
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
Author’s Note 
It took me twenty-four years and a number of attemp ts  
to write this story down. This reflects the amount of time  
I needed to really understand what had happened to me  
during those October days of 1968, and the impact t he  
events reported herein have had on my life ever sin ce. 
 
Sandji Bandarenore died in 1991 in desperate povert y, 
as was reported to me by my Italian sailor friend P atrizia 
Gandolfini. I have never had an opportunity to cont act 
him after October 25th of 1968, or to return to Bal i. 
 
I strongly support every kind of “no-tolerance” pol icy in the  
War On Drugs, including the extreme measures establ ished  
by the government of Indonesia that came to threate n my 
life. 
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Not A Chance In Denpasar 
 
We had built a folding table from an old palette, and when folded 
away that thing really looked like, well, any old palette forgotten to 
be stowed - “why’s that shit still sittin’ there, damned!” - but to its 
upside we had nailed a plywood panel covered with fine green 
felt. You only had to hook the two chains onto the rib and the two 
fasteners on either side to the eyes provided, and there you’d 
have the finest gambling table you ever could imagine. 
 
The whole thing was located on the platform in front of the stairs 
leading down to the engine, right behind the crew mass, and 
between their patrols the bunker guard used to gamble their hires 
away on it. 
 
The Old Man was not supposed to know; he had seen enough 
during his God knows how many years of seafaring to be strictly 
against gambling, alcohol on duty, women aboard, against 
switching watches, leather soles and other nuisances. Especially 
on this trip - that was supposed to be the last one before his 
retirement - he seemed to be willing to spread out all of his 
experience in order to teach us youngsters the right attitude to 
the whole thing of seafaring. He spent hours with us telling 
anecdotes full of pedagogic value, of real seamanship, moral 
cleanness and true comradeship - one felt really elevated 
afterwards, somehow cleansed and full of good intentions. 
 
No mistake, we liked him, the Old Man; he was a sort of a 
seasoned battlehorse, stemming from a different world, but 
who’d care, it was his last journey as a captain, and if you’d pay 
attention, you’d pick the cue to laugh with him right on time. 
 
But as I said, he was not supposed to know about our gambling 
table by the stairs. 
 
So we played blackjack and straight poker like crazy on this 
boring trip. Always had a third eye open in the back of our heads, 
and when the Old Man made his rounds, the table would fold 
away in no time and look just as innocent as the bunker guard. 
 
The crew of the Pere Lindstrom consisted of several Swedish 
officers and navigators who mostly kept to themselves, two 
Dutch deckhands, hard, seasoned, and taciturn men with no 
emotions to reveal, and a number of temporary workers. Those 
usually were locals, Filipinos and Malays, recruited in one port 
and let go in the next, hired for the sole purpose of doing the dirty 
work on the derricks. 
 
As a staff officer, I was the only one of the Europeans on board 
who dealt with them on a daily basis. I hired them, assigned them 
their quarters as roommates of the regular crew members, 
organized their work shifts, and kept an eye on their drinking, 
smoking, and gambling habits. 
 
Since our Singapore landfall, at the end of a 3-week, endlessly 
boring trip through the Indian Ocean, I had myself a quarter 



mate; his name was Angelo. He seemed to be a nice guy, well-
spoken and educated, although our work schedules did not allow 
for too much of a communication between us. He was good-
looking, and at some point I had the impression that he might be 
gay, but he never made inappropriate advances towards me, and 
he kept the quarters clean; that was all I needed to know. 
 
We had Madura on starboard and the Kangean Islands on port, 
when we learned that the engine parts we were carrying would 
not be unloaded in Singaradja as planned, but on the south side 
of Bali, off a tiny village called Sanur. That news, meaning 
another day and another night off shore with the passage through 
Lombok Strait, caused a bad downslide to the spirit aboard which 
had been sleepily peaceful so far. Now, we would have to unload 
the heavy boxes unto those damned Balinesian lighters, which 
never happened without yelling, cursing or injuries; even deaths 
were talked about among the more seasoned sailors. The Old 
Man promised us one more day off but that did not really cheer 
us up. 
 
The Filipinos and Malays in the crew had already lined up their 
dates with Singaradja girls. They spent the whole day in the radio 
den reorganizing their fun, prattling and excited. I prepared my 
travel bag for landfall and then spent the afternoon on deck 
watching the island as it glided along on port.  
 
When evening fell, the rim of the Gunung Batur crater appeared 
behind the giant massive of Gunung Agung, huge and majestic, 
though crippled by its violent outbreak a couple of years before; 
at the same time, on starboard ahead the bold silhouette of Nusa 
Penida rose from the horizon. Due to the reefs off Lembogan we 
kept close to the Bali coast, crossed Badung Strait shortly after 
midnight and reached the roadstead off the Sanur reef at dawn. 
 
Although I had been up all night, I did not feel tired at all. The 
mild and friendly breeze of this Indonesian morning was calming 
and relaxing to my mind. The sun hit the sky behind Nusa 
Penida, brought life to the shadows. On the beach, people came 
from their houses, shallow boatlings glided towards our vessel 
and besieged it like greedy wolves.  
 
At seven sharp, the customs officers came on board to inspect 
our cargo, check the loading papers and have a drink with the 
Old Man. We cleared the derricks and started to unload the bulky 
engine parts – A/C equipment for some newly built hotels - unto 
the shaky lighters. 
 
Around midday, everything was off board and except for a few 
bruises and hearty curses, there had been no difficulties worth 
mentioning. I let the heavy hook of the aft derrick glide into its 
booth, hauled the tackle tight with the winch and made sure 
everything was tied up and secured before I reported all clear 
and stepped down into my quarters. 
 



Angelo, my gentle and friendly quartermate, had already cleaned 
up when I came down. I threw my razor, soap and toothbrush 
into my travel bag, closed my locker and went upstairs. 
 
For a while, I had been full of anticipation for this landfall. Some 
things I had read, many others heard: About gentle people living 
on Bali, beautiful women with eyes that look deep into your soul; 
lots of music, dance and fun; exciting antiques and wonders of 
nature such as the Lake of the Spirits in the giant cave of Goa 
Karangsari, the crater lake of Gunung Batur or the temple of 
Jukutan, whose altar, according to tradition, had been chiseled 
by wind and rain only. I was looking forward to become inspired 
by those beauties after the numb monotony aboard the Pere 
Lindstrom. 
 
The customs officer was a small sturdy Malay looking very 
serious and official in his green and beige uniform. Slowly he 
unpacked my bag, examined its bottom and turned it upside 
down. Then he laid my things back into it, one piece at a time. 
From other ports, I was familiar with this kind of ceremony and 
avoided every sign of impatience. Only when he picked up my 
spare shirt, stopped short, touched its front pocket, slid in with 
two fingers and drew out a small white package, I felt an ice cold 
adrenaline shock that made the sweat freeze upon my skin. 
 
“Wha’s dat?” He held the package with two fingers in front of me. 
 
I was much too surprised to react. My face must have looked 
pretty dumb, because he sized me with doubting eyes, then 
shook his head, held the package to his nose, opened it, 
moistened two fingertips with his tongue and tipped them on that 
white stuff, tasted carefully, tasted again and newly shook his 
head. 
 
“Dis’s drug!” This time his voice sounded sharp, a trace of panic 
swung in it. I did not know what to reply, just stood there like 
petrified and stared at him, at the package in his hand, at him, at 
the two officers who came running up. I shrugged my shoulders, 
helpless - then, when he handed for the handcuffs on his belt, my 
lethargy broke up like a haze. I ripped that package out of his 
hand, pushed it in his direction and yelled: 
 
“Wha’s dis? Dis’s drug? Man, that’s not mine, you understand? I 
don’t know how that got into my things! Never seen before! 
That’s not mine! Doesn’t belong to me, you understand? Not 
mine, okay?! Oh shit!” And this last one came from the bottom of 
my soul, because I realized that my landfall would turn out much 
different from what I had imagined. At this point, I did not 
recognize the whole of danger I was in - right now, 
disappointment was all I felt. 
 
He had remained calm, paled though under the copper of his 
skin. Demonstratively he laid his hand on the gun holster at his 
belt, took that package with his other hand out of mine, handed it 
over to one of his colleagues and stuffed the rest of my things 
back into my bag, watching me firmly with dark and gleaming 



eyes. Then, with a wink of his chin, he made me walk ahead of 
him to the jack ladder while one of the other officers was carrying 
my bag. 
 
The rest of what happened that afternoon I only remember like a 
dream, a movie with myself as main actor and camera man at a 
time - handcuffs, the customs boat taking us to shore, children 
frolicking about and old folks suspiciously watching from their 
porches along the dusty main road, the customs station, pale 
green curtains covering the gratings on the windows, a naked 
arrest cell, can’t breathe, out to a first interview, another officer, 
this one with a hat, who seems to tremble, constantly knocks on 
the table with his pen, the package lies between us, no, I don’t 
know how that came into my luggage, really don’t know - Angelo, 
my quartermate - last name? Don’t know - untraceable - I can’t 
believe it, this can’t be true – there’s no other explanation, but - 
he seemed such a nice guy - damned Malayan rabble - shaking 
heads, go tell your grandma - I seem to be talking to the walls, 
then it’s back into the cell. Then, in a stone age Citroen van 
through the mild Bali evening to the Denpasar police jail, the 
copper sun burns my eyes as it shines through the gratings of the 
rear window. Again personal data, interview, same crab all over 
again with the same reactions and the same result, another cell, 
clean this time, but it is cold, damn cold it is. 
 
The gratings reverberate in a few fevery spasms after the door 
slammed into its lock. Steps sound away, make space for the 
murmuring from other cells, hoarse coughing, rattling. I stand 
still, in catatonic stupor, listen without hearing, still don’t 
understand. This party is not funny any more, so, why the hell 
don’t we just get up and go home? I fumble for the iron gratings, 
touch them as cold, as final as they are, but I still don’t feel part 
of this. Lay down on the plank-bed and cross my arms behind my 
head the way I’ve seen it before in other, equally lousy movies, 
feel the snake in my stomach as it starts moving and presses 
lava up my throat, tears into my eyes without letting me drown 
away into the soft, merciful calm of weeping. 
 
No, I refuse to believe that I really am here. The pattern of the 
window on the opposite wall reminds me of something, distracts 
me, makes me feel dry and fevery. The surface of the soul: a 
scratch wound. Somehow, I manage to fall asleep, restless. A 
draft of air wakes me up, makes me shiver.  
 
The next morning - I had stood by the window since dawn 
listening to the sounds of the city - they brought me coffee. The 
door was open, inmates strolled by, eyeing in curiously, walking 
on; somehow it felt like normal life and so I was not really 
concerned. I also did not feel like leaving my cell room, it, on the 
opposite, seemed to be my cave to protect and shelter me. I 
spent the morning smoking cigarettes while seated on the edge 
of my planks, curious as to how this story would unfold. 
 
At lunchtime they rolled a cart with food along the cells. There 
was rice with a thin soy sauce on the menu. I ate it all, because 
my stomach felt empty, then I cleaned the tin bowl over the sink 



in the corner of my cell. I took my shirt off and washed my chest 
and shoulders, held my arms into the cold water for some 
minutes - it was good to feel the cold run through my entire body. 
I put my shirt back on without drying off and felt fresh and 
relaxed. 
 
How long would this take? It shouldn’t be more than a couple of 
hours until they found the real owner of that package, and then 
they would have to let me go. In the meantime, I would just try to 
be patient, adapt to the situation and make the best out of it. 
After all, this was a new experience, and bragging about it would 
make my seafarer’s tales more interesting to the folks back 
home. 
 
Yet for now, prison routine took command of my time, and that 
meant: Nothing happened. Several times I stepped out of my cell 
onto the hallway in front of it, trying to catch a glimpse on my 
fellow inmates and maybe start a conversation, but most of them 
were out in the yard, the others dozing in their cells.  
 
Dinner was the exact copy of lunch, white rice cooked to jelly, 
with soy sauce. I ate it all and felt as hungry as before. When the 
lights were turned off, I laid down and almost immediately fell 
asleep. 
 
The following day, it must have been around four o’clock, I heard 
loud voices, laughing and yelling from the entrance to the 
cellblock. I got up and looked out of my door. Something was 
happening, and that was more than could have been said about 
the first two thirds of the day. 
 
Two uniformed men came down the hallway carrying a tiny, 
shriveled person between them who was cursing and yelling at 
the top of his voice and kicked about with his spindly legs. The 
two cops held him by his long monkey arms and dragged him in 
my direction. They obviously had fun to see him scream and 
struggle because they laughed, pulled him up and let him crash 
down on the tile floor which did not seem to harm him. Right at 
my cell door, they lifted him up once again, grabbed his legs and 
threw that bundle in. I heard his bones crash behind me while I 
watched the cops laugh and walk back down the hallway. I turned 
around. 
 
My new cellmate stood up, swung his arms, stuffed his dirty white 
shirt into his belt and beat some dust out of his pants. When he 
raised his head, he was just as high as the windowsill. With an 
insecure grin in his eyes he stretched his hand out to me. 
 
“Hi, I’m Sandji. Nice to meet you.” 
 
“You too. Name’s Rick.” 
 
For a moment, he seemed to size me. His face was like a 
landscape, wrinkled and weathered, a network of countless fine 
lines, his skin earthy brown and leathern, his eyes alert and 



smiling - he pulled back his hand when I didn’t take it, shrugged 
his shoulders and turned to the two beds. 
 
“Which one is yours?” 
 
“I don’t really care. Take your pick. Last night I slept in that one.” I 
pointed to the other bed. “But it really doesn’t matter. The 
aroma’s the same, supposedly.” 
 
He smiled, short, looked at me again and asked: 
 
“Where are you from?” 
 
“From a ship, the ‘Pere Lindstrom”. She’s lying off Sanur. A 
Swedish vessel.” 
 
“I see.” The pause that followed was uncomfortable. I had the 
feeling I should say something. 
 
“How about you?” 
 
“Me? Well - I am from Denpasar; I live here. I mean - not here, of 
course,” he laughed and pointed at the concrete walls, “out 
there.” His hand described a bow across the gratings of the cell 
door, the hallway, the prison walls, to the outside. 
 
“And what brings you here?” I asked. He laughed again. 
 
“I am a thief.” He raised his shoulders and looked at me with a 
sly grin. “A thief, that’s what I am. Why should someone not be a 
thief, he - ? It’s as good a profession as any. I get along pretty 
well, only that the cops need to see me once in a while.  So what. 
They get me once out of ten times, and nine is good enough for 
me.” 
 
“But you’re not Indonesian, are you?” 
 
“Well, my family is from India. Doesn’t really mean anything. 
Indians have the reputation to be educated, correct and clean - “ 
he raised his hands and grinned, “that’s why nobody really likes 
them. Including me.” 
 
His ways to talk made me smile, even if suspicion rose in my 
mind: This sounds so generic, so diffuse, it seems too stereotype 
to be true. Who knows, maybe they put him into my cell as a bug, 
as a kind of ‘agent provocateur’, as a spy to find out what it really 
is about me, and of course he tries to make friends with me, 
that’s what he’s supposed to do in his job - I was full of paranoia, 
suspicious like a beaten dog, and the wall that came up between 
us could be felt physically. There was some sympathy coming my 
way and some sort of camaraderie, but I mistrusted this face and 
these eyes. I thought of Angelo’s eyes that I had trusted too 
soon. At the same time, I shrieked from my incapacity to simply 
accept sympathy. I had begun to mistrust myself. 
 



“And you? Are you Swedish - or - how do you say - a swedensic - 
“ he searched for the right word. I helped him: 
 
“A Swede, that’s what it is. Very simple. But I am no Swede. I am 
German. From West Germany.” 
 
“And how come you’re on a swedensic ship?” 
 
“Well - I’ve hired. In Rotterdam.” 
 
“Why?” 
 
“Why what?” 
 
“Why have you hired, in Rotterdam, to a swedensic ship?” 
 
“Why? Uh - just like - I don’t know what you mean - “ 
 
“Why didn’t you keep your ass at home? Why the hell did you 
hire to that crazy ship, why couldn’t you stay ashore, why - “, he 
acted it up to a craze, and he seemed to have fun with it. 
 
“Why? Why - why did the bear go around the mountain, he? 
Because he wanted to see the neighborhood, that’s why!” 
 
I looked out of the window and turned my back on him. I had 
acted the same way he had, but there was some seriousness to 
it. If you want to travel, there is no why, and if you want to sail the 
sea, you just do it. If you’d always think twice you’d have a lot to 
do and wouldn’t get anywhere. 
 
“And now you see a real lot of the neighborhood, right?” he said 
at very low voice. 
 
Hook and sinker. Exactly what I needed. I clenched my teeth and 
kept looking out of the window: The prison court, the walls, a 
street behind it, windowless building sides, roofs, roofs and the 
mountains in the haze - 
 
“Nice neighborhood. Think I like it.” 
 
He didn’t answer. For the rest of the evening, we didn’t talk, 
sneaked around each other like snotty kids. Only when they 
turned off the lights and the cellblock became silent, I had 
enough of it and offered him a cigarette. He sat down on the 
edge of his planks, inhaled the smoke and blew it out over the 
red glow. After three, four drags he snipped the ash on the floor 
and looked up. The wrinkles of his face seemed to be even 
deeper in the unsteady light, like the cracks in an old, gray and 
wise rock. 
 
 “Wanna talk?” 
 
I didn’t answer right away. There did not seem to be anything 
worth talking about, or was there? A misunderstanding, nothing 
more. Same story told all over again, why tell it one more time? 



Also, my mistrust came back to life: What did he expect to hear? 
Who would he pass on to what I told him? Was there a trap?  
 
Well, even if he was a spy, even if his kindness was only a 
masquerade: What else than my innocence could come up? 
There was nothing but the truth to be told. 
 
So I started talking, telling the whole story, how I got here and 
why, and I felt that I became aggressive while I told it, because of 
the injustice victimizing me, and I forced myself into a cooler, less 
involved way of describing. And the more I talked, the more I got 
rid of my mistrust and paranoia. More and more, I told him my 
story from the inside out, talked about my fear of not being able 
to prove that the package wasn’t mine, because Angelo 
obviously had drowned, and even if they found him, he never 
would admit to be the owner; I even talked about my insecurity if I 
could trust him, Sandji, or anyone else, and my fear to be 
exposed to a foreign law system I was not familiar with. And that 
the fact that I had not received any news for two days now made 
me wonder somehow if there was a real problem. 
 
When I had finished, Sandji got up, went to the window and 
looked outside. For a long time he did not say a thing. 
 
Then, suddenly, he asked without turning around: 
 
“You know what they’re gonna do with you?” 
 
Of course I knew - and the Old Man had told us over and over 
again - that possession of drugs and the attempt to take them 
into the country was threatened by death penalty in Indonesia. 
Death by hanging. But as of now, this knowledge had been an 
abstract one to me, unphysical and remote, it had not entered my 
personal, present reality yet. The thought to be killed for 
something I did not do was far too outrageous for my occidental 
spirit, and naively I still trusted my clean conscience. 
 
This short, dry question of Sandji’s all of a sudden made clear to 
me what absurd of a situation I was in. And for the first time since 
I was arrested, my nakedness, my weaponlessness slammed 
back into me at full power. My rebellion against being imprisoned, 
my acceptance of it and the attempt of getting along had only 
provided a thin cover to the main problem by making it seem to 
be a technical, peripheral issue. Now, suddenly, the threat 
became real: Dear God, this is about my life!  
 
And every way out seemed to be cut off, every plead I could think 
of was rejected even before raised. For a moment I sat there stiff 
and speechless, then looked up trying to say something, to 
defend myself, to explain - but not a word came out of my mouth. 
Every defense had been tried already, every explanation had 
been dismissed - no way out. No, there was no way out. I stared 
at Sandji who was standing there by the window, didn’t move and 
kept looking into the night - 
 
“Sandji: I am scared - !” 



 
He turned around, slowly, and looked me in the eyes. I felt them 
fill up with tears, slow by slow, without being able to hinder it, I felt 
them overflow and turned my head because I hated myself for 
this weakness. Sandji sat down beside me, and I sensed his 
hand massaging my neck, untying the nod in my stomach. The 
more the lava urged out, in sobs as dry as coughs, the more my 
resistance decayed, the lighter I felt, the easier was weeping. I 
lent my head against his shoulder and let myself go completely. 
 
He let me have my way, stripped my hair out of my face and laid 
his spindly arms around my back in kind of a protective gesture. 
But he couldn’t make it because he was so small and tiny that his 
arms didn’t reach around my big white back. His efforts were so 
comically absurd that I had to giggle in the midst of my crying, 
and Sandji picked up that giggle, increased his efforts unto the 
grotesque and fooled around until our laughter had banished the 
weakness. 
 
“Are you better now?”  
 
I sniffed. “Yeah, thanks. I’m sorry, it - it just hit me.” 
 
“No reason to be sorry. You’re still alive, and that’s what counts.” 
 
“Okay, but - I didn’t want to cry; I - man, I cannot afford to be 
weak, not now, you know?” And again the tears poured out of my 
eyes, ran down my face and I could not avoid it. Didn’t want to, 
this time. And again Sandji took me in his arms, soft and free of 
all comicality, and let me have my time to dissolve in my crying.  
 
After I had calmed down he took me by my shoulders, turned me 
around like a spineless puppet and lifted my legs up on the 
planks. Then he bedded my head in his lap, his hard, thin hand 
holding my face. 
 
I don’t remember falling asleep, but when I woke up, Sandji was 
sleeping with his head leant backwards against the wall and his 
hand on my shoulder. I had been dreaming and I tried to 
remember what but there were only some crazy, inconsistent 
scraps that did not make any sense. So I gave up and opened 
my mind to what was real. 
 
Sandji’s flat stomach slightly moved up and down with his equal 
and deep breaths, giving me a feeling of trust and shelter. Behind 
the gratings of the window I could make out a few stars, I heard a 
car and a far away laughter, then silence, deep and perceivable. 
The air felt like silk, so cool and soft. 
 
Not the worst of places for the end of a life, I thought. Where and 
how else would you prefer to die? I was surprised at how calmly I 
could consider my death, even if my situation called for a much 
different attitude. I realized that this was serious and absurd at a 
time; it meant my life, it was about my neck. This was none of the 
hazardous games we used to play in order to disregard danger 
with a smile. All the tools I had acquired to handle issues like 



‘death’ or ‘dying’ (coquetry: ’There’s no life after forty anyhow…’, 
frivolity: ‘There’ll be another chance to get killed..’ and arrogance: 
‘Once I’m ninety I’ll jump off the chair..”) did not offer any relief 
this time. I would have to face it, face death, even if I had not 
done anything to deserve it.  
 
But, wait! Who deserves death? Isn’t that just as stupid as 
asking: Who deserves life? This thing that was coming my way 
was not death by accident or by illness – with that, I could have 
been at ease, maybe. But being killed at the hand of men, on the 
base of law, a law I did not violate – what a waste! 
 
On the other hand: There had been beautiful moments in my life 
which I had enjoyed thoughtlessly because there always was a 
chance to come back. I had never found myself in a situation 
without options, and so everything out there seemed to be 
unlimitedly available. When talking about waste, guy, you better 
look at it from both sides! 
 
Now, this was not about discovering new frontiers or deep 
wisdom, not about leaving behind a brilliant memory to 
somebody - this was going far beyond that kind of vanity. It was 
about really making an experience, even being it the final one.  
 
If they would hang me, my opinion about the whole issue was of 
no significance anyway. Even the worst of consequences would 
already have been drawn, and so I was free to decide for myself. 
And I concluded to be scared but not afraid. 
 
It hurt, of course. My only weapon against this pain was: to 
accept it. 
 
I got tired again. Sandji’s steady breathing transpired his sleep 
through our skins unto me. I drifted away and I don’t remember 
having dreamt anymore during this night. 
 
The rattling of tin bowls in the hallway, the voices of the other 
inmates, and the brightness of the morning woke me up. Sandji 
had sneaked away under my head, he stood in the door and 
looked towards the breakfast cart. When he noticed that I was 
awake he turned to me with a grin on his face. 
 
“Seems they can carry you away when you’re sleeping!” 
 
I stretched, yawned, rubbed my eyes and blinked in the sun 
which flooded the hallway with clear, bright light, then took my 
coffee pot from the shelf and placed myself next to him at the 
door. 
 
“Well - let them carry me away. Okay with me!” I looked at him 
and smiled. 
 
“Hey, there you are again!” He cuffed me in my side. After we 
had received our coffee, we sat down vis-à-vis on our beds and 
dunked our noses into the steam. 
 



“Tell me something!” I said. Sandji looked at me over the rim of 
his cup. 
 
“What do you want to hear? The tale of the poor fisherman and 
the ballerina?” 
 
“Idiot. Tell me about you, your family, your country.” 
 
“I’d rather tell you about the ballerina - what a broad that was! 
Legs until the ass, and when she did the splits - my goodness!” 
He rolled his eyes in fake ecstasy and waived with his free hand. 
I purposely looked bored and waited until he’d finished. 
 
“Okay, okay, I’ll get over it,” he said, “So - what should I tell you? 
The name is Sandji Bandarenore, and they call me the greatest 
of thieves between Jalan Patimura and Hayamwuruk, terror of 
the east quarter, island champion of three finger draught, 
currently resident - because an idiot - at the government hotel by 
the stinky shores of Kelandis. Anything else? Oh yeah, best story 
teller of the bazaar, daily presentations, 50 Rupiah admittance, 
no children, please. By the way, did you hear the story of the 
ballerina and the - “ 
 
“Yes, I think I’ve heard it before.” He made a sulking grimace and 
played offended. 
 
“If you know it all, why the hell do you ask?” 
 
“Because I don’t know anything - you tell me about Jalan such-
and-such and the stinky shores of what-do-I-know, about the 
bazaar and these things - “ 
 
“Jalan means ‘street’, idiot, and Kelandis is the river down there, 
okay? And the bazaar is the place where I work for my living.” 
 
He got up, made a couple of steps as if he was walking through a 
crowd of people, looked around and smiled all of a sudden, 
approached an imaginarian person and stole that person’s wallet 
in the most elegant way with two fingers. Then he raised his hand 
to show me his loot, looked to his right and to his left, shrieked 
and let himself lead off by two non-existing cops, sat back down 
on his bed and covered his face with his hands. After a deep 
sigh, he spread his fingers and looked at me in terrible sadness. 
 
“You better find yourself a different tourist guide.” 
 
I shook my head, got up and started a discussion with one of his 
imaginary cops, pointed at him several times making clear that 
he was a completely honorable man and that I would guarantee 
for him, paid some Rupiah bills out of my empty hands to the 
cops and turned to him: 
 
“You are free. I’ve guaranteed for you.” 
 
“Shit. I thought I’d get some rest.” 
 



We laughed, and I sat back down on my planks. Sandji 
scratched his ear and then said: 
 
“Okay, so let’s play tourist and guide. You just came in at the new 
Kuta Airport, Ngurah Rai, and took a cab to Thamrin, and that’s 
where we meet, okay?” 
 
“Okay. What’s Thamrin?” 
 
“God, are you stupid - Jalan Thamrin is the street. So we are at 
the corner of Thamrin and Hasannudin, and across the street 
there’s Puri Pemecutan which is - “ he stopped my question with 
a waive of his hand - “the old palace of the Badung Rajas, the 
kings. Doesn’t really look like a palace, from the outside but let’s 
go in.” He drew some lines on the floor between our feet.  
 
“This first court, that’s the entrance. But here’s the inner court 
Jaba Tandeg. That’s where the action is. They have dance 
shows twice a week, with an orchestra and dancers and all - this 
is the stage - “ he marked it on the floor. 
 
“What kind of dance shows?” I asked. 
 
“Well, usually school presentations - the little girls dance the 
Legong, a slow dance to show what they have learned in dance 
school. The older girls dance the Barong, that is a mythological 
beast with brown fur, and the dance is about its struggle against 
Rangda the witch. There’s many more dances, as many as there 
are legends and tales. But most of them are local tradition and 
not shown to the public. Oh, by the way, as we talk about 
dancers - did I mention the story of the ballerina and the poor 
fisherman?” He grinned. 
 
“Yes, you did. I don’t think it belongs here.” 
 
“Well - “ he shrugged his shoulders and turned serious again. 
“That’s about it as far as Puri Pemecutan is concerned. Behind 
the second court there is Puri Dalem which is the inner court with 
the Bale of the royal family, and Pemerajan, the temple of the 
kings.” 
“How old is this palace?” I really felt like a curious tourist. Sandji’s 
guidance with many illustrating gestures had eased me into that 
role. 
 
“I don’t know exactly. All I know is that the palace burned down in 
the Puputan  and was reconstructed just as it was.” 
 
“What’s Puputan?” 
 
“Puputan?” All of a sudden, Sandji’s face turned very serious. 
“When the Dutch troops conquered the island, the Raja of 
Badung and two thousand of his people marched into the gunfire 
with bare hands. The Rajas of Tabanan and of Klungkung did the 
same. It was a bad slaughter, when the Dutch colonized our 
country.” 
 



“You seem to know a lot about history.” 
 
“Just things you learn in school. We are proud of what we’ve 
been through, and I think we have a reason to be proud. In the 
end, Bali was the last island of Indonesia to be colonized.” 
 
“And when did you become independent?” 
 
“We had the twentieth anniversary of Independence three 
months ago. Was not that big of a celebration because - well, 
they want to put Sukarno on the back seat right now. You might 
have heard that we have a new president - “ 
 
“Suharto, yes, I know. And? What’s the difference?’ Sandji 
laughed slightly. 
 
“Well, you know, politics - “ he made a disparaging gesture - 
“they’re all the same up there. Today one party puts their fingers 
in people’s pockets, tomorrow another one, some are clever, 
some are brutal, but in the end, they’re all the same.” 
 
“You think it is different anywhere else in the world?” 
 
“Don’t know. Never been out of the country, never wanted to, but 
- I think you’re right. There’re always those with power and those 
without, and those with power play their games on us. Right?’ 
 
“I guess that’s so. Unless those without power come to organize 
and - “ 
 
“Hold it and watch what you’re saying!” Sandji got excited. ”If they 
catch you with communist ideas, that’s bloody nose!” 
 
“So bad?” 
 
“Worse. A couple of years ago, communists tried to take over in 
Jakarta. It was a terrible fight, and many people died. And what 
turned up in the end? Nothing, zip, zero! Muslims and Fascists 
have the say now, there are political spies all over the place and 
Suharto is Big Brother with his fingers in everything.” 
 
“And which side are you on?” 
 
“Me? I’m on my own side, brother. I keep out of that game. It’s 
not very healthy to make the martyr or Mr. Savior around here, 
you know?” And, after a while, at a very low voice: “But I don’t 
know anybody who would not go with the communists if it came 
to the point. Or with the Muslim fundamentalists, and I don’t know 
which one is worse.” 
 
I tossed out one cigarette for him and one for me. We smoked in 
silence for a while, and then he said: 
 
“You know, everything in life is about power. You have it and 
you’re the man. You don’t have it and you’re just a little asshole. 
If there were people to acquire power for the only purpose of not 



making use of it - “ he looked at me with very dark eyes - “that 
would be it. Then we could go ahead and take care for the things 
that matter.” 
 
 We spent the rest of the day without talking. Sandji’s face was 
very serious, his leathern skin seemed gray and dull. Around 
noon he went down to the yard for half an hour. He asked me if I 
wanted to join him, but I didn’t feel like it. I stretched out on my 
planks and tried to think about nothing.  It was very warm, and 
the humidity was heavy on my lungs.  
 
Shortly after Sandji had returned, we heard the lunch cart in the 
hallway. But before it reached our cell door, two of the uniformed 
guards appeared and ordered me to step outside. Sandji was 
looking out of the window. I got scared. 
 
“Where do you take me?” 
 
“Come on.” The smaller one of the cops grabbed my arm and 
pulled me away from the cell. Between the two cops I marched 
down the hallway along eight or ten cells. I thought of old movie 
scenes where the hero knocked down the guards and escaped 
over the roof - bull. 
 
We reached the end of the hallway, turned left and came to a 
wooden door. I was ordered to turn my face to the wall and to 
wait until the cop had knocked and got in. After a few minutes he 
came back out and led me through the door. 
 
The room was bright and cold, an air conditioner was humming 
from the upper left corner of the window. Vertical blinds and 
modern furniture. A small, squat civilian sat behind the desk, his 
black hair neatly stretched to his skull and shining with pomade. 
He leafed through some papers and barely looked up. 
 
“Have a seat, please.” He continued reading for quite a while, 
after I sat down on the chair in front of his desk. One of the cops 
left the room, the other one sat on a chair in the corner behind 
me.  
 
Seemingly still reading the papers and without looking up, the 
civilian started talking. 
 
“First class merchandise, the stuff you brought along. Where did 
you buy it?” He abruptly raised his head and stared at me with a 
hard, slightly sarcastic look. His strategy was not bad at all; for a 
moment I felt surprised and insecure. Luckily, for a moment only. 
 
“I don’t know where that stuff comes from. It was in my luggage, 
okay, but I did not put it in there.” 
 
“But who did? Mr. Unknown? Or did it fall from the sky, just like 
that, and bang! There it was? Listen – “ he bent forward and 
lowered his voice by two degrees - “I’m here to help you. If you 
cooperate and tell me the truth, we’ll get it over with very quickly. 
You’ll get a fair trial, and that’s it. Just stop telling me any kind of 



story, understood?” With these last words, his voice had risen 
again, had become metallic and threatening.  
 
“I am not telling you any stories, for heaven’s sake! I had packed 
my bag the night before we anchored and left it in my cabin; I 
only put my washing gear on top and left.” 
 
“And who had access to your bag during the night?” 
 
I did not answer right away but let his question resound in my 
head. It seemed like he would at least consider the possibility 
that I told the truth. A shade of hope? 
 
“Well, basically everybody who came along. The cabin doors 
were not locked; and that morning virtually every hand was on 
deck.” 
 
“And you?” 
 
“Me too, of course. I was the foreman at the aft derrick and 
couldn’t leave. But I also had been on deck all night long.” 
 
“Okay, but you could have had the heroin in your shirt before.” 
 
“But I didn’t! Man, I never had anything to do with drugs! I did not 
even know it was heroin you found in there!” 
 
“Well, maybe nobody caught you so far - “ this triumphant look in 
his eyes made me aggressive. 
 
“Oh yeah? Well, if I really was such a smart crook, don’t you 
think I would have tried to hide that stuff somewhere else and not 
so easy to be found?” 
 
“I understand that you are upset now. But, too bad for you, now 
it’s too late.” 
 
“You have no proof against me. That stuff is not mine and I have 
no explanation as to who placed it in my bag. It wasn’t me, that’s 
for sure.” 
 
“What we can prove and what we can’t is not yours to judge. 
What’s for sure is that the heroin was found with you, and that’s 
all we need to know for right now.” 
 
I had no answer. What was there left to say? There was no proof 
on either side, the only hope I had was to be considered innocent 
until undoubtedly proven guilty. But who’d know what the legal 
system in Indonesia was like? Maybe they would take the 
appearance for proof? I would not be able to prove something 
that is not. Nobody ever would. 
 
He looked at me without saying a word. I tried to talk but I 
stopped short before the first word came out of my mouth - it 
would have been redundant to repeat what already had been 
said. He kept waiting and watched me wriggling. Only when I 



looked down and shrugged my shoulders, he played the ball 
back to me: 
 
“How much do you know about your quartermate?” 
 
“Angelo?” I looked at my fingers. Sure, Angelo could have done it 
but anybody else could have, too. I was hesitating to incriminate 
a person who possibly had nothing to do with it, and whom I 
would drag into the same terrible situation I found myself in. On 
the other hand: Did I have a choice? I picked up the ball. 
 
“I don’t know too much about him. He came on board in 
Singapore, I believe, together with a bunch of other Filipinos. We 
got along pretty well. He didn’t talk too much, you know? He kept 
more or less to himself and to his buddies.” 
 
“Do you know his full name?” 
 
“No, Sir, he was just Angelo for us. We all called each other only 
by first name. Isn’t his record on the payroll?” 
 
“No, at least not under the name of Angelo. And three of the 
Filipino workers allegedly have picked up their papers the night 
before your arrival and have not been seen ever since.” 
 
I shrugged my shoulders again. So what - that did not prove 
anything. It was completely usual to hire domestic workers for a 
single tour. They would disappear at the destination port and go 
for another hire. The names - good grief, what is a name? 
 
Obviously, the civilian had no further questions. He started 
leafing through his papers again and occasionally wrote a remark 
or two. The guard behind me got up and came forward to the 
desk, the two men talked a few words in Indonesian. Then the 
civilian turned back to me: 
 
“You will hear from us. It would have been better for you to tell 
the truth.” 
 
I was tempted to protest, to explain again why he was wrong but 
he cut me off with a waive of his hand, got up and walked past 
me to the door. The uniformed took my arm and made me stand. 
The end of this interview had come so abruptly that I was 
shocked and I felt my heart beat like a hammer. My hands 
became ice cold and moist, I started feeling dizzy. 
 
“Are you alright?” The guard looked at me almost like concerned 
but he didn’t let my arm go. 
 
“What du you care? Just leave me alone!” I took a deep breath, 
unwound my arm from his grip and went to the door. He came 
after me like a weasel, pushed me against the wall and held me 
there until his fellow cop had joined him. Together they walked 
me back to the cell block. 
 



Sandji didn’t ask but I understood his question anyway. I looked 
at him, raised my hands to a helpless gesture and sat down on 
my planks. I felt exhausted and helpless. The whole story had 
become absurd and senseless, everything went in circles and I 
was stuck in the middle. The only thing that irresistibly moved 
straight ahead was time, and time ran in the wrong direction. 
 
Tomorrow the ‘Pere Lindstrom’ would weigh anchor and head 
back to Singapore without me. Or? Could it be possible that the 
Old Man tried to get me out of here? If so, wouldn’t I have heard 
something, from him, from an attorney or from someone at the 
embassy? Or had they simply given up on me, maybe even 
thinking I was guilty? My thoughts ran in spirals closer and closer 
to a center point where panic was lying on the wait in malicious 
anticipation to finally knock me down. I felt my hands double to 
fists and strike out at the bed, the wall; I rolled down to the floor 
and beat the cold tiles with my knuckles and my head until my 
skin burst up and my blood splashed all over the cell. I don’t 
recall feeling any pain and I don’t believe I screamed; all I 
remember is a dark red haze of panic and self-destructive rage 
that sucked me in and ate me up. 
 
Sandji’s cold, wet hand at my temple bone was my first 
perception after this outburst. Second, I started feeling pain in my 
hands and in my head. Sandji went to wet his hand in the cold 
water of the sink, came back and pressed it to my temple again. I 
winced because it was so cold but it did me good and I held still. 
 
All of a sudden I had to laugh because I caught myself with the 
silly thought, the water might be unclean and cause some sort of 
infection: Just imagine you get sick and die before they have a 
chance to hang you…! Sandji looked at me bewildered. I 
explained to him why I laughed but he couldn’t find anything 
funny about it. I might be wrong but I believe there were tears in 
his eyes. 
 
Several minutes later I was feeling better and asked Sandji for a 
cigarette. Hi lit one and gave it to me. After two or three drags I 
became drowsy, choked and felt like throwing up. My stomach 
cramped and cold sweat was on my skin. I took deep breaths, 
and  after a while I gained control over these spasms. Still, I felt 
like one entire open wound on the inside. Sandji helped me to lie 
down, then cowered at the end of my bed and waited. 
 
The neon light in the hallway went on, then the lamp above the 
cell door. Darkness fell outside of the window, the day was in its 
intermediate stage, just like me. Breathing deeply I tried to gain 
control of the snake in my stomach which still was moving, 
especially when I thought of ways out and realized there was 
none. But the more I focused on things going on around me the 
fewer the spasms became. 
 
It was good to sense the burning of the scratches on my 
knuckles, the sore edges of the wound on my head, and to 
decide that I could stand it. And it was good to have Sandji with 



his calm and wise eyes, with his steady and gentle sadness and 
his great patience where I could put my fears to rest.  
 
“Sandji - “ He did not answer. He waited. He knew that I knew: 
He is there. 
 
“I am going to die.” Silence. From the concrete walls, the tender 
echo of this strangely soft word kept ticking back - die - die. Like 
a mother who sings her child to sleep, die - die - 
 
It did not scare me. It slowly faded away, out of the window into 
the twilight, over the roofs of the town to the mountains, dragging 
my soul along - die - die. We listened to it. There was so much 
time to listen, so much time to die - die - 
 
“Yes, you will die, Rick. Some day. Maybe soon. And you will not 
be afraid.” 
 
“No.” I listened into my mind. Strange - “I am not afraid.” 
 
“Remember: You are still alive. And that’s all there is and ever 
was.” 
 
“But what’s gonna happen with me?” 
 
“I don’t know. You don’t know. Nobody really does. And I don’t 
think it matters if we know or not. It’s gonna happen anyway.” 
 
I shook my head. “If I only had a way to change things, a tool, a 
weapon - “ 
 
“What would you do with it? Fight? Kill the whole prison staff? 
The Indonesian Police? The system? Even if you could, that 
would not change a thing. You would die anyway.” 
 
“It’s not that kind of weapon I’m talking about. I don’t want to kill 
anybody. I just don’t want to be killed.” 
 
He looked at me with a sad smile. “Who wants to? The Rajas did 
not want to be killed when they marched into the Puputan. But 
they knew that their weapons were of no help anymore. So they 
used the strongest weapon they had at their command: Not using 
their weapons. And they became immortal.” 
 
“I don’t want to be immortal, damned. I want to live!” 
 
“And you will. At least until tomorrow morning.” 
 
I looked at him, shocked. “This is nothing to make fun of. This is 
about me, about my life, about - “ 
  
“I damn sure know what it is about.”  Sandji’s voice all of a 
sudden was clear and sharp. “And I am not making fun at all.” He 
bowed forward and took my hands.  
 



“Rick, nobody knows what tomorrow brings. And no weapon, no 
tool will ever be able to change a single thing about tomorrow. It 
is now that you live, and there’s no other place in time you can 
go.” 
 
I thought about it. He was right. Now. Tomorrow is another place 
in time. 
 
He let me have my time to understand. When I looked up, he 
continued:  “And if you had a weapon now, a knife, a gun, what 
would you do with it?” 
 
I laughed resignedly. “Kill the cops and the whole Indonesian 
Army.” 
 
“Yeah, right! And, even if you could, what would you prove with 
it? That you are right?” 
 
“No. That I am stronger.” 
 
He nodded, smiling. “And that would help you to go on with your 
life?” 
 
“I told you, this is not the kind of weapon I am talking about.” 
 
He waited. He knew, I was close. 
 
I tried to get my thoughts together. I knew what he meant, but my 
European spirit was not educated to really accept it, even if there 
was only one possible conclusion. 
 
Finally, I said, more to myself than to him: “There’s no sense in 
fighting future. I have to be strong now, in the present. And 
strength is - “ I looked at Sandji like a schoolboy looks at his 
teacher - “to know what I did and what I did not, and to keep my 
head up, and to not be afraid of anything that might come my 
way, tomorrow or later. So, if I had a weapon to change the 
threads I am scared of, I would not need to use them, because I 
am not afraid.”  
 
He had watched me intensely while I developed my thoughts. 
Now, he relaxed and caressed my hands. 
 
“And if you would use a weapon  - I mean, a physical weapon like 
a gun, a knife or,” he accented it,  “the kind of rage you’ve shown 
tonight, that would - “ 
 
“That would prove me wrong. Because my mind wasn’t strong 
enough.” 
 
Sandji looked at me with a very special expression in his eyes, as 
he leant back against the wall. There was a smile with a lot of 
wisdom behind it, a contemplative warmth and a worrisome 
question at a time.  
 
“You’ve got it.” He said. “Will you be able to live it?” 



 
This night I dreamed I was climbing a very tall mountain, the 
highest one around, and it had only one peak. I reached the 
summit eventually and still wanted to keep on climbing, higher 
and higher, until I finally made the first step into the air, and 
another step and one more, I walked like on invisible stairs and 
left the mountains below, gliding through blue and white skies 
and knowing that at the end of the mountain range there was the 
ocean or something similarly indefinite. 
 
The next morning, I told Sandji about my dream but he did not 
comment on it, he seemed to be taciturn, introverted in a strange 
way. I didn’t want to bother him and left him alone. At times I 
noticed him observing me thoughtfully and seemingly sad. I 
looked at him and smiled in order to show him I was fine and he 
had no reason to be concerned. But he did not respond to my 
smiles and watched me from his deep and dark eyes. When the 
cell doors were opened for us to go out to the yard, I stepped out; 
I had the feeling he wanted to be alone. 
 
Down in the yard I found myself a shady spot, sat down on the 
lawn and closed my eyes. The warmth of the morning did me 
good, I felt the pores of my skin open and breathe deeply. After 
almost fifteen minutes, when I opened my eyes again, I hardly 
could see anything, all the contours were blurred in bright pastel 
colors. One by one, the colors became stronger, I was able to 
distinguish the guards, the inmates, the glass pulpit above the 
inlet, the walls - 
 
The soil of the yard had some green only at its edges. Towards 
the midst, the grass became thinner, and yellow mud was in the 
center where a group of inmates played soccer. Others sat or 
stood along the walls in small groups. Somehow, this picture was 
a peaceful one, just like lunch break in the yard of a boarding 
school - the cops were keeping close to the gate, taking some 
steps to one of the groups once in a while, exchanging some 
words, then returning to their colleagues. 
 
I closed my eyes again and dozed for a while. I did not want to 
think and, after last night’s dream, felt light and quiet in a very 
strange way. Something was going to happen with me but I had 
no imagination as to what it would be like and I had no influence 
on the outcome anyway. So I had no chance to change the 
course of things and no need to discipline my thoughts. 
 
Someone appeared in front of me. I opened my eyes. His stature 
seemed big, black and threatening against the light of the sun but 
he came to cower by my side and I recognized a young boy in 
Jeans and T-Shirt smiling at me. 
 
“Hi.” 
 
As I showed no reaction, he came closer and asked: 
 
“You are a Swede, aren’t you?” 
 



“Hm.” That could mean yes or no. I was not out for explanations. 
 
“I had a girl friend from Sweden, once. Was a nice girl.” 
 
“Hm.” I wondered how he knew that I was a Swede. Obviously, 
the information flow in this prison was pretty good. 
 
He did not care about my rejecting attitude and the grin remained 
on his face. He pulled a pack of American cigarettes out of his 
pocket and offered me one. I helped myself and let him light it. 
He came closer again. 
 
“In case you need anything - I can organize it. Here - “ He tossed 
another cigarette out of the package  and, at the same time, let a 
small tinfoil wrapped package glide into my hand. Before I was 
able to react, it was there, I held it, didn’t want to. 
 
“What is that?” I knew it, there was no reason for asking. 
 
“Black Afghan. First choice.” He grinned. 
 
“And what should I do with it? I don’t need that. Take it back.” He 
pushed my arm back and slapped me on my shoulder. It must 
have looked like a harmless conversation, from far. 
 
“Keep it. It’s a gift from me. If you don’t need it, give it to 
somebody else who can enjoy it. And if you ever need more - you 
know - “ He was whispering to my ear now and laid his hand 
around my shoulder. 
 
“I can organize everything. White stuff. And gear, if you need it. 
Just let me know.” He released my arm and laughed as if he had 
told me a funny joke. I felt less and less comfortable. Just let one 
of the cops become suspicious and find that package in my 
possession - from the corner of my eyes I watched the gate 
where the guards were smoking and conversing. No sign of 
suspicion. So I took a deep breath and said: 
 
“Listen, kid, let me tell you something: I don’t need your stuff. Not 
the Black Afghan and not the White Stuff and nothing else. I am 
clean to my bones, you got that? So take your shit and piss off!” 
 
I put the package back into his hand, got up and walked in the 
direction of the gate. Half way there, I turned around and saw him 
come after me, waiving and obviously wanting to talk to me. It 
would have called the guards’ attention if I had ignored him, so I 
waited for him to come close.  
 
“What else?” I asked. He looked at me with a dirty grin. 
 
“Hey, man - don’t you get excited. Was just a question, okay? Of 
which nobody else is supposed to know, okay? Might be 
dangerous for you to talk, you understand?” 
 
“I don’t care what you’re doing. Put your sister on sale. I don’t 
give a rat’s ass - “ 



 
I turned back to the gate. In this moment, he hit me. Right above 
my hip, close to the liver. It hurt, and it took my breath away for a 
second. He hit me again, right in the stomach. I folded forwards 
and fell to the ground. He kicked me into my side, right before 
two of the guards came running and pulled him away. He kept 
yelling and cursing that I had called his sister a whore, that I was 
a white devil, a foreign pig, and more of that kind. I got up, 
knocked the dirt off my pants and limped to the gate. I felt sick, 
and every breath hurt. 
 
One of the guards came to help me and led me to the restroom. I 
washed my face in cold water and rinsed my mouth. He wanted 
to know the reason for the argument but I just shrugged my 
shoulders. I had no desire for further quarrels. 
 
He walked me up to my cell telling me that this kind of argument 
was fairly common, if one of the inmates went nuts for any silly 
reason - doesn’t mean anything. He tried to be nice, 
recommended to stay closer to the uniformed guards and to 
avoid any kind of contact. Being the only foreigner in this prison, 
he said, I’d have some sort of special position which might 
provoke the rest of the inmates. 
 
When we reached my cell, I thanked him for his help. I felt better 
already, but when the lunch cart came along, I didn’t take the 
rice, just asked to be given an apple which I peeled with my 
fingernails. Sandji ate silently and hardly looked at me. 
Something was bothering him which I didn’t know what it was. 
Well, he would speak up, eventually. 
 
After lunch, one of the turnkeys came to get me: I’d have a 
visitor. Before I stepped out, I turned to Sandji, and all of a 
sudden, there were tears in his eyes, almost panic. I took him by 
his shoulders and asked him what was on his mind - 
 
He shook his head. “No - it’s okay. I’m all right, just - go! I’ll be all 
right.” 
 
“What’s up with you, Sandji? You are scared, I can tell. What is 
it?” 
 
He covered his face with his hands and newly shook his head. 
“No - it’s nothing serious, Rick. Only - whenever they come for 
you - because - “ He hugged me and pressed his tiny body 
against mine. Then he stepped back, smiled and said: 
 
“Okay now - we talk, when you’re back, alright?” 
 
I looked at him but he waived his hand: “Just go, don’t make 
them wait. Maybe it’s the ballerina who has run away from the 
poor fisherman - “ he smiled and cuffed my arm. 
 
My visitor turned out to be a pale, white blonde youngster from 
the Swedish consulate. He did not talk too much, gave me some 
legal forms to complete and sign, and looked at me like at some 



exotic animal. I asked him if he knew something about the 
allegations against me or maybe about a trial but he only shook 
his head. He did not seem to be well informed, his only interest 
obviously was to get his legal paperwork together. I rushed to 
complete the forms, wrote “ask German embassy” where they 
wanted payment information for my legal fees, and stroke out the 
part “closest relatives”. I did not want them to bother my folks 
back in Germany before the whole issue was resolved. If I’d be 
hung, it would be early enough for them to know. And if not, 
everything was fine, and there was no reason to stir them up. 
 
I gave the completed forms to the guard behind me who passed 
them on to the Swedish boy without even looking at them. The 
Swede gave me his hand and wished me luck - whatever he 
meant by that. 
 
I was urging back to my cell; I wanted to know what was going on 
with Sandji. Maybe I should have paid more attention to those 
legal forms of the Swedish embassy but all of my thoughts were 
with my friend and his surprising and disturbing reaction. 
 
But he seemed to be fine when I came back. He sat on his 
planks, his feet crossed over the wool blanket, he looked relaxed 
and smiled. 
 
“So - was it the ballerina?” 
 
“No. Just a Swedish jerk with a bunch of papers.” 
 
“Ooh - I’m really sorry for you!” 
 
“Hey, you seem to be back up again! What happened to you 
before?” 
 
“To me? I - “, he turned serious, “it was about your dream, you 
know - “ 
 
“What about my dream?” 
 
“Well, just a dream - “, he laughed, nervous, reluctant - “how 
should I say, it - no, I don’t want to -“, he covered his eyes and 
started to cry. 
 
I didn’t understand what was going on with him. It did not match 
the picture at all: Sandji who used to be so self-confident, 
sovereign and balanced, all of a sudden seemed to be insecure, 
hurt, almost desperate - I took him in my arms and tried to 
comfort him just like he had done with me, a few hours before. 
He calmed down slowly, wiped his eyes with his hands, then 
looked at me with a dark, thoughtful smile, took my hands and 
said: 
 
“Welcome home, Rick.” 
 



I waited, did not understand what he meant, but I knew he would 
need his time to explain. And it was on me to leave him this time. 
I was happy to be there. 
 
They brought rice and soy sauce for dinner, and we sat side by 
side on the edge of my planks, picked about in our tin cups and 
sipped from the cold tea. That’s when he began to talk.  
 
“You know, I don’t have too much of a clue about dreams and so. 
They say that your soul is with God while you’re dreaming. But 
every man’s mind is different, and God is not the same for 
everyone.” He took a load of rice and a sip of  tea and a break. 
 
“I think that your soul has to translate the things God showed you 
in your dreams, into other pictures, the ones you can recognize 
and understand. That’s why it is tough for me to read your dream 
right. Maybe I translate the pictures only in my way which might 
not be yours.” 
 
“Then tell me what your way is, and how you read my dream. It’s 
got to be something important, otherwise you would not have 
reacted the way you did.” 
 
He laughed slightly and said: 
 
“Yeah, sure. But a couple more things happened today which 
made me think, you know - for example when you came back up 
this morning, from the yard, you were so - I don’t know - 
somehow different. Just as if you were one of us; one of these 
little crooks who know this jail like the palm of their hand. When 
you were talking to that cop - I had the feeling that you had 
forgotten about the danger you are in, even if I knew that you had 
to be aware of it. And when they came to take you - damned, I 
thought I won’t see you anymore. And I thought that I cannot help 
you, and that you are so careless, and - oh man - !” He pressed 
his fist against his forehead and closed his eyes. I put the cup 
with the cold rice down beside me and laid my hand on his 
shoulder. He turned away, almost harshly, as if he did not want to 
be touched - 
 
“No, wait, I need to explain. It’s important.” He spent several 
minutes in thoughts and continued: 
 
“What you told me about your dream, that sounded like - sorry, 
but I have to tell you that - like you were almost looking forward to 
die, or like - you already had sent your soul away, so it won’t 
suffer anymore. As if you had already given up.” 
 
I held my tongue and tried to work up what he brought forward. 
Sure, within the last few hours, I had repressed the feelings of 
danger, and since last night I felt much calmer than before, 
almost like relieved. But desire of death? I would have taken it for 
a very natural reaction of my nerves to escape the permanent 
pressure. When I told him that, he nodded and said: 
 



“Yeah, that’s exactly what I mean! Your soul tries to escape, to 
get out of here, no matter how! But it won’t work, Rick! It does 
not work this way! You are alive, and you have to go on living, 
you cannot just quit! Man, yesterday, you’ve fought, you’ve cried 
and raged. And then - it began last night - you suddenly gave in, 
resigned, submitted. But both of these ways are wrong, Rick, 
both ways don’t get you anywhere! That raging is stupid, because 
you only break your own bones; and giving up is stupid because 
you stop taking serious what needs to be taken serious, you 
understand?” 
 
He had lowered his voice with these last words because the food 
cart came along. I thought about what he had said while I handed 
our cups and forks outside. I understood what he wanted to say 
but my thoughts were running in circles, and I could not see a 
third way between rebellion and resignation. Asides, my stomach 
hurt. 
 
I sat down on the toilet bowl in the corner of our cell and 
continued our conversation from there.  
 
“All right, I understand what you’re saying. But what else can you 
do except fighting or giving up?” 
 
“Well, go ahead and shit on it!” Sandji grinned, but immediately 
he turned serious again. 
 
“I believe you should learn to live your death. Consciously. To 
make it a part of your life, because that’s where it belongs, not 
only at the end. You can’t avoid it, and you’re not supposed to try. 
You are not even asked to surrender. It is in you, it is a part of 
you, it was with you in the hour of your birth. So, learn to accept 
it, learn that there is no life without it.” As I did not answer, he 
continued by asking me: 
 
“What do you know of death?” 
 
“Not too much - “, I replied. “Things you hear about: That life 
ends at some point, and that the body is buried and the soul lives 
on - haven’t spent too much thinking on it, so far.” Death, that 
was the memory of my Grandma’s funeral; I was eight years old, 
and they had told me that Grandma was no longer with us, and 
everybody was very sad and cried, me too, because I had loved 
my Grandma very much, and now she wasn’t there any more. It 
was a gray and rainy day, the coats of the adult people smelled 
like wet dog, and you were not supposed to talk, to ask, you only 
had to wait until it was over. In a restaurant close by there was 
hot coffee and donuts and after that life was the same as before, 
only that we did not spend our vacation at granny’s house 
anymore, because other people lived there now - 
 
As far as my own death was concerned: I sure had no desire to 
die, but I also never had avoided any dangers or risks. Several 
times, I had been in life threatening situations, but they had 
taught me to take good care of myself and had given me a strong 
belief in my guardian angel. To seriously think about my death 



did not seem to be necessary, as long as I had my freedom of 
choice. But now - 
 
It seemed as if Sandji had read my thoughts, because he 
continued them: 
 
“Now you have to seriously think about it. Because you are in the 
midst of your death and you know that fear does not help you. 
You can’t avoid it, and you can’t fight it. All you can do is integrate 
it into your life, accept it as a part of yours.” 
 
I got up from the toilet, my job unfinished. There was something 
wrong with my digestion, my stomach was hurting, and my brain 
was humming. 
 
“Leave me some time to think about it, will you? I am - this whole 
thing goes too fast for me, my mind needs to catch up, you 
understand? And I am tired.” 
 
“Okay, Rick, but, please: Think! Think deep! I cannot help you 
too much, I am not wise enough to know everything. You’ll have 
to find out yourself, because you know yourself better than 
anybody else. And be sure that every thought, every knowledge, 
everything you need is in you. You only have to find it, and you 
won’t if you’re not absolutely honest to yourself.” 
 
He laid down on his planks and turned his face to the wall. He 
had made a very strong point. 
 
I thought about how lucky I had been finding him as a companion 
to my darkest hour. Wasn’t it worth it? Could this be one of life’s 
secrets that you most open your mind to a friend when you’re 
worst off?  
 
And surely this whole thing would change his life, too. He grew 
into the role of being a friend for life, a friend for death. He was 
not a spy, as I had suspected, not an agent provocateur sent by 
the authorities to find out about me - he struggled for every word 
he said, and he never talked about the allegations that had 
brought me here. It was about me, and the last conclusion I drew 
before I fell asleep was: This is my, my, my death. And that is 
why this is my, my, my life. And Sandji is my, my, my friend. 
Nothing of this belongs to anybody else. 
 
In the middle of the night I woke up. My stomach was hurting, 
and a bad diarrhea kept me on the toilet bowl for almost one 
hour. This kind of event, as everybody knows, is a splendid 
opportunity for philosophical consideration and contemplation. 
 
I was concerned about the digestional status of my body. 
Dysentery was a common danger to health and life of every 
western person traveling this part of the world. The infection itself 
will not kill you, but you virtually shit and spit your soul out, and 
the exhaustion of your body takes care for the rest. 
 



Wouldn’t it be almost a bad joke: To die of an infection before 
they can hang me? I had had this thought before, when I had hurt 
myself in rage, but again it made me laugh; it seemed like 
outwitting reality. 
 
On the other side: If my body reacted normal to impacts from the 
outside, wasn’t that a sign of life turning back to normal? I mean: 
Who has ever heard of diarrhea on the death row? All you ever 
hear of are wise and final words from matured men, words of 
surrender or of rebellion, but whoever would be talking about 
shitting in one’s pants? 
 
Sandji was right: I tended to not taking serious what needed to be 
taken serious. But I couldn’t help it. The whole situation was so 
unreal, so bizarre, that I hardly found a tool to handle it. Except 
the phrase that Sandji had told me over and over again: “You’re 
still alive. And that’s all there is and ever was.” 
 
When I told him my thoughts the next morning, he looked at me 
with a smile: “You remind me of me when I was a boy. I had to 
beg on the place between the temple Jagatnata and the 
Museum. This place was plastered with big granite tiles, and on 
my way there, I tried to hit the tiles’ edges while I walked. That 
meant good look for the day. I was sad when I missed one.” He 
turned serious again. “This superstition will not help you. They 
will hang you, or they will not hang you, for reasons that are 
completely out of your hand. So: Live your death. Make it a part 
of your life. It’s there it belongs.” 
 
I nodded. We were back to normal. But it did not satisfy me. He 
seemed to feel that. 
 
“When you’re free again, no matter if alive or dead, you will be 
able to be happy.” At first, I hardly paid attention to what he said. 
But then, his phrase reached my conscience, and I was like 
electrified. 
 
“What do you mean: Alive or dead?” 
 
“Man, I don’t know if they will hang you or not. Who am I to 
know? Who are you to know? But one thing I know for sure: 
When you are out of here, alive or dead,” and he accentuated it, 
“you will be more able to be happy than you were before. 
Because your demands to life will be less than what you’ll be able 
to achieve, and you will be stronger.” 
 
“Why do you think I will be stronger?” 
 
“Because you will have died. You will have your death behind 
you. And you will breathe deeper than ever before.” 
 
We spent the rest of the day in silence. It seemed he had given 
me the essence of his thoughts, and there was no more word to 
be added. And I, of course, had a lot of thinking to do. 
 



In the afternoon, they came to take me to another interview. The 
same guy, the same questions, the same answers and the same 
result. When I came back to my cell, I looked at Sandji and just 
shrugged my shoulders. He smiled, a warm, resignated smile. 
 
It seemed to me like the really important things were not 
happening outside, where my legal case was handled, but here in 
our cell, where my friend and I tried to find the right attitude to 
endure the incredible threat. It was no longer about if I was guilty 
or not. Anyway, I was unable to prove my innocence. So, what 
difference did it make? But would I be able to die in dignity? I was 
nineteen years old, my God!  
 
It was Sandji who taught me to dive deep into myself and to 
make my soul independent from the things that were going on in 
the outside world. In short, westerly words: It does not matter to 
the turning of the world if there is a lamp post in your way. But 
whether or not you decide to hit your head on it - that might 
matter a lot to you. 
 
One morning, it was the eighth day after my imprisonment, 
Sandji said: 
 
“I know, you’ll get out.” 
 
“Yeah. With my boots ahead.” I replied. 
 
“No. You will live. And you’ll be free. Believe me.” 
 
 I looked at him, at the wall, at him. He had never asked from me 
a statement about my case; the question, if I really had tried to 
smuggle that heroin into the country or not, had never been of 
any significance in our conversations. How could he know about 
the process of my case? 
 
“How do you know?” 
 
“I know it. Not from anybody. I know it.” 
 
My old suspicion against him came back. How could he be so 
sure? Somebody must have told him, and that would confirm my 
haunch that he was a spy, an agent provocateur, an instrument 
of the prosecution. 
 
“How do you know?” I insisted. I was almost more scared about 
losing my picture of his than I was afraid of the truth about what 
would happen to me. 
 
He did not answer. He just looked at me and waited. His intuition 
was stronger than mine, he belonged to this country, he knew the 
turning of the tide. But wouldn’t it be just another kind of 
superstition to just believe him?  
 
I was torn between bedding my hopes into this certainty of his on 
the one side, and sticking to my occidental understanding of legal 
procedures on the other. After a while, I came to the conclusion 



that it did not matter anyhow. I would do the best I could, and I 
would have to accept any verdict that came my way. So I took it 
as easy as I could. 
 
After lunch – rice and soy sauce - when we cleaned up our cell, I 
picked up the conversation again: 
 
“So I’m going to be free, yeah?” 
 
“Yes, you will. And once you’re out, you must come to my house, 
and we will have a party. Your birthday party.” 
 
“My birthday is in February.” 
 
“What do I care? The day you get out of here, that’s going to be 
your birthday. The birthday of a new person with the same 
name.”  
 
I shook my head and covered my eyes. He was so damned sure 
of what he supposed to be happening. The snake in my stomach 
became alive.  
 
“How do you know that you’ll be released earlier than me?” 
 
He abruptly turned serious. “Rick - I will be gone today.” 
 
“What?” I could not believe what I heard. “They’ll let you go? 
Today?”  
 
He raised his hands and leant back against the wall. “It’s only for 
eight days that they took me in. My time’s up. I will be gone 
tonight.” I stared at him. The snake became stronger. 
 
“So you’ll be out, and I’ll be in? What? But I didn’t do anything 
wrong! You stole somebody’s wallet at least! Why do they keep 
me in and let you out? Or is it - “ I studded - “did they just send 
you in to find out about me? What kind of a friend are you? He? 
Did you tell them what they wanted to hear? He? And now you 
make it easy on you to get out, just giving me some kind of 
bullshit that I’m gonna make it, and so - what?” And I started 
beating him, slapping him right into this beloved face with these 
warm and understanding eyes, I beat his tiny body, wanting to 
hurt him, to hurt me and my belief in him, I beat Angelo, I beat 
myself, I raged until the guards came running and took us apart.  
 
He had not tried to fight back, only sheltered his face and his 
body from my hands. When the guards separated us, he wiped 
the blood from his lips, looked at me and shook his head. 
 
“You crazy old fool.” He pushed the guard’s hands aside and 
took a deep breath. 
 
“What was this supposed to prove?” 
 
There was no need to answer, I knew what he meant. I thought 
back to our conversation after my first, self-destructive outbreak. 



By using the weapon of my physical strength I had proven myself 
wrong.  
 
“The strongest weapon is the one you don’t use.” Yes, Sandji. I 
would have to be stronger than this. By myself. With or without 
you. Now. The most challenging part of my probe was coming 
up. 
 
He seemed to know what was going on inside of me. And he did 
not want to allow any apology from me. Because, although I felt 
ashamed and hurt by my own hits, there was nothing to 
apologize for. Not between him and me. We had been through 
this together.  
 
“When you are out, you come to my house. Now listen: You take 
Maaliv Street to the east quarter, go up Delwialah until the Indian 
bicycle store, take a left and it’s the third door on your right side. 
Okay? Repeat!” His voice was strong, not allowing any 
opposition. 
 
I tried. I was totally confused. “Ma - “ 
 
“Maaliv Street.” One of the cops helped. “That’s the street that 
leads you right into the east quarter. Don’t worry, I can tell you - “ 
 
“Shut up!” Sandji’s voice was sharp. He nodded in my direction to 
make me continue. 
 
“Maaliv Street to Delwialah, up until the Indian bicycle store, turn 
left, third door on the right.” My God, I will not forget these 
directions for the rest of my life. 
 
“Okay.” Sandji nodded contented and looked at me with warm 
and friendly eyes. “You will not forget it. And let me tell you that 
all you have been thinking about me was wrong. We’ll talk about 
this later. Or, we will not have to talk about this anymore. Take 
care.” He turned around and walked down the hallway, flanked by 
the two cops.  
 
I sat back down on my planks, feeling exhausted, left alone and 
ashamed. I had beaten up the dearest friend I had in this terrible 
situation, I had enjoyed beating him up, because you hate most 
what you love most. I had mistrusted the most faithful person 
around, because I mistrusted myself. And I did not know how the 
hell I would survive any more days in here without Sandji being 
with me. 
 
To be honest, I do not remember any details of the following five 
days. Nothing happened, I seemed to having been forgotten in 
this clean, cold rat’s whole. I kept calm, in a strange way, cool, 
just as if my last connection to life had been cut off since they 
took Sandji away. A few times I went down to the yard to get 
some fresh air, but nobody talked to me, and I kept to myself. I 
washed my dishes, I slept, I ate, I shit as I was expected to do. I 
did not feel anything. 
 



“You’re still alive. And that’s all there is and ever was.” Yes, 
Sandji. So I accepted the daily routine of my imprisonment as a 
pattern to my present life. There was nothing but the present. 
 
“The strongest weapon is the one you don’t use.” Yes, Sandji. I 
knew it would be useless to fight, and it would be wrong to 
surrender. Between those two I would have to find my own way 
of dying. And I died many times in those five days. 
 
If, during this time, the warden would have come to my cell to 
inform me about my execution, it would not have disturbed me 
too much; it would have been the logical end of a technical and 
legal routine.  
 
On the fourteenth day of my imprisonment, a guard came to my 
cell door. 
 
“Pack up your things. Let’s go!” 
 
I was very calm. I realized that he would not have told me to pack 
up my things if it was the execution I was heading for. But not 
even this was really exciting to me. 
 
They handed me a plastic bag with the rest of my belongings at a 
teller next to the entrance to the cell block. I had to sign that I had 
gotten back everything that belonged to me. I hesitated. 
 
“What’s missing?” the man behind the teller asked. 
 
I laughed: “Man, I just don’t get it. What is this? Am I going to be 
free, or executed, or what?” 
 
“They will tell you, don’t worry. After you’ve signed. Here.” He 
only did his job. Okay. 
 
The guard led me into the same room where I had been 
interviewed twice. Another civilian was sitting behind the desk, 
but his behavior was the same as the previous one’s. He leafed 
through a file, read a line here and there and told me absently to 
sit down. After a while, he looked up.” 
 
“Remy?” 
 
“Yup.” 
 
“You are released from the Denpasar City Police Detention 
Facility by today, October twenty-fourth of nineteen sixty-eight 
under the condition to leave Indonesia no later than tomorrow at 
noon. If you are caught on Indonesian territory after twelve 
o’clock tomorrow, October twenty-fifth of nineteen sixty-eight, you 
will be arrested for violation of an eviction  order issued against 
you, Ulrik Remy, prohibiting you to ever enter this country again.” 
 
I couldn’t help but laughing. Was this for real? They let me out, 
and if I did not follow their advice, they would evict me of the 



country? Man, I would have been more than happy to leave this 
country earlier than now - 
 
“Why are you laughing?” 
 
“I’m sorry, I just don’t get it. Am I acquitted, or what?” He looked 
at his papers. 
 
“There is no comment in this order as to you being guilty or 
innocent. All it says is that you have to be released from prison 
under the condition - “ 
 
“Okay, okay, I got that. But what about my trial?” 
 
“Well, obviously - “, he leafed about in his file - “there has been 
no trial. And there will not be one, as far as I can see.” 
 
I was tempted to insist. My occidental pride told me to demand 
my definite innocence to be officially stated. On the other side - 
 
I shrugged my shoulders and shut up. Better a jerk than dead. 
He closed his file, and the guard walked me to the gate. Only 
when the big iron gate slammed behind me, in the cold heat of a 
silent Indonesia morning, my knees began to shake. I sat down 
on the curbstone: Man, what a close call that was! 
 
As of today, I do not know what exactly caused my release. 
Maybe the Swedish consul had poked me out after being 
alarmed by the Old Man (the ‘Pere Lindstrom’ was a Swedish 
ship), maybe the authorities of Indonesia did not want to risk a 
conflict situation with one of the European countries in this period 
of change, maybe the prosecution did not consider their case 
strong enough - I still do not know, as of today.  
 
All I know is that they let me out with no comment, no 
rehabilitation, no confirmation of my innocence; that they gave 
me twenty-four hours to leave the country like an idiot not worth 
caring about. Shit. But, as I said, I did not really see a problem 
there. 
 
To the east quarter, up Delwialah Street, the bicycle store, left, 
one, two three doors - I walked like through a tunnel following 
those road signs, without knowing about time or future. Twenty-
four hours, they had told me, but I did not know how much time 
that was. 
 
Narrow, high houses, muddy dirt on the streets, I saw a group of 
young girls rehearse their dances behind a barred window, they 
wore tight black body suits. A light wind was moving the hazel 
brown hemp curtains at the doors and the small birdcages above 
with colorful little birds in them. The third house on the right side 
had a wooden door. 
 
A young woman opened; and when I asked for Sandji, she 
smiled and took my hand, pulled me inside and closed the door 
behind me. My eyes took some time in getting accustomed to the 



twilight as I followed the woman through a long hallway and a 
kind of atrium into a wide room full of low chairs, paravents, 
stands, shelves and pictures.  
 
Sandji was sitting on a bench in front of the big opalescent 
screen window, like a shadow figurine. When he heard us 
entering the room, he turned to us, and, after recognizing me, 
opened his arms. All of this happened slowly, in an elegant and 
almost solemn way; it was calm and very peaceful. 
 
“So, you’re out, like I told you.” 
 
“Yes. But I have been unbelievably lucky.” 
 
“There is no unbelievable luck, if you believe in it.” 
 
He turned to the young woman and gave her instructions in his 
language. She took my hand again and led me downstairs to a 
bathroom which opened to the backyard. There, she poured 
warm and cold water into a tub, undressed me and made me get 
in. With several washrags and a brush that looked like a dry 
cucumber, she washed and scrubbed my entire body. Despite of 
my nudity I did not feel embarrassed, but completely refreshed 
and relaxed when she dried me off and clothed me into a wide, 
soft robe which closed with a belt woven in. 
 
I tried to thank her by bowing to her like I had seen her doing 
before; it must have looked funny, because she giggled and led 
me back upstairs. 
 
Sandji invited me to sit and ordered some tea. He did not 
mention the prison at all, did not ask me about the time after he 
had been released, nor did he bring up the fact that I had beaten 
him so badly; he only wanted to know about my plans for the 
future. 
 
“I have twenty-four hours to leave the country. I will have to find 
me a hire.” 
 
He smiled and said: “Don’t worry, it will be taken care of. Tonight 
we will celebrate your birthday, and - “ with a wink of his hand he 
brushed my objection aside - “screw the twenty-four hours. It’s 
your birthday, all right?” It was Thursday, October 24th of 1968. 
 
And what a celebration we had! It had started to rain, we could 
hear the water rush over the roof, and it sure felt good to be 
sheltered inside. The dinner went over four or five hours, friends 
and neighbors joined us and each one was welcomed with a 
toast of Saki, we had rice wine and shots of a very spicy, hot 
liquor, and soon everybody was drunk. Screaming and laughing 
filled my ears, my bones were aching and my eyes could not 
follow this infernal dance of faces and shapes around me. 
Somebody sat down by my side and fed me more and more of 
the delicious food that was there all over the table: brown rice 
with many different sauces, meat and vegetables, everything hot 
and spicy, and again liquor and wine - 



 
I don’t know how I got to bed; somebody must have carried me. 
When I woke up, I did not know where I was, but I felt 
comfortable like almost never before. The young woman laid by 
my side faithfully cowered into my arm, and there seemed to be 
nothing unusual about that. Piece by piece the pictures of the 
night before came back, I remembered some sort of discussion 
about this woman, Sandji insisted that she shared my bed, and I 
did not want to accept it, something of that kind, but I was not 
sure. 
 
When she woke up, she stretched and pressed her warm body 
against mine. I kissed her black shining hair, and she began to 
caress my chest, my legs, my hips, increasingly demanding and 
causing my body to respond. We made love in this beautiful 
morning, enjoyed the warmth, the nearness of our skins and the 
fresh taste of the air after the rain. She seemed to like it, as she 
caressed me over and over and asked for more. We dissolved 
into one body, one breath, one skin. 
 
After she had left, about two hours later, I tried to figure who she 
was. A servant of Sandji’s house? A relative, maybe even his 
wife? Nothing would have surprised me; I felt like being in the 
middle of a fairy tale. She had been with me by Sandji’s order, 
that’s for sure, but she had acted like a woman in love. Was I 
supposed to understand? Was I able to? 
 
It was not the worst of ways of being reborn. I was lolling in a 
cozy clean bed, my prison planks seemed to be ten thousand 
miles away, and all of what would happen next was in the hands 
of beautifully loving and caring people. No reason at all to bother.   
 
Around noon, I got up, washed myself and put on my clothes 
which had been cleaned in the mean time. Sandji was waiting for 
me in the same place where I had met him the day before. He 
smoked a long, thin pipe with a tinkered head and looked like an 
old, wise patriarch in his wide kimono, not at all like the mean 
thief as whom I had first met him. 
 
He took my arm and hugged me. Then he asked if I had enjoyed 
my night. I affirmed, trying to keep the distance of Asian courtesy, 
even if the question was burning on my tongue as to who the 
woman had been. But it would have been inappropriate to ask, 
and so I only thanked him, and he grunted in content.  
 
“Your ship will leave tonight. It’s the Ikoto Mayu, and she’ll take 
you to Kochi. The Captain is a friend of mine. He will take care 
for your passage to Yokohama, and from there you’ll make your 
way home.” 
 
We did not talk too much for the rest of this afternoon. So many 
thoughts we had shared, so much pain and despair, so much 
hope and friendship at the same time. We enjoyed the last few 
hours together listening to the wind, the little birds, the breath of 
life. It would never be the same, not for him and not for me.  
 



When the light turned golden in the late afternoon, Sandji got up 
and laid his hand on my shoulder. “It’s time. You have to go.” 
 
He took a small wooden box from one of the shelves and opened 
it. It contained a silver bracelet whose two bows formed the 
wings of a bird with a sharp bill. On its back, the bird held a dark 
red gem stone. Sandji took the jewel out of its box and put it onto 
my arm. 
 
“I want you to wear this. It will give you strength and self-
confidence, because it will remind you that you have lived your 
death, and that your soul has become the bird.” 
 
“It is beautiful. What is it?” 
 
He smiled, this wise, old Sandji smile. “It is a weapon you are not 
supposed to use, and therefore, it will be the strongest weapon at 
your command. In ancient times, men have fought with it and 
inflicted terrible wounds to each other. It peels the skin of the 
person it hits. I want you to wear it, because you’re the one who 
knows.” 
 
He hugged me, then took one step back and bowed to me with 
his hands laid together. I did the same. He turned back to his 
bench and sat down. That’s how I left him to never see him 
again. 


