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Preface

T

he novel you are about to read is a work of fiction.
As such, any similarity with real-life characters and
scenes in Curaçao and other countries mentioned in
the novel is purely coincidental.
I placed the story against the backdrop of my island,
where I grew up and did all the things one does in growing
up.
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PART I

1

M

asses of clouds were laboriously sailing on their
path across the island of Curaçao on their way to
the coastal mountain range of Venezuela barely
thirty-five miles away, where they would discharge their
precious load, leaving the island dry and whispering for
water in the thorny bushes that stubbornly cling to life in
the rocky soil. As the clouds started breaking up, the sun
colored the sky and created an aura of light behind them,
throwing off shafts in every direction like the jeweled halo
of a saint’s statue. Then they pierced with sudden sharpness
through the stretched-out sweep of clouds and bathed the
island and its sea in a golden hue, carrying the promise of
another sun-drenched day.
From the humble dwellings beyond the main roads, life
stirred as preparations were under way for another day’s
work.
In a cluster of dilapidated wooden houses with
corrugated iron roofs and patched-up walls, children were
moving around, biting into buttered rolls with sugar, waiting
for the bus to take them to school.
In one of those hovels, a bit removed from the other
dwellings, seventeen-year-old Shurendy was going through
3
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the last preparations for the cocaine-smuggling operation.
He had already been through several sessions during the
past few weeks. The worst part was the stomach and bowel
cleansing ordeal with that foul-tasting liquid, followed by
Imodium and a twenty-four- to thirty-six-hour water diet. He
had learned to swallow up to thirty little plastic-wrapped
balls and knew how to apply the correct amount of enema to
get them all out. And now the real thing was about to happen.
He was nervous, and a thousand things went through his
feverish mind. He’d got to make it; so much depended on it.
“Big Daddy” had looked at him with his one good eye, the
other one a sickly pale orb that seemed to penetrate through
your very soul.
“You do this, boy, and you’ll be rich. You gonna build
your momma a big house and your sista will fin’ herself a
good man to make babies. But, you fail me,”—and the eyes
had seen right through him, burning the words in his mind—
“you sing if you get nabbed, and your sista will taste every
cock o’ the gang; they’ll plug every hole of her twelve-yearold body. And your momma will watch, and then she will get
the same. You got my meaning, boy?” And he’d slapped his
face affectionately. “You been chosen; you’re the one, you’re
Big Daddy’s number one boy, ya hear? Number one boy.”
Shurendy shuddered as Big Daddy rose in his mind with
all the towering power of his massive body, blotting out
everything, life itself, and the unseeing eye driving daggers
through his soul.
“But I’ll be rich, and momma’s gonna live in a stone
house, and I gonna get her a car. Oh yeah, oh yeah, we gonna
strike it rich all right,” he thought to himself as he swallowed
the last of the thirty bolitas under the watchful eyes of Totty
“Doc,” Big Daddy’s operations expert. Gentle and
considerate, Doc was feared for his sudden, white-hot fury
and the pain he could inflict.
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“You’re doing fine, Shurendy, me boy. Jes’ take it easy; it’s
normal to be nervous; you’re going alone to Holland to visit
your dying uncle. If you’re not nervous, it’s strange. So, it’s
okay, Doc knows. Here’s the Imodium. Take one capsule
every six hours and drink only water. There’s a bottle of
water in your bag, and you can ask for more on board. Here’s
the car now.”
He stepped outside, and Shurendy said good-bye to his
mother. They embraced wordlessly; she clung to him,
shaking like a leaf, he trying to be the tough seventeenyear-old dropout-turned-breadwinner on his way to make a
better life for them.
***
The Holland plane was delayed. They couldn’t say for
how long. Then, three hours later, the passengers were told
that the plane had a four-hour delay and that they would be
given a warm meal. They were not allowed to leave the
airport. Shurendy called Doc for instructions and was told
that he should stay put. “Those bolitas are well-packed; you
have been on a water diet for six hours now on an empty
stomach. Just drink water and stay calm. Nothing can go
wrong. Don’t call again, unless you’re in trouble.”
Shurendy waited, and waited, and grew more restive by
the minute. He felt that everyone must know that he was a
bolita smuggler. He walked up and down, went to the toilet,
drank water, and tried to keep calm.
“I must keep calm; nerves give me acid ‘n tha’s my
baddest enemy. Must fin’ me something nice to think about.
Yeah, tha’s it; the house I gonna build for momma. I need
three bedrooms, one for momma, one for the girls, and one
for meself. There must be a porch, a big one for parties.
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And, yeah, how can I forget? I need a car; when I’m back, I
gonna get me some driving lessons, and then I’ll buy one of
those … ”
As he fantasized, time passed and he felt tranquil. He’d
make it.
***
“A young bolita smuggler died at the airport yesterday
when one of the thirty bolitas he had burst. The police have
not revealed his name, awaiting further investigation. This is
the seventh death this year due to burst bolitas. Most of the
victims are poor, young, unattached. In Holland, there are
plans to dam the stream of drug smugglers from Curaçao.
The local authorities are considering introducing a body
scan to detect the smugglers, but there is fierce opposition
to this suggestion, and the coalition government seems to
be split in two camps on this issue. In the meantime, Curaçao
is getting a bad name in Holland because of the many drug
smugglers entering the country with cocaine. The minister
of justice has said that the Dutch government should realize
that their lenient drugs policy is creating a demand. He
thinks the Dutch government is trying to find a scapegoat
for the drugs issue, as he doesn’t believe that the drugs
smuggled from our island amounts to much.”
“It is a well-known fact that Rotterdam is one of the
largest ports of entry of drugs in Western Europe. Why
doesn’t the Dutch government tackle that problem first,
instead of blaming Curaçao for their own shortcoming?”
“That was the minister of justice, Mr. Arnoud de Brie of
the Popular People’s Front.
This is Orville van Zanten signing off for Radio Vanguard.”
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M

atthew was troubled. He could not shake off a
feeling of futility at what he was doing.
What’s the use of teaching these kids when the
political and social-economic climate is not geared toward
making the most of their intellect?
The news flash he’d heard on the radio driving to school
about that poor boy with a burst bolita had roused all the
anger he felt at the incompetence of the island’s
government.
The bastards only think how to line their pockets and
appoint their cronies in lucrative positions, while the
“Shurendies” of this community must see how to fend for
themselves. Aw, shucks, what’s the use?
“The assignment is time-based; your group members
depend on your contribution. So, don’t sit there daydreaming
and thinking what you’re going to do after school. And
remember that you’ll have to do some explaining, so think
your answers through and make sure you know how to
explain by using the theory we just went through. Go!”
The last lesson of the day was always a pain in the neck,
especially on Monday.
Matthew Bartels was a paragon of the modern math
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teacher, a natural in the application of the modern didactics
of cooperative-learning strategies.
He liked his job, liked the kids, liked the dedication he
managed to coax from them, making them see and feel at
the same time.
Where the hell did I get this talent for dealing with kids?
Not from my own upbringing, that’s for sure; but now’s not
the time for those reminiscences; they only get in the way
and fuck up my concentration and peace of mind. … Look at
these kids. What a collection of humanity they are.
He had kids from Portugal, the Dominican Republic,
Colombia, Venezuela, the British West Indies, and quite a
few from Holland whose parents worked here as expatriates
on a three-year contract, some staying on forever. There
were also a few from the Middle East and India. The majority,
however, were locals, that collective noun denoting the
endless varieties between white and black who had been
on the island for generations.
The ethnic kaleidoscope of Matthew’s class was a mirror
of the island’s community, all blending more or less in what
he called “Homo Caribensis.”
He, too, was very much part of the cultural mix, being the
third generation of the Bartels family, originally from Holland.
Matthew’s father went to Suriname but came back after
Suriname’s independence in 1975 with his Surinamese wife.
He was called Bart,short for Bartholomeus,but was nicknamed
“Bolsius” after the huge quantities of a well-known Dutch
brand of gin he drank. He found work with the government at
the Inspectorate of Taxes and made many friends and
enemies, depending whether one was on the receiving end
of his strict financial regimen or his after-office largesse.
With both his parents dead these past nine and seven
years, Matthew had no other relatives on the island; his
sister lived in Canada.
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Monday was his busiest day, as he also had classes at
UNA (University of the Netherlands Antilles) from three
o’clock in the afternoon to six. Afterward, it was his turn to
chair the monthly meeting of the “Think Tank,” an informal
club of five academics from different disciplines who
discussed all kinds of issues that had any bearing on the
island community.
In fact, these dedicated professionals were all engaged
in the continuous study of every aspect of their island,
putting into practice what generations of local would-be
savants had always said of Curaçao: “an island worthy of
profound analyses by all kinds of experts, as it’s sure to
yield a treasure of scientific information on the vicissitudes
of man,” indicating that the island was as complex a riddle
as one had ever seen, to which Matthew would add, “with an
uncommon capacity for masochistic behavior.”
Got to keep an eye on Gerald; he’s been having a lot of
difficulties these past few weeks. No talker that boy;
clammed up the moment I asked if anything was bothering
him. Let’s see what the mother’ll have to say when I see her
at the parents’ evening.
He was looking pensively at the boy when he suddenly
stood up and stormed out of the room. The class fell silent
and looked up at Matthew. He motioned for them to continue
and went outside to look for Gerald. He found him sitting on
a close-by bench under a tree with a sullen look on his face.
He had never seen him like this before and wondered what
could’ve caused this. He sat down next to him and quietly
asked what’d happened. The boy remained silent, and then
blurted out, “I can’t do the assignment … and, and ... the
others won’t help me. The stuff’s too difficult and … I, er, I
don’t know how ... how to … ” He was frantically searching
for words to express his pent-up frustration, his anger at
being helpless, inadequate and a pain to the others in the
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group. It was as if a weight was pressing down on his chest,
constricting his breathing and suffocating him. He was
drowning and didn’t have the power to fight back the
numbness that was spreading throughout his body. His dark
brown face contorted as if he was in pain. He slumped
sideways on the bench and Matthew caught him, feeling
awkward, holding a fourteen-year-old boy in his arms in
plain sight of everybody who cared to look. He glanced
round and signaled to a passing student to get someone of
the managing staff.
Soon Mr. Griffith, one of the deputy headmasters, came
panting across the schoolyard and took over, so that Matthew
could go back to his class.
***
“Matthew, could you come to the office? I almost missed
you and couldn’t send a message with anyone.”
Clark Griffith stood in the midday heat, mopping
perspiration from his face with a not-too-clean handkerchief,
doing his utmost to keep an eye on the kids leaving the
schoolyard.
“I’ve been trying to get something out of Gerald
Ansermo, but he’s very tight-lipped. He’s all right now. His
mother just came to fetch him. I think he just passed out
because of emotional stress. But let’s go inside, where we
can talk without this heat burning holes in our brains.”
Matthew followed him to his air-conditioned office,
poured himself a glass of water from the small fridge in the
corner, dropped into an easy chair, and let the cool air bring
him back to life.
“What’s your take on this? Because the boy really
clammed up the moment I started asking questions.”
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“Well … ” Matthew drew out the “well” a bit to order his
thoughts and straightened up in the chair, sitting now on the
edge, trying to form a mental picture of Gerald and what he
knew about him.
“He’s been behaving out of character these past few
weeks; I’m getting contradicting info from his teachers. On
the whole, he seems to be well-adjusted; does his homework,
sort of, but there’s a feeling that he’s struggling with some
kind of problem. His marks are below average, and he also
seems to be missing classes. Not my classes, though. I’ve
invited the mother for the parents’ evening.”
Matthew leaned back in the chair, sipped his water, and
looked at Clark, who wiped his glasses and looked pensively
at the card he had just retrieved from the students’ files.
“Would his behavior have anything to do with postdivorce trauma? It wouldn’t surprise me; I’ve seen it happen
before. Kids are much more sensitive than parents realize.
… You know, I sometimes despair of my job. I spend more
time dealing with parents than with school matters. I
sometimes ask myself why some people have children at
all!”
***
Matthew looked at his empty glass and was lost in
thought, taken back in nanoseconds to his own youth. He
could still taste the salt of the tears of frustration, feel the
welts on his back, the intense hate he had for his father as
he beat the crap out of him for standing up to him for abusing
his mother—his delicate, fluttery, kindhearted, angelic
mother, who loved God’s creation with an incredible singlemindedness. She would feed all the birds in the
neighborhood, knew which ones nested in her garden,
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adopted stray dogs to the annoyance of his bullying father.
How he had adored her, her soft hands, caressing his tense
little boy’s body, preparing his meal with absolute
dedication, her floating presence and sadly beautiful face,
loving him, bathing him and his sister Elise in her all
encompassing maternal love, like early morning light,
touching each dewdrop-covered leaf with infinite intimacy.
He cherished these images of his mother to hide the anguish
of his father’s anticipated homecoming with heavy, uncertain
steps as he stumbled into the living room, disturbing the
short-lived and unevenly distributed mother-children-filled
peace. He could still taste his fear as it knotted his stomach,
bringing the foul taste of bile in his mouth, and could smell
his own sweat under his armpits as he tensed his body and
soul for the inevitable confrontation that would follow: ugly,
demeaning, utterly painful and inhuman.
***
“Yeah … I know,” looking into his empty glass, rolling it
between his hands, not daring to look at Clark, as his little
boy’s fear momentarily took hold of him and made him
pause. He breathed deeply and straightened his back and
mind and looked Clark in the eyes, as was his habit when
talking to someone.
“Shit happens; we can only do our professional best to
create space for these kids to develop and hope they’ll turn
out all right. I think Gerald will ultimately be okay. Let’s see
what the mother has to say.”
With that, he struggled out of the chair and longed for an
hour rest with Mozart to muster enough courage and stamina
to go to UNA for another three hours’ work, followed by the
“Think Tank” meeting.
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“Thanks for helping out. I must really get going. See you
tomorrow.”
“It’s okay, man, just doing my little thing. Be good.”
Clark watched Matthew leave, his otherwise energetic
pace reduced to a slow, laborious walk, as if he was in pain.
***
He got home later than usual and hurried to get his lunch
ready while he listened to Mozart’s flute concertos to smooth
away the mind wrinkles, especially when the past got to him
and its Medusa heads snapped at his calm and controlled
self, shaking him to the very roots of his existence.
He’d sold the sprawling, badly kept and memory haunted
mansion in town where he’d spent his youth and bought an
old country estate, which he converted into a modern home
with two bedrooms, a studio, a spacious living room and
well-equipped kitchen, separated by a cozy kitchen bar,
where he had his meals. Two big, abstract paintings splashed
a frenzy of colors on the white walls flanking the wide
awning window facing the east to make the most of the trade
wind. A well-tended lawn and the riotous colors of the
bougainvillea hedge dominated the view through the west
window.
He polished off his lunch, cleaned up and went to the
bedroom, switched on the air, and lay down for a thirtyminute nap. He tried to unwind, but that proved impossible,
so he mentally went through his two lectures at the university.
He got up, did some calisthenics, and took a quick
shower. In front of the mirror, he took in the familiar face
with the high forehead topped by thick, jet-black, wavy hair,
finely sculpted nose, and almost imperceptibly elevated
cheekbones that sloped to a square, dimpled chin. The wide
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mouth with its easy laughter gave him a friendly appearance.
He was again arrested by his father’s eyes staring at him:
gray-blue, with a brownish speck in the right eye, the only
thing he had inherited from him. The rest was his mother’s,
the light brown skin, regular teeth with a slightly larger left
eyetooth, and delicate bone structure. The result was a
highly attractive man, in the flower of his manhood, strong,
sensuous, in control, with a fluidity of movement that seemed
to reach out and connect.
He combed his hair, applied deodorant and a dash of
eau de toilette, and rinsed his mouth with mint Scope. People
with bad breath or obnoxious body odor repelled him, and
he tried to hide his distaste by keeping at an acceptably
polite safe distance. His father had smelled and behaved
like a pig, while his mother was a multicolored bouquet of
exotic flowers, quietly creating a pleasant outdoors
environment, suggestive of natural fragrances and graceful
dappled movements.
He dressed hurriedly, checked his notes, the agenda for
the “Think Tank” meeting, took a package of dental sticks,
pen, and sunglasses, and activated the automatic indoor
lights. He was ready.
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