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For Soni


I’m walking along a lighted street in Central Jakarta, close to my hotel. Last night I was introduced to all the tooting and droning, the swarming mopeds that drive through the tolerated chaos in all directions. Earlier in the day I met the people at the Erasmus Language Centre. Learning Dutch is becoming popular in Indonesia. Tino guided me through the Old City. As a child he was adopted by a Dutch couple and at twenty-eight he came back to live in Jakarta. The shared story is about adoption, too. I looked at the relics of colonialism, sat in a bajaj and ate sweet soup in Café Batavia. I spoke nothing but Dutch. 

				This is my first independent voyage of discovery through neon and new smells, through the ‘Where are you from?’ of a group of Africans. I feel like an abnormally large woman with abnormally large breasts and it strikes me I’ll have to study the timetable of Transjakarta, a bus service with a lane to itself, apparently my only way of braving this traffic. But now I need to eat.

				When I walk out of a small alleyway and into a big street he’s waiting for me. He’s my age and he’s got a moped; he can be my guide if I’d like. A choir of men’s voices led by my father strikes up a powerful ‘Don’t do it!’ in my head and I say: ‘Okay.’ I feel I can read in his eyes that everything is going to be fine. It’ll be fine. His name is Soni.

				Later I’ll remember that the street was empty for once at that moment. Soni will testify to the odd feeling that came over him: as if we’re secret agents, meeting up for a mission.

				We ride through the sleepless metropolis, the wind on my clothes, my arms round his waist, again to the Old City, past a Portuguese church, past the largest mosque in South East Asia, along a street called Harmoni. He shows me a bridge that used to open when the Dutch were still here. Little boats come into the city from the harbour. ‘This could be river like Danube,’ he says. ‘But it’s filthy. This is Indonesia.’ A short distance away, prostitutes are soliciting.

				As for the succession of colonizers, he’s decided they belong to the past. We ride past the Holland Bakery, with a little windmill on the roof, and he shouts above the engine: ‘Is crazy that Holland people were here. Is my country! Why they come? Hahahahaha!’

				We have something to eat and something to drink and he tells me about his life. In his earliest memories he is six and living without parents in a railway station. He polished shoes, delivered newspapers, played guitar a little. At seventeen it all went wrong when his shoe-polishing kit and his money were stolen. That led to a fight and a prison term. At first he didn’t want to live any more, then he did, and resolved never to fight again. He taught himself to read and write, and to speak English, from books. Recently a bit of Japanese; people need to stop being angry with the Japanese. It’s still difficult without a diploma. There are many like him, people the country doesn’t care about. He rented a little wooden house by the river, until it flooded a fortnight ago, along with his chickens, his laptop and his TV. All he has now is a mobile phone and a moped that will take him another three years to pay off. His most realistic dream is to sell T-shirts from a stall. He makes up slogans to put on them. For the time being he trades in stickers. He likes reading biographies, recently Ronald Reagan’s, as well as books about biology, plants and trees. The best time of his life was when he helped a man who’d been adopted by a Dutch couple to trace his Indonesian parents. For a moment he had felt like an angel, then. He once tracked down his own parents, but that’s a story he doesn’t want to tell. He kisses the money I give him and thanks me effusively. We arrange to meet up the following day. I hadn’t expected any of this. 


*


Tintin sleeps badly. From four o’clock onwards impassioned praying keeps me awake, then a hellish thunderstorm is unleashed. The flood carried four children who lived next door to Soni away, three were later found dead. He doesn’t want to have children until he can rule out a repeat of his own childhood. The love of his life left him eight years ago. At ten o’clock he’s waiting in front of the hotel. He’s bought a little plastic raincoat for me.

				We ride to the flooded houses and the tents the government has erected. There are too few toilets for three hundred and fifty people. He can shower in a hotel.

				Several men stand guard on a roof, moving through the houses now and then to prevent theft. Next week it’s Soni’s turn. A crowd has come to look; a TV crew is making a news report. Many people greet him. 

				After the chicken soup he takes me to a bird market, to the cocks. A prospective buyer tests a fighting cock. They jump at each other, hackles raised and toes locked together. The cock that runs away loses. Policemen are keen on it too. 

				Soni shows me the school that Obama attended as a child. He lived here with his Indonesian stepfather and came back to visit as president. There’s a touching statue of a little Obama with a butterfly on his finger.

				Then we go to a building where in seven broad storeys precious stones are cut, polished and sold. ‘I show you Voodoo stuff. I don’t believe paranormal. I sometimes believe paranoia. Hahahahaha!’ I understand completely.

				In Chinatown we go inside the largest Chinese temple in Jakarta. It flooded a fortnight ago as well. I see people swimming in an alleyway, two little heads above the water. We ride through deep puddles in a moped swarm. The insane traffic, pedestrians climbing over wheels and bumpers, men selling toy aeroplanes between stationary cars. People are returning from a demonstration against traffic chaos, but perhaps they’ve been paid to attend. Everyone looks at me in amazement. I’m the one odd bee in the swarm.

				Just in time he manages to stop a child falling off a moped; he gets a Chinese person’s stalled engine going again; he gives money to all the beggars. An angel. Suddenly he’s sitting on the ground rolling up my trouser leg so that it won’t get wet. I tell him he’s the hero of my story. That’s fine by him. And the Jakarta he’s showing me – I must write about that as well.

				The Chinese, Chinese Indonesians, came here in several waves of immigration. They make up five per cent of the population and trade is in their hands. At a Chinese market I see live frogs and birds tied together like cloves of garlic, baby-bird soup, tubs filled with small eels and big turtles. I’m not hungry.


*


I smoke clove cigarettes; they keep the insects away and bring me into contact with people. Such as Vina, at the Seven Eleven next to the hotel, a beautifully made-up woman of forty-five with a Union Jack on her sweater. She starts on about korupsi, a word that frequently occurs in conversations with Soni. She can’t get hold of enough money for her youngest son’s school leaving exam. Meanwhile rich people buy yet another car. ‘Sorry, sorry, Annelies, it makes me too angry. Hahaha!’ She doesn’t believe the situasi will improve when a new president is elected in April.

				Again I’m told a life’s story. She grew up in Aceh, north of Sumatra. She was sixteen and heavily pregnant when she found out that her husband had two other wives. He was always exhausted and he had a heart attack. That’s what happens if you want three wives! She roars with laughter. Oh well. Not a bad guy, all things considered.

				Didn’t she ever think about remarrying? Yes. Aceh was one of the places hardest hit by the tsunami in 2004. She moved to Jakarta with her sons. The youngest and her mother still live with her. She makes ends meet as a masseuse. She stands outside hotels at night and approaches men, nothing erotic. She doesn’t earn very much money with it.

				Almost three years ago she started a relationship with a good client. A beautiful Japanese man: never been married, such a good heart, a dream. He sent money that she and the whole family were able to live on, visited her as often as he could and texted the most loving of words when he was away. Her mother and his family agreed to a wedding. And then, after months of eager anticipation: nothing. In the end it was her brother who picked up the phone: ‘Dear Vina, don’t be sad.’ Her fiancé had been buried under rubble at work and suffered a bad head wound. In front of the Seven Eleven she experiences it afresh: ‘An explosion in my heart! An explosion!’ He fell into a coma, then he died. She takes his photo out of her wallet. We look at it together. It was her youngest son who begged her to be happy and strong, to work again, so that he could get his high school diploma. That sweet, clever boy can make her laugh. As we end our conversation she asks, in a quieter voice: ‘Annelies, do you want massage?’ I promise I will. Tomorrow. A birthday massage from Vina.


*


The deceased Indonesian writer Pramoedya Ananta Toer was also born on the sixth of February. In the novel of his that I’m reading, one of the main characters is called Annelies.

				‘Oh! Is your birthday, Annolisié! I find guitar! I make song for you!’ Soni still calls me Annolisié.

				We look at a collection of press photographs at the Antara Gallery. A Dutch woman playing saxophone in 1949, the year of independence according to the Dutch. A blown-up page from the magazine Actueel wereldnieuws in 1933. On feast days, I read, the generosity of the faithful draws the beggars to the mosque. In the Chinese temple I visited it was the same, so soon after Chinese New Year.

				What kind of fruit are those on the tree across the street? Soni says they look like koldi. And then, with a face that suddenly seems to have serious doubts about my intelligence: ‘Koldi? Adam and Eve? Garden of Eden?’ He finds it hilarious that where I come from the story is about an apple. ‘Koldi,’ one of the museum staff confirms, with the same amused, slightly disbelieving look at me, the strange bee.

				I find Vina’s birthday massage borderline erotic after all. But that’s okay. It’s my birthday.


*


Soni picks me up at five-thirty in the morning to make sure I’ll be at the Senen railway station in time. Last night we bought tickets there for Yogyakarta, on the black market because at the ticket window they’d run out. Vina thought I was supposed to leave at four-thirty, so she rang me at four. ‘Sorry, Annelies!’ It’s not the first time she’s shown motherly concern and the meddlesomeness that goes with it. Such as: ‘You with your tomboy clothes. Didn’t you bring a nice dress?’

				The overcrowding in the station illustrates something that applies almost everywhere: the big city is a magnet for country people hoping to make some quick money. A man is trying to get onto the train with a songbird in a cardboard box but that’s no longer allowed. Soni remembers how until a decade or so ago the trains were stuffed full with animals. And how he used to climb onto the train roof to travel without paying.

				As we ride out of Jakarta I see people living next to the tracks, almost on top of them, in hovels between rubbish heaps. It’s terrifying, those children right next to the moving train. After that come endless rice paddies, the beautiful forests, the villages, the mountains in the distance.

				Between Soni and me everything happens in extraordinary harmony. We discover we share an obsessional neurosis, as I would call it, but he calls it character. The fact we’re becoming friends is great and confusing. We have a lot in common, but I’m privileged in every way: economically, and because I have someone who loves me waiting at home.

				In a restaurant in Yogyakarta he takes a guitar off the wall. Damp-eyed, we sing ‘Imagine’. I turn out to be a speechless hippie. 

				On a hired moped we ride past the biggest university in Asia. At the shadow theatre we giggle at the audience nodding off. Preserved colonial legacy, statues commemorating independence, protest posters for murdered journalist Udin, colourfully lit carts, the Sultan’s palace, blindfolded people trying to walk between two pillars who are continually pushed aside by ‘a force’ hanging there – and not once do I have to think about directions or arrange anything; Soni makes me float through this country. He turns out to know ‘Brother Jacob’ in Dutch and then he sings ‘Leaving on a Jet Plane’. I’m sitting on the back and I’m right in the moment, which, at the same time, I can feel slipping through my fingers. 

				After we’ve drunk a beer in a bar with a loud cover band, Soni has an attack of separation anxiety. It’s true. This is not a fairytale. He says he’s found an angel and that angel is going to disappear again soon. And that I – for God’s sake – mustn’t think he’s saying this because he wants my money, or wants to get me into bed. We sleep in adjacent rooms with reality between us like a tumour.

				In the morning I say it would break my heart if he regretted we’d ever met and I ask him: do you regret it? He doesn’t know what to answer, and what do I want: ‘Happy or honest?’ I say ‘Both’. Despite our Buddhist sympathies we climb the Borobudur Temple with leaden legs. He becomes the guide again and he asks me a question. If there’s something at the bottom of a deep well that I want to have and I can’t reach it, do I think my arm is too short or the well too deep? My arm is too short. An answer that pleases Buddhists. He doesn’t know the one about the glass half full or half empty. The glass is half full. I conclude that we have a positive attitude after all. That makes him laugh. Next he confesses that, despite courage and self-improvement, he often feels bitter and exhausted, but he says he prefers bitterness and exhaustion to brutality.

				We go to the Affandi Museum, with paintings and sculptures by a famous Indonesian artist, and visit the Hindu temple of Prambanan. And we’re smiling again, chatting with people who work in the rice paddies. Everywhere are orchards, fruit stalls, flowers. The rich soil, the abundance. One of Soni’s stickers has the slogan ‘Mati karena Sakaw nasi / di negeri yang kaya padi.’ Yearning for rice in a country rich in rice. In his email address at the bottom it says ‘sakaw duit’. He translates: ‘Craving cash.’ 

				In a performance by the Ramayana Ballet I see girls with coloured beards. They’re playing monkeys, I think. The emphasis here is on hands.

				Next morning in the train we eat rambutan and salak, fruits I’ve not tasted before. We ride into Jakarta past the industrial zone, a prison, then the trackside residents again. Around sixteen million people now live here.

				I just have time for a shower before taking a taxi to see Kees, director of the Language Centre, who has invited me to dinner. Everything fashionable has moved to the southern district of the city. Kees and his friend Wawan have a garden full of birds; there are cockatoos that flirtatiously let people stroke them. We eat in a spacious restaurant that has a Belgian owner. Here it becomes clear that not all Indonesians are poor. The upper classes nowadays adopt Polish children. 

				Through the window of the taxi taking me back to the hotel I see the glittering buildings, the construction workers, the bridges. So much. So different. This story is writing me.


*


In a holiday resort in the north of Jakarta, Soni and I walk past beautiful trees and out over the sea on a circular wooden pontoon. As we drink Vietnamese coffee, The Beatles blare from the speakers. There’s the hippie, the staff must have thought. ‘Jai gu-ru-hu deva om,’ there’s no end to it. We talk about what the people are like and look out from another pontoon at a marina with a row of unlikely mansions beyond it.

				We end the day in the large park around the National Monument, erected by Sukarno. The trees here were fetched from the villages, so that it became a real park straight away, not a collection of baby trees. Above their proud crowns the full moon appears.

				The cheap food is healthy, fast food expensive, so most people eat healthily. The staff at KFC – a chain well represented here – eat at the cheaper Indonesian places themselves. I can’t remember the name of that dish with tofu, tempeh and peanut sauce, and I’ve started speaking appalling English with a Belgian accent and a slightly Asian intonation.


*


The Museum Nasional – known to Jakartans as Elephant Building – has its origins in the collection of the eighteenth-century Royal Batavian Society of Arts and Sciences. It houses valuable items, but attendants were bribed and a great deal was stolen. It has statues from the thirteenth century BC of gods and goddesses that are still worshipped today. Many figures with straight lines for mouths and arms round raised knees. Soni practices his Japanese on a visitor. Then we find ourselves deeply moved by a little figurine on a roof ornament, the only work for which no information is provided. We call it the Punk Baby.

				In the south I step into the Zoo like a cowboy. Saddle sore. When my guide has finished laughing he tells me that all the Japanese tourists he’s had on the back of his moped ask for the same thing: first they want to see the Komodo dragons in the zoo, then they want to buy a penis gourd from Papua New Guinea. 

				People take pictures of the animals. A young woman asks whether she can take one of me. ‘Because you are a long-nose,’ says Soni. I knew that already: ‘whites’ aren’t ‘round-eyes’ to Asians but ‘long-noses’.

				In my hotel room I watch BBC World. Ongoing riots in Thailand, a demonstration in Cambodia that has got out of hand, historic talks between China and Taiwan, a handshake in slow motion. In Britain the Thames is causing widespread flooding.


*


On the square between the malls in Central Jakarta, metalworkers are demonstrating for minimum wages. Anyone who doesn’t wear a work uniform when demonstrating invites suspicion that he’s an underground communist. There seems to be a demonstration every single day. I’ve seen Muslims of the stricter variety assemble here too.

				In the Chinese wholesaler’s, Tanah Abang, carriers rest on big white bags of clothes. Until five years ago Indonesian textile factories in West Java provided work, but the Chinese import their own workers, from China. No one can compete with their bargain prices. I’m not to think that Soni hates the Chinese. But something has to happen urgently to make their economic dominance bearable for the rest of the population.

				The more expensive the clothes, the higher the air conditioning and the softer the music in the mall. After a shivering trek past displays of Versace and Rolex we go to a department store selling clothes made in Indonesia. That brand: ‘Peter says Denim’. Shouldn’t it be ‘Peter says to Denim?’ And what does Peter say to Denim, then? I explain to Soni that denim means jeans. ‘But who is this Peter?’ Near one of the shops is a cardboard figure with ‘Denim’ written above him. So he does exist.

				Pasar Raja represents a climb up the social ladder: chic Arab clothing on the ground floor, expensive batik on the floor above. Soni has tattoos with batik patterns around his upper arms.

				A bookshop sells paint with the brand name Rembrandt. Most of the books have English titles, even though they’re in Indonesian.


*


My talk at the university in Depok goes smoothly. Suharto moved the huge campus out of Jakarta. If the students revolt, no one will be particularly inconvenienced. On this land there used to be three villages. A few rubber trees recall the plantation belonging to Mr Cornelis. A lecturer tells me about his research on the language situation in Brussels. On the way back I see a restaurant called ‘Gebraak’ (‘vomit’ in Dutch) and the ‘Kaka Laundry’. 

				In what remains of the afternoon, Soni takes me to the seaport. We had been here before. Unfamiliar ships; sacks of rice being unloaded; little boys jumping from a boat into the water. Containers are the same everywhere. Now we’re looking at the harbour from the Bahari Museum, where Dutch colonizers stood and surveyed the docks, until the Japanese turned it into a military observation post.

				‘Look at the fat cats,’ says Soni when we get to the fish auction, and he’s right. I’ve seen a great many scrawny ones here, but now we’ve reached feline Walhalla. A little later: a stunning view of the skyline from a place that stinks. ‘This is Indonesia!’

				His guitar-playing friends sing happy birthday to me in Indonesian – eight enthusiastic men and one pampered long-nose. We sing together as well. A man of eighty-two happens along. He has a beautiful voice. I’m given an armband. The small glass in my hand is continually topped up. Soni says I don’t look drunk when he drops me at my hotel, but the next morning my head and stomach think very differently about that. I’m like something those fat cats dragged in.

				I don’t believe the Belgian ambassador and his two assistants, with whom I have lunch in the Grand Indonesia, notice anything. The ambassador pines for the time when he owned nothing besides a bicycle, and a few Beatles records.


*


Soni shows me his new dwelling. I’m expecting a hovel and it’s exactly that. ‘Is only for now,’ he says. ‘It’s better than the river,’ I say. A pity he can’t breed chickens here. He’s sad that Hitler, one of his chickens, drowned. 

				I’ve bought him a secondhand laptop and a modem. Tears and hugs. Slightly stoned from the approaching farewell we go to buy baby clothes for Atifah, his friend Liontin’s daughter. She’s eighteen months old and sleeps at the station, where her young, depressive father grew up. Soni has always tried to protect him, so often saying to him: no children, Liontin. Officially Atifah doesn’t exist; she doesn’t have a birth certificate.

				There are Indonesians in Jakarta who are called immigrants. They haven’t got any papers, because that costs money. There are people who add child after child to the streets, and then give each one away. The newest baby is used for begging. Street life isn’t just having a fun singsong together, of course. Even if it’s also that. Soni wants to be able to adopt Atifah one day and send her to school.

				We ride to the park where Obama once played, in a street with houses belonging to generals. Children take photos of each other with their tablets. One of the embassy staff told me she’d talked to someone who went to school with Obama here. He told her they bullied little Barack mercilessly, because of his colour. ‘If only we’d known,’ he said.


*


Vina gives me a goodbye massage. Vina. When she texts me she always writes ‘hahaha’. It’s such a shame I have to leave; her mother’s already said I should come to dinner some time; she hasn’t had a single client the past two nights.

				I go for a night out with Soni, to a café with Indonesian women who sing ‘Welcome to the Jungle’, and a lot of long-noses. 

				Next morning I jump on the back one last time. Coffee. Juice. In both cases full-bodied and close by.

				Then I take my leave of Kees among the birds. I chat with Tino. Soni knows him from TV. The search for his biological parents brought him a bit too much attention as far as Tino is concerned. He concluded that it’s a question of who takes responsibility for you.

				I arrive at the airport late. We spot each other immediately. He’s found out where I need to be. It’s too abrupt. Be strong. Write. Give my love to Denim. Yogyakarta is buried by volcanoes. Jakarta hurtles on unabated. Our embrace is bowled over. Waving farewell through a window. And away. At the gate the tears come, fat as the raindrops here. ‘Are you okay?’ asks a long-nose. As I was leaving Amsterdam I saw someone just like this myself.

				Boarding.

				Who takes responsibility for you.

				Soni.

				

				





Translated from Dutch by Liz Waters
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of Japanese: people need to stop being angry with the Japanese. s il diffcult without a diploma. There.
are many like him, people the country doesn't care about. He rented a e wooden house by the river until
it fiooded a formight ago, along with his chickens, his laptop and bis TV. All he has now is a mobile phone
and  moped that willtake hin another thre years o pay off. His most realisic dream is {0 sll T-shirts
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