has increased – it is more horrific, more terrifying.


The small motorboat transfers a few more people to the ship. The sailors pull up the limp bodies of women and children. The Kurdish family board. The husband, that bastard, jumped on ahead of the other women and children.


The Sri Lankan couple reach the edge of our boat only for other families to greedily push them aside. The man has the baby in his arms but he lets the others ahead, maybe fearing that the child might fall. They board after all the other families. The rescue of the Sri Lankan child comforts me and lifts my spirits as if I had been saved myself. The baby is in its father’s arms. Its mother doesn’t take her eyes off the infant for a second. My eyes follow the child – my eyes, the eyes of a foreigner, together with the loving eyes of the mother, both stitched to this infant’s little body. Our concerned gazes are transfixed by this child.


Now, with the women and children rescued, the masculine competition begins. No-one is willing to give an inch. The arrogant young guys jump on the motorboat. I think The Blue Eyed Boy is sick; his lips are extremely dark and swollen. His hands are shaking. He should get on the boat as quickly as possible, but he holds back saying, ‘No, let others get on, don’t worry. We’ll be on board in a few minutes.’ For two days The Blue Eyed Boy hasn’t even closed his eyes – he looks completely disoriented. He has been working for many hours and no doubt, like me, still sees buckets being emptied before his eyes. I think this scene will be engraved on our minds forever.


The motorboat travels back and forth between our boat and the ship. There are possibly twenty people left on the roof. It pulls up to the port side of the boat and slows. The Blue Eyed Boy, The Penguin and a couple of others prepare to board. But, right at the moment The Blue Eyed Boy is to jump into the rescue boat, our boat flips in the opposite direction. I’m standing on the roof when it occurs; we have come so close to capsizing over the last two days . . . and now it’s actually happened, the boat is gone completely in less than a few seconds.




All our dreams, all our fears, all our brave souls . . . /


All drowned /


A massive disaster into a massive disaster /


Sinking into mountains of waves /


Drowning into the darkness /


Sinking into the bitter ocean /


Swallowed up by the ocean /


Swallowed up without mercy.





With the weight of a boulder, the boat bashes us onto the surface of the ocean. I penetrate the water, into the darkness of the ocean, accompanied by the boat, accompanied by its slashed carcass.




Down . . . /


I sink further down /


I sink further down /


The boat is pursuing me /


Trying to catch me /


Catch me and pull me within it /


Death has arrived /


More serious than before /


More horrifying than before.





Death arrives again, exactly at the point when life had gifted us a reprieve. I am alone. No-one else around, just me.




Even more vulnerable /


Even more terrified /


I am just kicking and swinging . . . useless /


I am exerting all my energy . . . totally blind /


I am in the depths of the ocean . . . so scared /


I shut my eyes /


I am too frightened to open my eyes /


Fear of the dark /


Fear of the harsh ocean.





I close my eyes rather than leave them open and witness the darkness of the deep sea. I feel a power watches over me: my guardian watching from above? I can see myself all the way down here, kicking and swinging underneath the boat, the boat that pushes me down into the ocean. Losing control and about to pass out, I have a brief moment of clarity and manage to find refuge by imagining myself elsewhere – away from this boat and all these people who, like me, are flailing blindly in the water. I can sense them – all fighting for their lives. And I can sense the sailors watching as we capsize. I can sense the passengers on board the ship watching the situation that they had dreaded.


I take control again, a new lease of life, and I swim with my body working at full stretch. I have to distance myself from the boat that is bent on taking my life. I get further and further away, using up my last breath in that last moment, breath I have been holding down in my lungs. My guardian watching over me sees a man swimming beyond the limits of his strength. I swim like I am jumping through rings of fire.




I am on the threshold /


Entering the labyrinth of death /


Perhaps the essence of death involves war /


Both living and dying at once /


I swim through my own hallucinations /


All these images /


The constructions of my own mind.





Perhaps the boat has sunk to the bottom of the ocean ahead of my small frame. Perhaps I was captured within the maelstrom and swim trapped on the spot? Whatever the truth, whatever my hallucination, I resign myself. I must reach the surface, reach for oxygen, reach for the vessel above me.


I am out of breath. Still I swim for the surface and break through a small wave, gasping for air. I open my eyes and a wave smashes over me. Down I go once again, my insides full of water. I am suffocating under the weight of salty and bitter water infused with the taste of gasoline.


I lose control. I’m dazed. I pull myself up to the top of a wave as fast as I can, swimming feebly, my guts heavy with water. I can see the other boat in the far distance. I can also see the maelstrom – the place the boat sank. A bunch of our group are hanging off a long, stray piece of wood. Cries of distress ring in my water-blocked ears. Backpacks and buckets are scattered all over the water, I see shoes drifting away.


I am inspired by this sight of the group of men wrapped around the makeshift raft. My arms and legs are motivated into action, and I plough through the heavy waves. During that moment the balance of life and death vacillates; life comes closer and death is held at bay, it seems.


I swim towards the others; their wails are muted by the grandeur of the waves. I move closer, only to be thrown back by a large creeping wave. My muscles give out; they freeze up. The image of floating corpses passes through my distraught thoughts. But before me is a spar of wood and a group of men all shouting at me, though I cannot hear them. The power watching over me imprints on my mind the sight of corpses caught in this whirlpool of waves. I swim towards the spot where the boat disappeared. I’m caught in the dizzying waves; I reach for my saviour in the form of that spar of wood. I reach for a piece of wood from a boat that has been at war with this sea for two days. A last gift to its passengers.




A battle is taking place /


Waves toss my weary body /


Dying under waves /


Death reigns over life /


A reality too hard to accept /


Totally bewildered.





I get closer, closer to the piece of wood, closer to the group, but every new wave plunges them underwater for a moment. Every time their heads surface, their eyes flick back to me, a man struggling to stay alive. They must feel a sense of safety as they watch me fight against the waves; and hold the wood even tighter. They encourage me, screaming support; urging me to keep fighting. Their backing redoubles my efforts.


Only a few more yards to go. A short piece of rope is attached to the wood. I grab it and yank myself over to the makeshift raft. Hands reach over to me in aid – I’m on the wood, with the others, all of us gripping it and each other extremely tightly. Another battle, launched on another battlefield. I feel I have only just escaped the danger. The waves keep crashing recklessly onto our heads. We drown for a short period, then we fill our lungs with oxygen before another wave smashes over us. We drown under the pressure of that wave, then are free once more for a few short moments.




The waves beat on the crushed and bashed bodies of the damned /


Life comes and goes /


Death comes and goes /


On and on.





Dumped under a merciless wave, there is some relief in the gap before the next. The pressure underwater is so great that I feel ripped apart, ripped away from the group and in danger of being carried off by the waves. Every time I go under, something sharp, like a nail or knife, stabs me in the legs or torso. It cuts and slices into me. Some animus in this wood seems to collaborate with the sea trying to force us to give up and let go. It feels like there are incisions all over my legs. At one point, the onslaught of waves and the onslaught of the spikes protruding from the wood hits me simultaneously. Pain from two places, hitting from different sides, but both with the same aim: my submission – to extinguish my muscles and force me to welcome death.


When our heads rise above the water we keep our eyes on the motorboat. Erratically, it accelerates and circles around us – it manages to pick up a few people floating on the waves. The Toothless Fool is one of the warriors fighting to stay alive, he floats on the water like one of the backpacks. I lost him during the commotion when the women and children were boarding. And now, just when he looks ready to give up and submit to his fate, a powerful arm grabs him by the neck and pulls him out of the water. Like me he has had to battle against the waves, but he is rescued before reaching our raft.


This rescue occurs to me as a series of distorted and broken images. Just like a scene from a film consisting of a few frames, separated from one another but interconnected: hands waving; men on the brink of exhaustion; the dark of the ocean; the presence of the motorboat; the dark ocean; bodies pulled up into the boat, completely debilitated; and finally the sound of the motorboat moving away, and the wake it produces. The waves continue to bash and beat at our bodies; the spikes protruding from the wood continue to stab and cut us from below. Attack from two sides continues. The ripping sensation continues, tearing us away from this spar – the sense we are being pushed to surrender continues. My eyes look for one thing and one thing only: the motorboat.


I am imprisoned for a spell under the oppressive waves. I resist, using all the power my muscles can muster. When my head reaches the surface I look around for the motorboat in a crazy panic. And then an incredible, wondrous vision from beyond imparts to me:




Righteous is the one who can see /


I horrify, like a wayward sensibility /


But, my god, could I ever be a frightening being? /


I, I who was never anything more than a flimsy, stray kite /


Upon the rooftops of a misty sky . . .





The attacks of the foaming waves now seem wilder than ever before. Perhaps with the arrival of the boat, the sea has quickened, intent on swallowing its sacrifice – or its sacrifices. The motorboat seems inadequate. It collects four more people from the group of us hanging off the wood. We are now a disjointed chain. Out of all the passengers, only a few are left – we few who have waited for hours and hours as prey for the black angel of death. We may be wounded, but we are still fighting . . .


The sea seems to have an extraordinary desire to pull down the piece of wood and its distressed and exhausted passengers. The wood has become sodden and starts to sink – it could all be over at any moment. I have nothing left and can’t even wave my arms. I black out for a second. But letting go of this spar means certain death.


The motorboat returns suddenly. It circles around us. It adds some small waves to the deadly larger waves assailing us and then stops. Immediately, hands reach out to save me. I feel like a small animal caught in the talons of a skilled hunter.


Moments later a number of young sailors heave my bony, wounded body up over the sides of their ship; their arms smell like the sea. They lay me out on the dry deck. I lie flat on my face and my ears register the wailing and crying of our traumatised group.




The ocean has performed its sacrifice /


That river . . . this sea . . . /


The meeting of both at this juncture.





The Blue Eyed Boy is dead.
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